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technical and bureaucratic process-driven 
cultures of neo-liberalism, privatization, and 
development aid. 
In pursuing pragmatism as a methodology, I 
concur with Denzin (2010, 420), who argues 
that interpreting social justice issues 
through a discussion of procedures “leaves 
little room for issues connected to 
empowerment, social justice, and a politics 
of hope.” Foucauldian interpretation of 
power helps unpack the positively correlated 
relationship between politics and the 
process-driven, technical-scientific core of 
development discourse (Curtis and Spencer 
2012: 134). Additionally, Rajesh Venogopal’s 
(2018) observation about the development 
aid industry also complements my critique:

 The fact many development agency  
 and project staff have a science or  
 engineering background, or else are  
 quantitative economists also lends a  
 mystique of the unknown to the   
 political, which is consequently used  
 to box in a wide range of otherwise  
 inexplicable acts of mundane   
 misfortune. (Venugopal 2018, 240) 

Building upon that, my data collection was 
based on John Dewey’s (1925/2008) 
philosophical emphasis on human 
experience, which Morgan (2014) iconizes as 
a ‘philosophically pragmatic’ approach to 
doing qualitative research.
Morgan (2014) relies on the works of Dewey 
(1920 [2008], 1925 [2008]) on experience and 
inquiry to emphasize that our ability to 
interpret reality depends on our experience 
as well as on our beliefs and ideas. Morgan 
(2014, 1046-47) argues that our experiences 
have roots in our history and culture, and we 
depend on both of these factors to navigate 
reality and/or circumvent the changing 
nature of circumstances in which we place or 
find ourselves, especially in today’s 
privatization-led economic globalization 
processes. Morgan further argues that our 
history and culture represent our thoughts, 
beliefs, philosophy, expectations and even 
biases - these human elements are 
“inherently contextual, emotional, and 
social” (Morgan 2014, 1047); most 
importantly, each of those behavioral 
outcomes is “socially shaped.”  
Thus, my investigation aimed to discover the 
issues my informants found to be most 
pressing in their subjective and social 
reproduction and to learn how my 

informants went about pursuing those issues 
in meaningful ways. Since neo-liberalism is a 
western import in Bangladesh, I interpret it 
as an external force of economic domination. 
Wood, Apthorpe, and Borton (2001, 203) 
argue that although the evaluators of 
development aid projects treat 
‘methodology’ sensitively, the aid 
administrators and designers often neglect 
the importance of methodology at the 
inception and during the implementation of 
the aid projects. These critics assume that 
such ‘neglect’ is sustained through lack of 
coordination among the development aid 
donors and partners. I interpret such lack of 
coordination among the aid hierarchy as an 
outcome of a linked relationship between the 
politics of aid and the process driven, 
technical-scientific core of development 
discourse.
Thus, I argue that focusing on the experience 
and beliefs of aid recipients in 
Bangladesh—through an examination of class 
relations and how they are situated vis-à-vis 
the politics of development and economic 
globalization, and how they shape aid 
delivery mechanisms and aid recipients’ 
choices in participating in such programs—is 
the ideal approach to analyze development. 
My view is that overlooking the experience of 
the aid recipients not only limits the social 
growth of the aid recipients themselves but 
also undermines the merits of neo-liberal 
fundamentals, as well as the prospect of 
development aid resources. As a result, in 
every method I employed for data collection, 
I made a conscious effort to learn about the 
individual experiences of my informants, as 
well as his or her subjective history and 
about the social group the individual 
represented. I begin with discussing my 
approach to multi-sited data collection 
method in detail in the following section.

Description of Methods

Multi-sited Method
I employed multi-sited methodology for data 
collection in Dhaka city’s industrial, residen-
tial, and baazar (‘market’) areas as well as in 
the semi-developed and undeveloped areas 
of Shimulia and Doulotpur villages located 
outside Dhaka. Traditional ethnography usu-
ally situates a researcher in one specific field 
site for an extended period. The benefit of 
being situated in one space enables a 
researcher to know one site comprehensively 
without needing to move around to multiple 

sites. However, my research required me to 
trace the application and effects of aid and 
privatization to explore the different conse-
quences of global policies of neo-liberalism 
in diverse places of Bangladesh. Hence, I 
employed multi-sited methodology for data 
collection as it enabled me to investigate a 
specific issue ! analysis of development aid 
in Bangladesh ! through multiple geographic 
and/or social field sites within the country. 
During the process of data collection, as I 
followed the traces of aid across many places 
and spaces within Bangladesh, I was able to 
examine the interaction between the exter-
nal, international, or transnational forces and 
processes with groups of impoverished Ban-
gladeshis, wealthy entrepreneurs, students 
and faculty, small-scale farmers, and small to 
medium entrepreneurs. Employing multi-sit-
ed methods also enabled me to find out how 
different people in different social and eco-
nomic situations (e.g., farmer and elites, 
caste and class) dealt with aid and privatiza-
tion (Marcus 1995, 95).
Marcus (1995) acknowledges that since 
multi-sited ethnography has more than one 
site, this method can impede a researcher 
from getting to know one site or the people 
who live there in depth (1995, 95). Multiple 
sites can also be a challenge and limit the 
feasibility of the research because the 
researcher has shorter periods of time at 
each site. An ideal multi-sited research proj-
ect would involve following a commodity 
through multiple spaces. For example, such a 
method in the Bangladeshi readymade gar-
ment products industry might involve a 
researcher exploring how the design, manu-
facturing, distribution, and selling of gar-
ments interact with multiple actors across 
numerous spaces. However, given the nature 
of my investigation, I followed the external 
forces and/or resources that interacted with 
members of various social groups in Bangla-
desh.

Semi-structured Interviews
Instead of a formalized list of questions, I 
used semi-structured interview methodology 
and collected data by asking a number of 
open-ended questions. I found using 
semi-structured methods more appropriate 
for my data collection because I was interest-
ed in learning about my participants’ infor-
mal elaborations on topics, including their 
subjective experiences and perspectives of 
economic globalization and development 
aid. Since both Fife (2005, 94�96) and Robson 

(2011, 282) had alerted me to the importance 
of interview structure and cadence, I devel-
oped a script made up of the issues I wanted 
to pursue. This ensured we kept on topic 
while permitting the interviewees to freely 
explain and elaborate their stories. As the 
interviews progressed, I asked shorter ques-
tions and listened more because I did not 
want to interrupt their narratives and wanted 
to gather as much information as possible. 
My questionnaires had two parts. After 
collecting basic demographic information, I 
inquired about every respondent’s under-
standing of privatization and development 
aid processes and, if applicable, the individu-
al’s involvement as an aid-recipient. Interna-
tional aid agencies only dealt with govern-
ment and private sector elites so if the 
person was involved as an aid recipient, I 
also inquired how he or she got to be 
involved in aid projects. The flexibility of 
open-ended questions permits probing for 
depth or for the respondent to elaborate or 
add material in their responses (Bryman 
2008). 

Focus Groups
I conducted six focus group discussions at 
six different private university areas in urban 
Dhaka. Employing this method allowed me to 
gather pre-selected male and female private 
university students and faculty members, 
who volunteered to participate in my 
planned discussion that I designed to learn 
about their experiences, feelings, and per-
ceptions in regards to higher education sys-
tems and institutions in Bangladesh. While an 
interview mainly takes place with an individ-
ual, the focus group discussions allowed the 
participants and I to interact in a collegial 
environment during which time we consid-
ered each other’s ideas and perspectives. 
Unlike a survey, which could appear to be 
specific and scientific, each focus group 
discussion offered flexibility to learn from 
each other and build off each other’s 
thoughts in a more open discussion. During 
each focus group discussion, I moderated the 
session in an informal but professional 
manner so that each of the participants felt 
respected, valued, and welcomed. As a mod-
erator, my purpose was not to reach a con-
sensus nor to decide what to do about the 
student or faculty issues. 

Participant Observation
I observed participants at every data collec-

tion research site. In urban Dhaka such sites 
included garments factories, women-run 
enterprises, Bangladesh Road Transport 
Authority (BRTA), several private university 
campuses, and the Kurmitola Golf Club. In 
the rural sites, my observations included 
small scale farmers and entrepreneurs, 
medium and large scale landlords and busi-
ness owners, primary schools, village tea 
stalls, mosques, and soccer and cricket 
matches. My familiarity with Bengali and var-
ious dialects, such as Gramer Bhasha (a 
village dialect), Kutti (an Old Dhaka dialect), 
and North Bengal Tone, a dialect from the 
northern region of Bangladesh, made it easier 
for me to develop rapport with peer research-
ers, the village elderly, and my interviewees. 
Despite my Bangladeshi background and 
familiarity with Islamic rituals, due to my 
North American mannerisms, some accent, 
and familiarity with western cultures—fre-
quently expressed through my verbal and 
non-verbal gestures—in the rural areas, I was 
humorously called Narkel Bhai, that is, 
‘Brother Coconut,’ someone who is white on 
the inside and brown on the outside. I 
learned about my bestowed identity as a 
coconut through members of the cricket 
team, all young males between 10 and 19 
years of age. To be perceived as a non-objec-
tionable person and to participate in commu-
nity events, I volunteered to referee at village 
soccer games and to umpire cricket matches 
on Friday mornings before Jumma prayer. 
While sharing tea after the practice matches, 
I asked about the source of my nickname, 
Narkel Bhai. My team players only laughed 
and did not reveal any specific source. I real-
ized perhaps ‘coconut’ was coined by the 
elderly and picked up by the young members 
of the family, such as my cricket buddies. 
Whether or not there was anything negative 
associated with that metaphor, I constantly 
negotiated my identity as ‘entertaining 
oddity,’ to nurture a trusting and workable 
relationship with my peer researchers and 
research participants (Brownlie 2009). 

Use of Peer Researchers
Since I was a non-resident Bangladeshi, I 
needed local help to initiate and carry out my 
investigation. Prior to commencing data 
collection, I also realized the importance of 
having local guide(s) with the local knowl-
edge and experience and capacity to provide 
qualitative feedback to modify data collec-
tion plans as needed. The opportunity to 
work with two volunteer ‘peer’ researchers 

substantially facilitated my data collection. 
They included Amit, a male, 35-year-old, who 
was a part-time lecturer at Dhaka University 
and worked as the head of a music program 
on a private television channel. The second 
peer-researcher was Riffat, a woman aged 50, 
who was a practicing physician and volun-
teered at village hospitals in the rural areas 
where I collected data. Riffat was also a 
distant relative. I refer to them as peer-re-
searchers since, though not previously 
trained in social science methods, their edu-
cational backgrounds were comparable to my 
own. They were not necessarily the peers of 
the people we were researching since they 
did not share a common experience and iden-
tity with all the groups being investigated. 
Amit and Riffat helped me access archival 
materials in the public library and facilitated 
the interview process. Riffat was especially 
helpful with women interviewees in the rural 
sites. In additional to working as my peer-re-
searchers, both Amit and Riffat served as my 
informants. 
Riffat’s presence was very useful in conduct-
ing research in rural Bangladesh. Although 
Riffat’s socio-economic class was different 
than that of the women in the rural areas, as 
a doctor, her familiarity and work with rural 
families facilitated my access to potential 
female interviewees. Gender roles and inter-
actions associated with Muslim beliefs 
impeded my access to women respondents in 
the rural areas. Muslim law and custom, as 
practiced in rural Bangladesh, required the 
separation of men and boys from women and 
girls in social settings. The embedded social 
roles played by the Muslim women in rural 
areas, especially aged 15-45, prescribed them 
to remain at home and forbade them speak-
ing with any men they do not know. I wanted 
to ask these women if they received any 
money from the aid agencies. Also, I wanted 
to know if their husbands or fathers-in-law 
took such money. However, the local women 
did not want to divulge such private informa-
tion to me. My kinship with Riffat helped the 
women overcome their reluctance to speak 
with me and eventually I managed to speak to 
some women when I was accompanied by 
Riffat. The presence of peer-researchers 
made the bureaucratic and/or gender bound-
aries more permeable, thus giving me access 
to a greater range of data (Ryan, Kofman, and 
Aaron 2011, 51).

Gray Literature Review and Archival 
Data

Gray literature refers to printed, electronic, 
or archived documents produced by govern-
ments, academics, businesses, and NGOs, 
among others that are protected under intel-
lectual property rights. Archival data refers 
to information that is filed, stored, and often 
kept for internal record, reference, and legal 
requirements. Both gray literature and 
archived data resulted from completed activ-
ities that are not subject to change. In order 
to learn more about the historical aspects of 
aid in Bangladesh, I needed to access govern-
ment reports and archives stored at the 
Public Library in Dhaka. When I first arrived 
in Dhaka, my phone calls to the Public 
Library to conduct archival research went 
unanswered. Since the Public Library did not 
have a functional email system, there was no 
way for me to contact library personnel 
online. With his personal network in Dhaka 
University, Amit facilitated meetings with 
personnel at the Public Library so I could 
access archival materials. 
With Amit’s help, I was able to expedite a 
meeting with library personnel. I explained 
my research objectives and plans to the 
librarian and proved my academic creden-
tials by producing my University of British 
Columbia identification card and a copy of 
the research ethics approval obtained from 
the university. Consequently, I was given 
access to records of census data, as well as 
images, deeds, and tax records archived at 
the library. Although I was not allowed to 
take pictures of the documents and images, I 
was able to read various documents and to 
take notes.
The archival records provided historical data 
concerning the political and economic chang-
es Bangladesh experienced both before and 
after independence in 1971. For example, in 
1947, when India and Pakistan separated, 
their religious differences also influenced 
the design of the national flags of each coun-
try. Since Muslim culture follows the lunar 
calendar, the green and white fields of Paki-
stan’s flag contain a white crescent moon 
with a star at its center. The Indian flag con-
tains the wheel of dharma1  that comple-
ments confluences of Jainism, Buddhism and 
Hinduism. This wheel is also known as 
Chakra, which was discovered in inscriptions 
obtained from Indus Valley civilizations 
(McIntosh 2007, 377). In 1971, when Bangla-
desh was separated from Pakistan, as the 
designers of the country’s national flag sup-
ported the constitutional ban on communal-
ism and religious discrimination, they 

designed the Bangladesh flag completely 
devoid of Islamic or any religious symbolism.   
Archival research shows that in 1972 there 
was no elite class of local Bengalis in Bangla-
desh. Before independence in late 1971, the 
well-off class, which consisted of the Urdu 
speaking West Pakistanis, returned to West 
Pakistan either before or during the Bangla-
desh war of independence in 1971. With 
India’s military and economic assistance, the 
Bangladeshi freedom fighters retaliated and 
defeated the West Pakistani military forces. 
Before the victory of independence dawned 
for East Pakistan, on December 14 in 1971, 
the Pakistani Army and its Bengali collabora-
tors undertook a genocidal cleansing of 
numerous Bengali speaking intellectuals 
including professors, lawyers, writers, jour-
nalists, doctors, engineers, and student 
activists. This violent cleansing of Bengali 
intellectuals in the newly independent Ban-
gladesh led to power vacuum and shortage of 
educated bureaucrats and skilled politicians 
to lead the country towards equitable devel-
opment and growth. Although Bangladesh 
had a beloved leader to run the country, 
people realized very quickly that political 
rhetoric and leading a country with manage-
rial expertise required different qualities. 
Sheer mismanagement and failure to hold 
public officials accountable for corruption 
and mismanagement resulted in famine in 
1974 (Sen 1982, 306). With the CIA’s assis-
tance (Chossudovsky 2003), the military con-
spired to seize power of the overpopulated 
country stricken with poverty and unemploy-
ment. The military rulers opened the coun-
try’s labor market to the Gulf States in the 
Middle East for their infrastructural develop-
ment. A regular flow in and out of Bangla-
deshi migrant workers to and from Islamic 
Middle Eastern countries as well as aid or 
grants from these oil-rich countries to con-
struct mosques all over Bangladesh facilitat-
ed the further Islamization of Bangladesh.  
I came across some statistical data that 
helped immensely to contextualize my find-
ings. First, the 2011 Census Data for Bangla-
desh shows the displacement of ethnic and 
religious minorities in Bangladesh. Similarly, 
demographic data showed that the emigra-
tion from Bangladesh between 1990 and 
2010 increased by 750%. During a few inter-

views, aid workers directed me to locate and 
access donor agency reports on the Bangla-
deshi economy. Published by NGOs, donor 
agencies, and media outlets, often available 
from on-line sources, these reports also con-
tributed to my analysis of development assis-
tance and the privatization process in Ban-
gladesh. I obtained a specific World Bank 
private sector development project, 
IFC-SEDF, Impact Assessment report from 
one of my interviewees. The respondent gave 
this document to me to highlight the mea-
sured impact of one World-Bank-run entre-
preneurship-development and poverty-re-
duction aid project in Bangladesh.

Content Analysis of Media Articles
I conducted an analysis of Bengali and 
English news articles to examine whether 
news coverage of media in Bangladesh accu-
rately, comprehensively, and holistically 
explained development aid, privatization, 
economic globalization, and neo-liberalism. 
There were over three hundred printed news-
papers and magazines in Bangladesh as of 
July, 2016. However, based on circulation 
frequency, I shortlisted three Bengali news-
papers ! Doinik Prothom Alo, Kaler Kantho, 
and Bhorer Kagoj as well as three English 
newspapers ! The Daily Star and The Finan-
cial Express, and Daily Sun. Additionally, my 
peer-researcher Amit worked at one of the 
mainstream privately owned Bangladeshi 
television channels, which provided neces-
sary access to a number of media personnel 
and intellectuals.       

Oral Culture in Bangladesh
In Doulotpur and Shimulia, I observed that 
information and news travelled primarily by 
word of mouth because the villagers pre-
ferred to share and exchange information 
face-to-face in social situations. Due to rapid 
state deregulation and privatization of indus-
tries and services, the villagers these days 
have access to mobile phones. Except for one 
government-operated service known as Tele-
Talk, all the mobile phone operators in Ban-
gladesh are privately owned corporations, 
such as City Cell, which is owned by the 
former foreign minister of the country; other 
mobile phone operators are foreign corpora-
tions including Airtel from India, BanglaLink 
registered in Malta, and Grameen/Telenor 
from Norway. The people in Dhaka I met were 
comfortable exchanging information or news 
or data while informally conversing with rela-

tives, friends, acquaintances and colleagues. 
However, given the frequency of being stuck 
traffic in daily life, communication through 
mobile phone was becoming more popular.

The Insider-Outsider Researcher
I was born in Bangladesh and spent my first 
17 years in upscale urban areas of Dhaka; 
however, prior to my research project, I had 
not lived in the country for 18 years. My 
years abroad in the United States and Canada 
made me perceived as an impure desi (local) 
to many of the people I met and interacted 
with for my research. During my second trip 
to Dhaka in August 2016, the entire country 
was experiencing a security threat2, which, 
apart from two weeks in the villages, reduced 
my access to informants in diverse socio-eco-
nomic neighborhoods of Dhaka. During 
research trips in 2014 and 2016, I was able to 
leverage extensive kinship ties to reach out 
to potential interviewees for data collection. 
Additionally, I have over 14 years of interna-
tional experience, half of which I spent 
working at the World Bank Group as a Moni-
toring and Evaluation Manager in its private 
sector development arm to reduce poverty in 
the Global South. My observations in the field 
regarding global development objectives and 
socio-economic realities on the ground creat-
ed a keen interest and passion to better 
understand the people, their cultures, and 
the nuances behind development and pover-
ty including the history of the economic 
forces that often define and frequently 
reshape people and their cultures. As a 
result, I returned to academia to pursue my 
doctoral studies in the interdisciplinary stud-
ies program at the University of British 
Columbia. 
At the outset of my research, issues with 
access and trust had an effect on my data 
collection. The impediments I faced had 
more to do with the concept of positionality 
than with my preparation for the study. I 
began my fieldwork as an adult male Bangla-

deshi-Canadian believing that I would fit 
right back in to the culture in which I was 
born and lived until my teen-age years. I am 
fluent in Bangla and was confident in my 
knowledge of local culture—I can eat 
bhat-daal (rice lentil) using my hands and 
enjoy the deep sense of satisfaction from 
scraping the last smears of curry sauce off 
my plate. However, the fact that I spent my 
adult and professional life in North America 
affected the way I think, speak, write, and 
carry myself in social environments. These 
cultural attributes were sufficient to make 
me “foreign” in the eyes of my respondents 
and old school friends. I was both an insider 
(Bangladeshi) and outsider (North American 
researcher) but at the same time I was neither 
a complete Bangladeshi nor a quintessential 
Canadian. My story reminds me of what Kirin 
Narayan, an Indian-American anthropologist, 
experienced when she went to India to con-
duct her anthropological fieldwork. Her 
father was an Indian and her mother was 
German. As she faced the issues of insid-
er/outsider, she argued the following:

 a person may have many strands of  
 identification available, strands that  
 may be tugged into the open or stuffed  
 out of sight. A mixed background such  
 as mine perhaps marks one as inau 
 thentic for the label ‘native’ or ‘indige 
 nous’ anthropologist; perhaps those  
 who are not clearly ‘native’ or   
 ‘non-native’ should be termed ‘halfies’  
 instead (cf. Abu-Lughod 1991).   
 (Narayan 1993, 673)  

Narayan later cited the fieldwork experience 
of M. N. Srinivas, who was born and raised in 
India and trained at Oxford, to argue that, 
despite having common roots, Srinivas was 
not regarded as a "native" during his field-
work in India (Narayan 1993, 675). She 
further highlighted that growing up in the 
city, Srinivas had not comprehensively inter-
nalized the embedded cultural/religious 
rules of purity and pollution to the same 
extent that the local Brahmans had. Srinivas 
found himself reprimanded by the headman 
for shaving himself after a ritual bath rather 
than before. For these odd behaviors, the 
villagers found Srinivas a very ‘entertaining 
oddity’ (Narayan 1993, 675). I similarly expe-
rienced a mixed bag and a fair share of being 
an “oddity” as well as a "halfie" during my 
data collection in rural Bangladesh.
Traditionally, qualitative research meant 

going to a community different from one’s 
own. The methodological benchmark of 
anthropological research was founded upon 
the anthropologist as a stranger (Schutz 
1964). Perhaps caused by economic global-
ization and its cultural frictions, a recent 
shift to research sites in an anthropologist’s 
home community has raised debates about 
the application of traditional qualitative 
methods in the researcher’s own community 
(Tsing 2005: 1, 4). This recent move explor-
ing what it means to conduct research in 
one’s home community opposes the custom-
ary position of natives as “objects” and 
counters the Euro-centrist domination of aca-
demia (Forster 2012, 13, 16). Researchers 
who conduct their work in their home com-
munities argue that they can be fluid in terms 
of identity as both an insider and outsider. 
Narayan (1993) states that with such a fluid 
identity, a “native” anthropologist can 
forward an authentic insider's view on the 
profession. 

 As anthropologists, we do fieldwork  
 whether or not we were raised close to  
 the people whom we study. Whatever  
 the methodologies used, the process of  
 doing fieldwork involves getting to  
 know a range of people and listening  
 closely to what they say. Even if one  
 should already be acquainted with  
 some of these people before one starts  
 fieldwork, the intense and sustained  
 engagements of fieldwork will inevita 
 bly transmute these relationships.  
 (Narayan 1993, 679)

At-home research does not diverge from core 
anthropological methodologies, such as 
traditional ethnography.  Despite offering 
some advantages in terms of field practicali-
ties, conducting social science research at 
home is equally as challenging as pursing 
research elsewhere (Mughal 2015, 121). 
Although my research was not ethnographic, 
conducting research in my home culture and 
community nonetheless helped me realize 
that I still required extra local knowledge to 
survive and needed to relearn the changing 
cultural patterns of life in my community. 
Besides the urban areas of Dhaka, with which 
I am familiar, I worked in rural areas outside 
Dhaka city that were unfamiliar. Residents in 
these urbanizing rural areas had an increas-
ing literacy rate and experienced increased 
economic development while still keeping 
their traditional patterns of rural life. Work-

In this article, I describe the challenges 
associated with my identity during the 
fieldwork component of my interdisciplinary 
research. I discuss the specific set of 
methods employed during my fieldwork and 
offer justifications why I chose to apply 
specific methods in various sites and 
situations during my data collection. I also 
offer theoretical underpinnings to 
complement my data collection methods. As 
a Bangladeshi-Canadian employing 
ethnographic methods in Bangladesh, I argue 
that conducting research at home, despite 
offering some linguistic and tactical 
advantages, can be as excruciating as leading 
research elsewhere. Culturally and 
historically, Bangladeshi communities tend 
to be more welcoming to foreign, if not white, 
researchers than they are to researchers that 
look like they do. Finally, as a “coconut” — 
brown outside but white inside — qualitative 
researcher, I elaborate on the issues I faced 
with access and trust as well as the ways I 
consequently overcame them.  
My research asks how much influence a 
Bangladeshi aid-recipient might have in the 
design of a private sector development 
assistance project. Because I suspected the 
aid resources were not going to poor 
Bangladeshi farmers, or entrepreneurs, or 
middle-class intellectuals, I also enquired 
into how much awareness of aid and 
privatization each recipient farmer or 
entrepreneur had about the aid that 
ostensibly impacted them. I also wanted to 
discover if various local, social groups, 
regardless of gender — including: 
impoverished laborers, small-scale farmers, 
small to medium entrepreneurs, wealthy 
entrepreneurs, NGO workers, development 

professionals, retired academics, 
housewives, media personnel, and 
undergraduate students and faculty— who 
were the direct and indirect targets of 
privatization through development aid and 
neo-liberalism, understood how embracing 
deregulation and economic globalization in 
the name of growth could further affect them 
in the long-run. 
Answers to those three main questions given 
to me from representatives of the various 
aforementioned social groups in rural and 
urban Bangladesh provided a foundation for 
understanding how external international 
forces of development – aid, privatization, 
and neo-liberalism – interact with various 
social groups and their politics on the 
ground. Additionally, the answers 
consequently provided explanations to 
complement my investigation on the analysis 
of the politics of development aid in 
Bangladesh, which has two subdivided and 
interrelated components including: a) 
analysis of power, and b) analysis of failure.

Methodology
Pursuing various methodological approaches 
helped flush out my data collection. These 
approaches included qualitative, 
interdisciplinary, multi-sited, and pragmatic 
frameworks. Although I drew theoretical 
influences from historians, sociologists, 
economists, and international relation 
experts, my data collection was strongly 
informed by anthropological approaches 
beyond ethnography. I also employed 
pragmatism as a methodology because my 
investigation on social justice issues 
required drawing from human experience 
instead of quantitative data, as well as from 

ing in these rural areas helped me explore 
their cultures as an “outsider” while not over-
looking some of the usual and nuanced 
elements that a tourist might otherwise miss 
or a native might otherwise take for granted.

Chronology of Research
I visited Bangladesh twice for data collection 
- first in 2014 from May 1st to August 31st for 
four months, and finally in 2016 from June 
7th to August 22nd for another two and a half 
months. I listed a full chronology of my 
research movements on Table 1.1 below. I 
made Dhaka city my home base. The first 
weeks during both trips went by with meet-
ing and re-meeting peer researchers, obtain-
ing permission to access various types of 
government and non-government informa-
tion as well as setting-up interviews. I select-
ed my interviewees through a combination of 
convenience, snowball, and purposeful sam-
pling. At every research site, I selected 
people who were available through various 
contacts (convenience sampling) and based 
on informant recommendations (snowball 
sampling). My interviewee selection method, 
informed by Bryman (2008), was purposeful 
because, especially in the case of urban inter-
viewees, I chose them from among a group of 
people who were known to me in advance 
through kinship ties. I wanted respondents’ 
perspectives on economic globalization and 
development aid to learn about their subjec-
tive experiences and histories with privatiza-
tion and aid projects. Therefore, employing 
purposive sampling in rural and urban areas 
from a larger population provided variation 
in data from that which I collected in my field 
visits (Guest, Bunce and Johnson 2006, 59; 
Seidman 2012, 56). 
During the process of data collection, as 
evidenced from Table: 1.1, I often moved 
around among sites because access to specif-
ic participants and interviewees was restrict-
ed. Also, interviewees frequently either can-
celled at the very last minute or were not 
available at the scheduled time, or wished to 
make a date later without providing any spe-
cific day or time. As a result, I had to con-
stantly make adjustments to my intended 
plan of data collection. Although I mainly 
relied on public transportation to commute 
from research site “a” to site “b,” and vice 
versa, adjusting cost of time and relevant 
resources, such as accommodation in a safe 
place, added up. Thus, availability of funds 
became a constraint. Additionally, within a 
specific research site regardless if it were 

urban or rural, hardly anything worked as 
planned. Therefore, starting with whatever 
worked from my premade plans, I tried to get 
things done. I carried plenty of reports and 
media documents with me in my travel bag. 
Therefore, in moments when I was stuck, 
which happened quite frequently, I tried to 
catch up on reviewing and analyzing various 
types of government and non-government 
reports as well as media content. Depending 
on the situation, I often prioritized observing 
participants at sites instead of reading when 
I deemed reading would be inappropriate, 
such as at a village tea stall.

 

In all, I interviewed 34 males and 12 females 
in Dhaka city and the two villages, Doulotpur 
and Shimulia. From every interviewee, I 
collected their demographic data including 
age, marital status, education, number of 
children, and profession. Out of 17 inter-
viewees in Doulotpur and Shimulia, there 
were 13 males and 4 females. In Dhaka city I 
interviewed 29 people including 21 males 
and 8 females. These respondents were 
between 20 and 70 years of age. With assis-
tance from peer researchers and community 
gate-keepers, I reached out to their respec-
tive communities and expressed willingness 
to speak to men and women with prior expe-
rience of development aid and privatizations 
projects. Interviews were scheduled in 
advance based on the convenience of the 
interviewees. 
Prior to beginning the interviews and collect-
ing consent, I briefly described my research 
project and objectives and read the consent 
form. Also, I was enthusiastic and honest 
about how the gathering of data from the 
interviewees was important both for them 
and for me to make changes in aid practices. 
I did not offer them any financial remunera-
tion for making time for me (Alsaawi 2014, 
149; Dörnyei 2007). 
Except for four interviews conducted at the 
Bangladesh Road Transport Authority (BRTA), 
all 17 interviewees in rural areas and 29 
interviews in urban areas took place in an 

environment based on the convenience of the 
respondents including factory floors, tea 
stalls, coffee shops, university campuses, 
and in urban areas at the residences of my 
interviewees. In rural areas � Doulotpur and 
Shimulia � I was able to interact with male 
interviewees at the mosque, tea stalls at the 
bazar and/or bus station, farmhouses, and 
cricket or soccer ground. Given the more con-
servative nature of rural Bangladeshi culture, 
Riffat, my female peer researcher accompa-
nied me while I spoke with women interview-
ees in their homes or courtyards. 

Informant Anonymity
Except for three interviewees, including the 
former head of the National Human Rights 
Commission (NHRC), Professor Mizanur 
Rahman; Shahriar Kabir, a Bangladeshi 
human rights activist and former President of 
Forum for Secular Bangladesh, and Brigadier 
General Shakhawat Hossain, the former Chief 
Election Commissioner in Bangladesh, all 
interviewees and informants requested ano-
nymity. The respondents requested anonym-
ity because their answers suggested that 
local elites and senior aid bureaucrats 
worked together to secure vested interests 
from aid projects. Revealing the identity of 
my respondents, who mainly worked for 
these same local elites, studied at a private 
university owned by the elites, or worked as 
a mid-level project officer at an aid agency, 
could have put their lives in danger. 
For instance, I observed the frequent pres-
ence of corrupt practices in public institu-
tions, where paying cash (“greasing the 
palm”) would expedite matters and would 
erase evidence of something. I sensed the 
general public was aware of these corrupt 
measures and I was extremely sensitive in 
approaching these issues of local bureaucrat-
ic mismanagement and corruption in aid 
projects. People were initially insecure about 
discussing such issues, but were more forth-
coming as the interview proceeded. 
One striking example was my interview with 
a Bangladesh Road Transport Authority 
(BRTA) employee. In this instance at BRTA, 
which is a government run agency, the 
respondent was initially unwilling to sign the 
consent form and grabbed the form and tried 
to tear it up. When I asked why he had react-
ed like this, he said his life would be in 
danger if his identity was disclosed. I real-
ized it was risky for him to share personal 
experience about a topic as sensitive as cor-
ruption. I invited him to join me at a tea-stall 

outside BRTA. While having tea, he asked me 
about the validity of my research purpose 
and if I was working for the political oppo-
nents of the ruling party or was a newspaper 
reporter. He also asked if I had a camera on 
me. Once he understood my intention was 
honest promotion of academic learning, he 
gave me his oral consent to respond to my 
questions and signed the consent form. Con-
sidering the danger my respondents could 
suffer if their identities were known, I 
assigned each of my respondents a pseud-
onym. 
I also observed similar concerns about 
threats to lives and jobs from the four inter-
viewed, part-time faculty members employed 
at various private universities in Dhaka city. 
As a result, I designed and conducted a spe-
cific focus group discussion with faculty 
members, who not only requested to remain 
anonymous but also did not want to speak in 
front of any students.

Conclusion
In this article, I have discussed my approach-
es to data collection methodology and the 
methods I employed during my multi-sited 
research in Bangladesh. I used these methods 
to learn about the subjective experiences and 
histories of my informants in relation to 
privatization and development aid in Bangla-
desh. The issues I faced, struggled with (i.e. 
bestowed identity as a “coconut”), and conse-
quently overcame during data collection 
helped me proceed to the data analysis phase 
of my doctoral studies. Such an experience 
also played an instrumental role in my under-
standing of how privatization and develop-
ment aid function in Bangladesh. Above all 
else, my research experience substantiates 
my argument that conducting research at 
home, despite offering some linguistic and 
tactical advantages, can be as excruciating as 
leading a research project elsewhere.
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Abstract

TripAdvisor brands itself to travelers as a forum to plan the best, personalized 
vacation. While promoting inclusion and community organization, the site also 
foments an impractical craze for authentic consumption. Rather than offering a 
TripAdvisor user (a strategist) the full options available, the site organizes its results 
on popularity. This cycle entrenches the most-rated locations at the top of search 
results while flushing less-frequently rated ones out. Thus, the most visited places 
become the best, most ‘authentic’ sites. This theoretical research analyzes the duality 
of TripAdvisor—the attractiveness of self-planning for strategists seeking authenticity 
paired with the actual algorithms that favor tourist frequency rather than local 
quality. 

Every minute, 115 new opinions are added to 
the ever-growing database of 190,000,000+ 
reviews on TripAdvisor (Smith 2014). The 
free website serves tourists, who use 
TripAdvisor as an encyclopedia of travel to 
research, compare, book, and rate every 
aspect of their trips—from flight to hotel, 
restaurant to attraction. In this context, 
potential tourists who rely on TripAdvisor to 
plan their trips will be referred to as 
strategists. These users have freedom to 
form a community and access loads of 
information. Thus, strategist will refer to 
TripAdvisor users because they are able to 
implement whatever strategy they desire for 
planning their trip. With a simple sign-up, 
anyone can join the community of reviewers 
and add opinions and advice for various 
destinations. The site’s global presence leads 
one to ask what about TripAdvisor makes 
tourists rely so heavily on it to make their 
decisions? Furthermore, what effect does 
TripAdvisor have on the local businesses to 
which the strategists are planning to visit?

The Tourist’s Dilemma & The 
Mechanics of TripAdvisor
Answering these questions requires a 
broader understanding of the Tourist’s 
Dilemma—the quandary of where to tour 
when there are so many possibilities in 
today’s globalized world. As will be 
discussed below, an understanding of how 
Consumer Generated Media (CGM) works 
makes discovering the motivation of 
strategists to visit TripAdvisor easy. A proper 
analysis of the effects of CGM on local 
economies also illuminates how TripAdvisor 
is beneficial to tourists but detrimental to the 
locals that provide services to visitors, by 
directing charges majority-consumer interest 
towards the same “top choices” for 
destinations. In discussing the vicious cycle 
of tourism, R.W. Butler reminds us that, “it 
can be expected that even attractions of the 
tourist will lose their competitiveness…” 
meaning that every destination is subject to 
continual reevaluation (1980:9). Therefore, 
rather than relying on quality and authentic 
experience, TripAdvisor sends its readers to 
the most frequented tourist sites, often 
determined through popularity, accessibility, 

and location.
Before assessing the true functionality of 
TripAdvisor, it is vital to understand the 
consumer base who flock to the site. Travel is 
becoming more assessable through 
“increasing affluence, additional leisure time 
[and] the availability of desirable places to 
visit” (Prideaux 2002:323). Cheaper travel 
paired with technology to discover new 
destinations (such as TripAdvisor) fuel the 
Tourist’s Dilemma, resulting in anxiety on 
where to go and what to do.
Nguyen Thai remarks that “perceived 
uncertainty mediates the relation between 
choice-set size and destination evaluation” 
(2017:38). This means that when planning a 
trip, there is a significant number of available 
destinations which can lead to overwhelming 
feelings of choice. This “choice overload 
phenomenon” fuels a need for some type of 
help in the decision-making process (ibid). As 
discovered through an analytical study, Thai 
concludes that “tourists go through multiple 
stages in their decisions because their 
limited analytical capacity forces them to 
decompose the complex decision into 
manageable steps” (ibid, 39). A common and 
rational step is consulting a CGM.  Because 
“uncertainty is the underlying mechanism 
that mediates the effect of choice-set size,” 
the Tourist Dilemma can be solved through 
TripAdvisor (ibid, 48).
TripAdvisor has attained its high status due 
to the shear amount of people that use it. As 
a crowdsourced website, large amounts of 
people “collaborate through their 
recommendations in a ranking system as a 
collective good” (Ganzaroli 2017:503). A 
contributor has the option of numerical or 
textual reviews—where they can provide 
specific detail and advice through journaling, 
while “numerical ratings are the overall 
reflection of information in [their] text 
reviews” (Zhang 2016:283). Together these 
ratings are combined to position different 
sites according to their popularity. 
TripAdvisor lacks specificity in its 
algorithms; rating is determined by 
efficiency through collaborative 
recommendations.
TripAdvisor organizes its reviews based on 
“the extent to which the problem can be 
easily represented; the extent to which its 
solution requires self-motivated people, and 
the extent to which its evaluation includes a 
large number of experienced users” 
(Ganzaroli 2017:503). As this is quite 
subjective and can be misleading, Zhang et 

al. have attempted to create a more efficient 
algorithm for TripAdvisor, so that the site 
would “only provide several most important 
influential factors for tourists” (2016:283). 
Specifically, they note that for restaurants on 
TripAdvisor, tourists can only rate them on 
four criteria: food, service, value, and 
atmosphere (ibid:283). It then becomes clear 
that while beneficial, TripAdvisor’s 
functionality is limited due to this narrow 
processing. Nonetheless, this understanding 
is important when assessing the rationale of 
strategists to consult the site.

Methodology and Literature
Using a large body of outside texts, (see 
Alderighi, Cohen, Errington, H.N. Mak, Ji, de 
Jong, Kim, Richards, Tsai), I hope to contrib-
ute greatly to my specific research niche on 
the functionality of TripAdvisor. The theo-
ries I will discuss, along with certain ethnog-
raphies, look at tourist motivations and the 
tourists’ impact on local communities. This 
literature is vital because it looks at the iden-
tity of both locals and visitors in touristic 
consumption. Other research has found a 
special niche of cultural restaurants, sought 
after as an ‘authentic’ experience, a drive 
which motivate tourists to continue their 
explorations (See ‘A Journey to Venice’ Gan-
zaroli).  With more people initiating and 
changing tourism discourse locally, under-
standing the complex effects of this 
discourse on locals and tourists is important. 
Thus, this piece is a practical addition to the 
literature on tourist identity and motivation.
 
A Strategist’s Draw to TripAdvisor
It is easily understood that growing accessi-
bility to technology and travel push potential 
tourists, or strategists, to a database for plan-
ning. In efforts to escape the Tourist’s Dilem-
ma, strategists turn to TripAdvisor, which 
can satisfy their need for help. TripAdvisor is 
useful because it demonstrates human-like 
attitudes and presents high quality informa-
tion in reviews infused with user’s trust.
As TripAdvisor is an online site, the elusive-
ness of the internet is an unavoidable obsta-
cle. The site’s engineers and designers have 
cleverly worked around this impersonality by 
branding TripAdvisor as a community of con-
tributors. As Werner Kunz acknowledges, “a 
sense of community belongingness relates 
positively to greater attendance at offline 
gatherings” (2015:1823). The bios of review-
ers show experience, number of recommen-

dations, and previously visited places, 
encouraging relationship building and infor-
mation exchange.  The lack of face-to-face 
human connection is replaced with a feeling 
of closeness from seeing shared interests 
and a stamp of real-life credibility from 
reviewer bios. This creates a greater sense of 
community by promoting effective commu-
nication “especially for relationship building 
with a stranger (ibid, 1826). This encourages 
strategists to use TripAdvisor to “seek ave-
nues to satisfy their curiosity and the urge 
that entices them to leave their own environ-
ment and visit new places” (Prideaux 
2002:318). While an only surface-deep reality 
of personal connection may seem minor, it 
remains integral in granting believability and 
trustworthiness to reviews.  It is vital to 
recognize that “by facilitating custom-
er-to-customer information sharing about 
travel experiences,” TripAdvisor empowers 
travelers to consult their community of 
knowledgeable ‘friends’ to “build a tourism 
package for themselves” (Filieri 2015:177).
TripAdvisor has prioritized the quality of 
their website. As Filieri et al. describe, “the 
[greater the] quality of the information that 
consumers retrieve, the more they will per-
ceive the website to be of high quality, which 
will both lead to customer satisfaction and 
trust in the CGM website” (2015:181). It is 
important to note that the online nature of 
TripAdvisor makes quality more difficult to 
measure or guarantee. Vásquez supports 
this, reminding us that “the traditional lack 
of reliability associated with self-reports 
becomes further amplified in online context, 
where identity has become a fraught and 
often-contested category, and where issues 
related to ‘authenticity’ and ‘representation’ 
abound” (2010:1714).
Recently, a phenomenon of fake reviews has 
developed. This challenges the quality and, 
ultimately, the trustworthiness of a CGM, 
because reviews could thus be inaccurate. In 
2015, after a businessman created a site for a 
fake restaurant, the UK Advertising Stan-
dards Authority recognized that “not all con-
sumer reviews are necessarily written by real 
customers,” which led to a drop in TripAdvi-
sor traffic (ibid, 175). This demonstrated that 
TripAdvisor needed to maintain trust, with-
out which strategists would be deterred from 
relying on the site.
To ensure trust, then, a website must capital-
ize on the quality of its product. Similar to 
ensuring a community feel, TripAdvisor has 
“introduced a badge system to show the 

different levels of expertise of reviewers” 
which allows a strategist to assess the credi-
bility and quality of each review. This sepa-
rates TripAdvisor as a whole from each spe-
cific review, forcing the strategist to assess 
the trustworthiness of each review indepen-
dent from their trust in TripAdvisor as host 
of those reviews. As a platform for conversa-
tion, the CGM, thus, succeeds at providing 
quality information. Filieri supports this, 
stating that “if travel consumers perceive the 
reviewers as credible sources they will 
believe that the website is reliable in that it 
has effective mechanisms in place to avoid 
spammers who post deceptive reviews” (ibid, 
176). Therefore, a substantial review from a 
credible contributor clearly has more quality 
than one that is short, superficial or emotion-
al with incorrect descriptions. Similarly, if 
there is any competing information, “travel 
advisors can prime and boost customers’ 
self-confidence by asking and reminding 
them of their expertise and/or knowledge 
about traveling” (Thai 2017:49).  The quality 
of the review is thus vital to the promotion of 
the site’s reliability.
When a review is current, valuable, credible, 
useful, relevant and complete, a strategist 
will trust a CGM because “they will think it 
comes from real customers and not from 
biased information sources” (Filieri 
2015:176). Because of the community that 
TripAdvisor promotes and the quality of user 
contributions, strategists trust the CGM.  As 
Filieri puts it, CGMs build trust through the 
“quality of the recommendation” and with 
“the previous customers who, by describing 
their previous experiences, help other con-
sumers to assess [that] quality” (ibid, 181). 
Therefore, “trust and sympathy are central 
mediators to relationship development” 
(Kunz 2015:1826). Simply put, a strategist 
leaves TripAdvisor happy because they can 
assess the quality of each review while feel-
ing comfortable in a welcoming community.

The Other Side: TripAdvisor in the 
Local’s Eyes—A Journey to Venice
Unfortunately, as the hidden side of Butler’s 
vicious tourism cycle reveals, local business-
es that rely on TripAdvisor for revenue may 
become disenfranchised. Fundamentally, 
TripAdvisor “intervenes in the structure and 
organization of tourist flows” (Ganzaroli 
2017:509). This is due to the efficiency that 
the CGM welcomes. Essentially, TripAdvisor 
can unexpectedly bolster the attractiveness 
of the most popular sites despite their possi-

bly poor quality. Using knowledge from 
Zhang et al. on how TripAdvisor categorizes 
and sorts its reviews, it is clear that the most 
reviewed options will stay at the top of a 
search, thereby gaining the most online traf-
fic (2016,283). Developing a cycle in which 
the most popular sites continually get the 
attention of new strategists.
To exemplify this further, Ganzaroli draws 
attention to Venice. Here, “the most popular 
restaurants become even more popular large-
ly independently of the quality they offer” 
(2017:509). The ancient Italian town attracts 
millions of tourists eager to witness the 
famous architecture built over the water. 
With large seasonal influxes, there are some 
periods of the year during which the city 
cannot hold both tourists and locals. TripAd-
visor marks Rialto Bridge and St. Mark’s Basil-
ica as the town’s ‘must-see’ attractions, yet 
these are also locals’ areas of mass transit. 
Therefore, residents’ lives “are often incon-
venienced by the presence of too many tour-
ists” (ibid, 504).
This is significant when looking at the spatial 
distribution of highly rated restaurants. 
Notably, the average TripAdvisor customer 
overestimates the quality of the experience 
restaurants offer in Venice” (Ganzaroli 
2017:508).  80% of TripAdvisor reviews in 
Venice are within 800 meters of St. Mark’s 
Basilica (ibid, 509). While these reviews are 
trustworthy, the fact remains that they are 
subjective in their quality. Importantly, “the 
vast majority of tourists will not return and 
do not have enough time to acquire informa-
tion on the quality” of the full sample of 
Venetian sites (ibid). When businesses ratio-
nally invest in quality, their initiatives will go 
unnoticed because TripAdvisor’s reviews are 
cyclically fueled on a site’s location nearly 
exclusively. Even if owners invest in the qual-
ity of their restaurant, its “ranking may 
improve only in the short run” because of the 
restaurants entrenched location and inability 
to satisfy their goal of serving more tourists 
(ibid, 509). Because the contributions to the 
site are overwhelmingly from visitors and no 
local perspective is included in the algo-
rithm, the central sites entrench their popu-
larity regardless of quality.

The Duality of TripAdvisor
For strategists, TripAdvisor is worthy of 
excitement. By creating a cohesive and wel-
coming environment, the site offers strate-
gists a community of fellow contributors 
waiting to share their experiences and 

answer questions. The platform organizes 
various reviews to define itself as a quality 
website, where strategists can make their 
own judgement, both positive and negative 
as to the quality of reviews and attractions. 
Thus, TripAdvisor succeeds at instilling trust 
in its customers.
While benefiting tourists and strategists in 
this way, TripAdvisor is also detrimental to 
the communities it describes. The supposed 
quality and accuracy of recommendations 
only draws strategists to certain sites. This is 
because TripAdvisor is engineered to bolster 
the top-rated sites based on a minimal, gen-
eral, and subjective numerical rating system. 
Similarly, the majority of reviews are written 
by visitors, so the full set of potential loca-
tions remains absent from the collection of 
popular destinations. The algorithm with 
which TripAdvisor presents results creates a 
cyclical entrenchment of popular places 
negating the true quality of a site while favor-
ing proximity and friendliness to tourists. 
This duality comes from the inherent flaw of 
TripAdvisor—their goal of attracting strate-
gists by promising an authenticity that in 
reality is fabricated and devoid of local input.
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technical and bureaucratic process-driven 
cultures of neo-liberalism, privatization, and 
development aid. 
In pursuing pragmatism as a methodology, I 
concur with Denzin (2010, 420), who argues 
that interpreting social justice issues 
through a discussion of procedures “leaves 
little room for issues connected to 
empowerment, social justice, and a politics 
of hope.” Foucauldian interpretation of 
power helps unpack the positively correlated 
relationship between politics and the 
process-driven, technical-scientific core of 
development discourse (Curtis and Spencer 
2012: 134). Additionally, Rajesh Venogopal’s 
(2018) observation about the development 
aid industry also complements my critique:

 The fact many development agency  
 and project staff have a science or  
 engineering background, or else are  
 quantitative economists also lends a  
 mystique of the unknown to the   
 political, which is consequently used  
 to box in a wide range of otherwise  
 inexplicable acts of mundane   
 misfortune. (Venugopal 2018, 240) 

Building upon that, my data collection was 
based on John Dewey’s (1925/2008) 
philosophical emphasis on human 
experience, which Morgan (2014) iconizes as 
a ‘philosophically pragmatic’ approach to 
doing qualitative research.
Morgan (2014) relies on the works of Dewey 
(1920 [2008], 1925 [2008]) on experience and 
inquiry to emphasize that our ability to 
interpret reality depends on our experience 
as well as on our beliefs and ideas. Morgan 
(2014, 1046-47) argues that our experiences 
have roots in our history and culture, and we 
depend on both of these factors to navigate 
reality and/or circumvent the changing 
nature of circumstances in which we place or 
find ourselves, especially in today’s 
privatization-led economic globalization 
processes. Morgan further argues that our 
history and culture represent our thoughts, 
beliefs, philosophy, expectations and even 
biases - these human elements are 
“inherently contextual, emotional, and 
social” (Morgan 2014, 1047); most 
importantly, each of those behavioral 
outcomes is “socially shaped.”  
Thus, my investigation aimed to discover the 
issues my informants found to be most 
pressing in their subjective and social 
reproduction and to learn how my 

informants went about pursuing those issues 
in meaningful ways. Since neo-liberalism is a 
western import in Bangladesh, I interpret it 
as an external force of economic domination. 
Wood, Apthorpe, and Borton (2001, 203) 
argue that although the evaluators of 
development aid projects treat 
‘methodology’ sensitively, the aid 
administrators and designers often neglect 
the importance of methodology at the 
inception and during the implementation of 
the aid projects. These critics assume that 
such ‘neglect’ is sustained through lack of 
coordination among the development aid 
donors and partners. I interpret such lack of 
coordination among the aid hierarchy as an 
outcome of a linked relationship between the 
politics of aid and the process driven, 
technical-scientific core of development 
discourse.
Thus, I argue that focusing on the experience 
and beliefs of aid recipients in 
Bangladesh—through an examination of class 
relations and how they are situated vis-à-vis 
the politics of development and economic 
globalization, and how they shape aid 
delivery mechanisms and aid recipients’ 
choices in participating in such programs—is 
the ideal approach to analyze development. 
My view is that overlooking the experience of 
the aid recipients not only limits the social 
growth of the aid recipients themselves but 
also undermines the merits of neo-liberal 
fundamentals, as well as the prospect of 
development aid resources. As a result, in 
every method I employed for data collection, 
I made a conscious effort to learn about the 
individual experiences of my informants, as 
well as his or her subjective history and 
about the social group the individual 
represented. I begin with discussing my 
approach to multi-sited data collection 
method in detail in the following section.

Description of Methods

Multi-sited Method
I employed multi-sited methodology for data 
collection in Dhaka city’s industrial, residen-
tial, and baazar (‘market’) areas as well as in 
the semi-developed and undeveloped areas 
of Shimulia and Doulotpur villages located 
outside Dhaka. Traditional ethnography usu-
ally situates a researcher in one specific field 
site for an extended period. The benefit of 
being situated in one space enables a 
researcher to know one site comprehensively 
without needing to move around to multiple 

sites. However, my research required me to 
trace the application and effects of aid and 
privatization to explore the different conse-
quences of global policies of neo-liberalism 
in diverse places of Bangladesh. Hence, I 
employed multi-sited methodology for data 
collection as it enabled me to investigate a 
specific issue ! analysis of development aid 
in Bangladesh ! through multiple geographic 
and/or social field sites within the country. 
During the process of data collection, as I 
followed the traces of aid across many places 
and spaces within Bangladesh, I was able to 
examine the interaction between the exter-
nal, international, or transnational forces and 
processes with groups of impoverished Ban-
gladeshis, wealthy entrepreneurs, students 
and faculty, small-scale farmers, and small to 
medium entrepreneurs. Employing multi-sit-
ed methods also enabled me to find out how 
different people in different social and eco-
nomic situations (e.g., farmer and elites, 
caste and class) dealt with aid and privatiza-
tion (Marcus 1995, 95).
Marcus (1995) acknowledges that since 
multi-sited ethnography has more than one 
site, this method can impede a researcher 
from getting to know one site or the people 
who live there in depth (1995, 95). Multiple 
sites can also be a challenge and limit the 
feasibility of the research because the 
researcher has shorter periods of time at 
each site. An ideal multi-sited research proj-
ect would involve following a commodity 
through multiple spaces. For example, such a 
method in the Bangladeshi readymade gar-
ment products industry might involve a 
researcher exploring how the design, manu-
facturing, distribution, and selling of gar-
ments interact with multiple actors across 
numerous spaces. However, given the nature 
of my investigation, I followed the external 
forces and/or resources that interacted with 
members of various social groups in Bangla-
desh.

Semi-structured Interviews
Instead of a formalized list of questions, I 
used semi-structured interview methodology 
and collected data by asking a number of 
open-ended questions. I found using 
semi-structured methods more appropriate 
for my data collection because I was interest-
ed in learning about my participants’ infor-
mal elaborations on topics, including their 
subjective experiences and perspectives of 
economic globalization and development 
aid. Since both Fife (2005, 94�96) and Robson 

(2011, 282) had alerted me to the importance 
of interview structure and cadence, I devel-
oped a script made up of the issues I wanted 
to pursue. This ensured we kept on topic 
while permitting the interviewees to freely 
explain and elaborate their stories. As the 
interviews progressed, I asked shorter ques-
tions and listened more because I did not 
want to interrupt their narratives and wanted 
to gather as much information as possible. 
My questionnaires had two parts. After 
collecting basic demographic information, I 
inquired about every respondent’s under-
standing of privatization and development 
aid processes and, if applicable, the individu-
al’s involvement as an aid-recipient. Interna-
tional aid agencies only dealt with govern-
ment and private sector elites so if the 
person was involved as an aid recipient, I 
also inquired how he or she got to be 
involved in aid projects. The flexibility of 
open-ended questions permits probing for 
depth or for the respondent to elaborate or 
add material in their responses (Bryman 
2008). 

Focus Groups
I conducted six focus group discussions at 
six different private university areas in urban 
Dhaka. Employing this method allowed me to 
gather pre-selected male and female private 
university students and faculty members, 
who volunteered to participate in my 
planned discussion that I designed to learn 
about their experiences, feelings, and per-
ceptions in regards to higher education sys-
tems and institutions in Bangladesh. While an 
interview mainly takes place with an individ-
ual, the focus group discussions allowed the 
participants and I to interact in a collegial 
environment during which time we consid-
ered each other’s ideas and perspectives. 
Unlike a survey, which could appear to be 
specific and scientific, each focus group 
discussion offered flexibility to learn from 
each other and build off each other’s 
thoughts in a more open discussion. During 
each focus group discussion, I moderated the 
session in an informal but professional 
manner so that each of the participants felt 
respected, valued, and welcomed. As a mod-
erator, my purpose was not to reach a con-
sensus nor to decide what to do about the 
student or faculty issues. 

Participant Observation
I observed participants at every data collec-

tion research site. In urban Dhaka such sites 
included garments factories, women-run 
enterprises, Bangladesh Road Transport 
Authority (BRTA), several private university 
campuses, and the Kurmitola Golf Club. In 
the rural sites, my observations included 
small scale farmers and entrepreneurs, 
medium and large scale landlords and busi-
ness owners, primary schools, village tea 
stalls, mosques, and soccer and cricket 
matches. My familiarity with Bengali and var-
ious dialects, such as Gramer Bhasha (a 
village dialect), Kutti (an Old Dhaka dialect), 
and North Bengal Tone, a dialect from the 
northern region of Bangladesh, made it easier 
for me to develop rapport with peer research-
ers, the village elderly, and my interviewees. 
Despite my Bangladeshi background and 
familiarity with Islamic rituals, due to my 
North American mannerisms, some accent, 
and familiarity with western cultures—fre-
quently expressed through my verbal and 
non-verbal gestures—in the rural areas, I was 
humorously called Narkel Bhai, that is, 
‘Brother Coconut,’ someone who is white on 
the inside and brown on the outside. I 
learned about my bestowed identity as a 
coconut through members of the cricket 
team, all young males between 10 and 19 
years of age. To be perceived as a non-objec-
tionable person and to participate in commu-
nity events, I volunteered to referee at village 
soccer games and to umpire cricket matches 
on Friday mornings before Jumma prayer. 
While sharing tea after the practice matches, 
I asked about the source of my nickname, 
Narkel Bhai. My team players only laughed 
and did not reveal any specific source. I real-
ized perhaps ‘coconut’ was coined by the 
elderly and picked up by the young members 
of the family, such as my cricket buddies. 
Whether or not there was anything negative 
associated with that metaphor, I constantly 
negotiated my identity as ‘entertaining 
oddity,’ to nurture a trusting and workable 
relationship with my peer researchers and 
research participants (Brownlie 2009). 

Use of Peer Researchers
Since I was a non-resident Bangladeshi, I 
needed local help to initiate and carry out my 
investigation. Prior to commencing data 
collection, I also realized the importance of 
having local guide(s) with the local knowl-
edge and experience and capacity to provide 
qualitative feedback to modify data collec-
tion plans as needed. The opportunity to 
work with two volunteer ‘peer’ researchers 

substantially facilitated my data collection. 
They included Amit, a male, 35-year-old, who 
was a part-time lecturer at Dhaka University 
and worked as the head of a music program 
on a private television channel. The second 
peer-researcher was Riffat, a woman aged 50, 
who was a practicing physician and volun-
teered at village hospitals in the rural areas 
where I collected data. Riffat was also a 
distant relative. I refer to them as peer-re-
searchers since, though not previously 
trained in social science methods, their edu-
cational backgrounds were comparable to my 
own. They were not necessarily the peers of 
the people we were researching since they 
did not share a common experience and iden-
tity with all the groups being investigated. 
Amit and Riffat helped me access archival 
materials in the public library and facilitated 
the interview process. Riffat was especially 
helpful with women interviewees in the rural 
sites. In additional to working as my peer-re-
searchers, both Amit and Riffat served as my 
informants. 
Riffat’s presence was very useful in conduct-
ing research in rural Bangladesh. Although 
Riffat’s socio-economic class was different 
than that of the women in the rural areas, as 
a doctor, her familiarity and work with rural 
families facilitated my access to potential 
female interviewees. Gender roles and inter-
actions associated with Muslim beliefs 
impeded my access to women respondents in 
the rural areas. Muslim law and custom, as 
practiced in rural Bangladesh, required the 
separation of men and boys from women and 
girls in social settings. The embedded social 
roles played by the Muslim women in rural 
areas, especially aged 15-45, prescribed them 
to remain at home and forbade them speak-
ing with any men they do not know. I wanted 
to ask these women if they received any 
money from the aid agencies. Also, I wanted 
to know if their husbands or fathers-in-law 
took such money. However, the local women 
did not want to divulge such private informa-
tion to me. My kinship with Riffat helped the 
women overcome their reluctance to speak 
with me and eventually I managed to speak to 
some women when I was accompanied by 
Riffat. The presence of peer-researchers 
made the bureaucratic and/or gender bound-
aries more permeable, thus giving me access 
to a greater range of data (Ryan, Kofman, and 
Aaron 2011, 51).

Gray Literature Review and Archival 
Data

Gray literature refers to printed, electronic, 
or archived documents produced by govern-
ments, academics, businesses, and NGOs, 
among others that are protected under intel-
lectual property rights. Archival data refers 
to information that is filed, stored, and often 
kept for internal record, reference, and legal 
requirements. Both gray literature and 
archived data resulted from completed activ-
ities that are not subject to change. In order 
to learn more about the historical aspects of 
aid in Bangladesh, I needed to access govern-
ment reports and archives stored at the 
Public Library in Dhaka. When I first arrived 
in Dhaka, my phone calls to the Public 
Library to conduct archival research went 
unanswered. Since the Public Library did not 
have a functional email system, there was no 
way for me to contact library personnel 
online. With his personal network in Dhaka 
University, Amit facilitated meetings with 
personnel at the Public Library so I could 
access archival materials. 
With Amit’s help, I was able to expedite a 
meeting with library personnel. I explained 
my research objectives and plans to the 
librarian and proved my academic creden-
tials by producing my University of British 
Columbia identification card and a copy of 
the research ethics approval obtained from 
the university. Consequently, I was given 
access to records of census data, as well as 
images, deeds, and tax records archived at 
the library. Although I was not allowed to 
take pictures of the documents and images, I 
was able to read various documents and to 
take notes.
The archival records provided historical data 
concerning the political and economic chang-
es Bangladesh experienced both before and 
after independence in 1971. For example, in 
1947, when India and Pakistan separated, 
their religious differences also influenced 
the design of the national flags of each coun-
try. Since Muslim culture follows the lunar 
calendar, the green and white fields of Paki-
stan’s flag contain a white crescent moon 
with a star at its center. The Indian flag con-
tains the wheel of dharma1  that comple-
ments confluences of Jainism, Buddhism and 
Hinduism. This wheel is also known as 
Chakra, which was discovered in inscriptions 
obtained from Indus Valley civilizations 
(McIntosh 2007, 377). In 1971, when Bangla-
desh was separated from Pakistan, as the 
designers of the country’s national flag sup-
ported the constitutional ban on communal-
ism and religious discrimination, they 

designed the Bangladesh flag completely 
devoid of Islamic or any religious symbolism.   
Archival research shows that in 1972 there 
was no elite class of local Bengalis in Bangla-
desh. Before independence in late 1971, the 
well-off class, which consisted of the Urdu 
speaking West Pakistanis, returned to West 
Pakistan either before or during the Bangla-
desh war of independence in 1971. With 
India’s military and economic assistance, the 
Bangladeshi freedom fighters retaliated and 
defeated the West Pakistani military forces. 
Before the victory of independence dawned 
for East Pakistan, on December 14 in 1971, 
the Pakistani Army and its Bengali collabora-
tors undertook a genocidal cleansing of 
numerous Bengali speaking intellectuals 
including professors, lawyers, writers, jour-
nalists, doctors, engineers, and student 
activists. This violent cleansing of Bengali 
intellectuals in the newly independent Ban-
gladesh led to power vacuum and shortage of 
educated bureaucrats and skilled politicians 
to lead the country towards equitable devel-
opment and growth. Although Bangladesh 
had a beloved leader to run the country, 
people realized very quickly that political 
rhetoric and leading a country with manage-
rial expertise required different qualities. 
Sheer mismanagement and failure to hold 
public officials accountable for corruption 
and mismanagement resulted in famine in 
1974 (Sen 1982, 306). With the CIA’s assis-
tance (Chossudovsky 2003), the military con-
spired to seize power of the overpopulated 
country stricken with poverty and unemploy-
ment. The military rulers opened the coun-
try’s labor market to the Gulf States in the 
Middle East for their infrastructural develop-
ment. A regular flow in and out of Bangla-
deshi migrant workers to and from Islamic 
Middle Eastern countries as well as aid or 
grants from these oil-rich countries to con-
struct mosques all over Bangladesh facilitat-
ed the further Islamization of Bangladesh.  
I came across some statistical data that 
helped immensely to contextualize my find-
ings. First, the 2011 Census Data for Bangla-
desh shows the displacement of ethnic and 
religious minorities in Bangladesh. Similarly, 
demographic data showed that the emigra-
tion from Bangladesh between 1990 and 
2010 increased by 750%. During a few inter-

views, aid workers directed me to locate and 
access donor agency reports on the Bangla-
deshi economy. Published by NGOs, donor 
agencies, and media outlets, often available 
from on-line sources, these reports also con-
tributed to my analysis of development assis-
tance and the privatization process in Ban-
gladesh. I obtained a specific World Bank 
private sector development project, 
IFC-SEDF, Impact Assessment report from 
one of my interviewees. The respondent gave 
this document to me to highlight the mea-
sured impact of one World-Bank-run entre-
preneurship-development and poverty-re-
duction aid project in Bangladesh.

Content Analysis of Media Articles
I conducted an analysis of Bengali and 
English news articles to examine whether 
news coverage of media in Bangladesh accu-
rately, comprehensively, and holistically 
explained development aid, privatization, 
economic globalization, and neo-liberalism. 
There were over three hundred printed news-
papers and magazines in Bangladesh as of 
July, 2016. However, based on circulation 
frequency, I shortlisted three Bengali news-
papers ! Doinik Prothom Alo, Kaler Kantho, 
and Bhorer Kagoj as well as three English 
newspapers ! The Daily Star and The Finan-
cial Express, and Daily Sun. Additionally, my 
peer-researcher Amit worked at one of the 
mainstream privately owned Bangladeshi 
television channels, which provided neces-
sary access to a number of media personnel 
and intellectuals.       

Oral Culture in Bangladesh
In Doulotpur and Shimulia, I observed that 
information and news travelled primarily by 
word of mouth because the villagers pre-
ferred to share and exchange information 
face-to-face in social situations. Due to rapid 
state deregulation and privatization of indus-
tries and services, the villagers these days 
have access to mobile phones. Except for one 
government-operated service known as Tele-
Talk, all the mobile phone operators in Ban-
gladesh are privately owned corporations, 
such as City Cell, which is owned by the 
former foreign minister of the country; other 
mobile phone operators are foreign corpora-
tions including Airtel from India, BanglaLink 
registered in Malta, and Grameen/Telenor 
from Norway. The people in Dhaka I met were 
comfortable exchanging information or news 
or data while informally conversing with rela-

tives, friends, acquaintances and colleagues. 
However, given the frequency of being stuck 
traffic in daily life, communication through 
mobile phone was becoming more popular.

The Insider-Outsider Researcher
I was born in Bangladesh and spent my first 
17 years in upscale urban areas of Dhaka; 
however, prior to my research project, I had 
not lived in the country for 18 years. My 
years abroad in the United States and Canada 
made me perceived as an impure desi (local) 
to many of the people I met and interacted 
with for my research. During my second trip 
to Dhaka in August 2016, the entire country 
was experiencing a security threat2, which, 
apart from two weeks in the villages, reduced 
my access to informants in diverse socio-eco-
nomic neighborhoods of Dhaka. During 
research trips in 2014 and 2016, I was able to 
leverage extensive kinship ties to reach out 
to potential interviewees for data collection. 
Additionally, I have over 14 years of interna-
tional experience, half of which I spent 
working at the World Bank Group as a Moni-
toring and Evaluation Manager in its private 
sector development arm to reduce poverty in 
the Global South. My observations in the field 
regarding global development objectives and 
socio-economic realities on the ground creat-
ed a keen interest and passion to better 
understand the people, their cultures, and 
the nuances behind development and pover-
ty including the history of the economic 
forces that often define and frequently 
reshape people and their cultures. As a 
result, I returned to academia to pursue my 
doctoral studies in the interdisciplinary stud-
ies program at the University of British 
Columbia. 
At the outset of my research, issues with 
access and trust had an effect on my data 
collection. The impediments I faced had 
more to do with the concept of positionality 
than with my preparation for the study. I 
began my fieldwork as an adult male Bangla-

deshi-Canadian believing that I would fit 
right back in to the culture in which I was 
born and lived until my teen-age years. I am 
fluent in Bangla and was confident in my 
knowledge of local culture—I can eat 
bhat-daal (rice lentil) using my hands and 
enjoy the deep sense of satisfaction from 
scraping the last smears of curry sauce off 
my plate. However, the fact that I spent my 
adult and professional life in North America 
affected the way I think, speak, write, and 
carry myself in social environments. These 
cultural attributes were sufficient to make 
me “foreign” in the eyes of my respondents 
and old school friends. I was both an insider 
(Bangladeshi) and outsider (North American 
researcher) but at the same time I was neither 
a complete Bangladeshi nor a quintessential 
Canadian. My story reminds me of what Kirin 
Narayan, an Indian-American anthropologist, 
experienced when she went to India to con-
duct her anthropological fieldwork. Her 
father was an Indian and her mother was 
German. As she faced the issues of insid-
er/outsider, she argued the following:

 a person may have many strands of  
 identification available, strands that  
 may be tugged into the open or stuffed  
 out of sight. A mixed background such  
 as mine perhaps marks one as inau 
 thentic for the label ‘native’ or ‘indige 
 nous’ anthropologist; perhaps those  
 who are not clearly ‘native’ or   
 ‘non-native’ should be termed ‘halfies’  
 instead (cf. Abu-Lughod 1991).   
 (Narayan 1993, 673)  

Narayan later cited the fieldwork experience 
of M. N. Srinivas, who was born and raised in 
India and trained at Oxford, to argue that, 
despite having common roots, Srinivas was 
not regarded as a "native" during his field-
work in India (Narayan 1993, 675). She 
further highlighted that growing up in the 
city, Srinivas had not comprehensively inter-
nalized the embedded cultural/religious 
rules of purity and pollution to the same 
extent that the local Brahmans had. Srinivas 
found himself reprimanded by the headman 
for shaving himself after a ritual bath rather 
than before. For these odd behaviors, the 
villagers found Srinivas a very ‘entertaining 
oddity’ (Narayan 1993, 675). I similarly expe-
rienced a mixed bag and a fair share of being 
an “oddity” as well as a "halfie" during my 
data collection in rural Bangladesh.
Traditionally, qualitative research meant 

going to a community different from one’s 
own. The methodological benchmark of 
anthropological research was founded upon 
the anthropologist as a stranger (Schutz 
1964). Perhaps caused by economic global-
ization and its cultural frictions, a recent 
shift to research sites in an anthropologist’s 
home community has raised debates about 
the application of traditional qualitative 
methods in the researcher’s own community 
(Tsing 2005: 1, 4). This recent move explor-
ing what it means to conduct research in 
one’s home community opposes the custom-
ary position of natives as “objects” and 
counters the Euro-centrist domination of aca-
demia (Forster 2012, 13, 16). Researchers 
who conduct their work in their home com-
munities argue that they can be fluid in terms 
of identity as both an insider and outsider. 
Narayan (1993) states that with such a fluid 
identity, a “native” anthropologist can 
forward an authentic insider's view on the 
profession. 

 As anthropologists, we do fieldwork  
 whether or not we were raised close to  
 the people whom we study. Whatever  
 the methodologies used, the process of  
 doing fieldwork involves getting to  
 know a range of people and listening  
 closely to what they say. Even if one  
 should already be acquainted with  
 some of these people before one starts  
 fieldwork, the intense and sustained  
 engagements of fieldwork will inevita 
 bly transmute these relationships.  
 (Narayan 1993, 679)

At-home research does not diverge from core 
anthropological methodologies, such as 
traditional ethnography.  Despite offering 
some advantages in terms of field practicali-
ties, conducting social science research at 
home is equally as challenging as pursing 
research elsewhere (Mughal 2015, 121). 
Although my research was not ethnographic, 
conducting research in my home culture and 
community nonetheless helped me realize 
that I still required extra local knowledge to 
survive and needed to relearn the changing 
cultural patterns of life in my community. 
Besides the urban areas of Dhaka, with which 
I am familiar, I worked in rural areas outside 
Dhaka city that were unfamiliar. Residents in 
these urbanizing rural areas had an increas-
ing literacy rate and experienced increased 
economic development while still keeping 
their traditional patterns of rural life. Work-

In this article, I describe the challenges 
associated with my identity during the 
fieldwork component of my interdisciplinary 
research. I discuss the specific set of 
methods employed during my fieldwork and 
offer justifications why I chose to apply 
specific methods in various sites and 
situations during my data collection. I also 
offer theoretical underpinnings to 
complement my data collection methods. As 
a Bangladeshi-Canadian employing 
ethnographic methods in Bangladesh, I argue 
that conducting research at home, despite 
offering some linguistic and tactical 
advantages, can be as excruciating as leading 
research elsewhere. Culturally and 
historically, Bangladeshi communities tend 
to be more welcoming to foreign, if not white, 
researchers than they are to researchers that 
look like they do. Finally, as a “coconut” — 
brown outside but white inside — qualitative 
researcher, I elaborate on the issues I faced 
with access and trust as well as the ways I 
consequently overcame them.  
My research asks how much influence a 
Bangladeshi aid-recipient might have in the 
design of a private sector development 
assistance project. Because I suspected the 
aid resources were not going to poor 
Bangladeshi farmers, or entrepreneurs, or 
middle-class intellectuals, I also enquired 
into how much awareness of aid and 
privatization each recipient farmer or 
entrepreneur had about the aid that 
ostensibly impacted them. I also wanted to 
discover if various local, social groups, 
regardless of gender — including: 
impoverished laborers, small-scale farmers, 
small to medium entrepreneurs, wealthy 
entrepreneurs, NGO workers, development 

professionals, retired academics, 
housewives, media personnel, and 
undergraduate students and faculty— who 
were the direct and indirect targets of 
privatization through development aid and 
neo-liberalism, understood how embracing 
deregulation and economic globalization in 
the name of growth could further affect them 
in the long-run. 
Answers to those three main questions given 
to me from representatives of the various 
aforementioned social groups in rural and 
urban Bangladesh provided a foundation for 
understanding how external international 
forces of development – aid, privatization, 
and neo-liberalism – interact with various 
social groups and their politics on the 
ground. Additionally, the answers 
consequently provided explanations to 
complement my investigation on the analysis 
of the politics of development aid in 
Bangladesh, which has two subdivided and 
interrelated components including: a) 
analysis of power, and b) analysis of failure.

Methodology
Pursuing various methodological approaches 
helped flush out my data collection. These 
approaches included qualitative, 
interdisciplinary, multi-sited, and pragmatic 
frameworks. Although I drew theoretical 
influences from historians, sociologists, 
economists, and international relation 
experts, my data collection was strongly 
informed by anthropological approaches 
beyond ethnography. I also employed 
pragmatism as a methodology because my 
investigation on social justice issues 
required drawing from human experience 
instead of quantitative data, as well as from 

ing in these rural areas helped me explore 
their cultures as an “outsider” while not over-
looking some of the usual and nuanced 
elements that a tourist might otherwise miss 
or a native might otherwise take for granted.

Chronology of Research
I visited Bangladesh twice for data collection 
- first in 2014 from May 1st to August 31st for 
four months, and finally in 2016 from June 
7th to August 22nd for another two and a half 
months. I listed a full chronology of my 
research movements on Table 1.1 below. I 
made Dhaka city my home base. The first 
weeks during both trips went by with meet-
ing and re-meeting peer researchers, obtain-
ing permission to access various types of 
government and non-government informa-
tion as well as setting-up interviews. I select-
ed my interviewees through a combination of 
convenience, snowball, and purposeful sam-
pling. At every research site, I selected 
people who were available through various 
contacts (convenience sampling) and based 
on informant recommendations (snowball 
sampling). My interviewee selection method, 
informed by Bryman (2008), was purposeful 
because, especially in the case of urban inter-
viewees, I chose them from among a group of 
people who were known to me in advance 
through kinship ties. I wanted respondents’ 
perspectives on economic globalization and 
development aid to learn about their subjec-
tive experiences and histories with privatiza-
tion and aid projects. Therefore, employing 
purposive sampling in rural and urban areas 
from a larger population provided variation 
in data from that which I collected in my field 
visits (Guest, Bunce and Johnson 2006, 59; 
Seidman 2012, 56). 
During the process of data collection, as 
evidenced from Table: 1.1, I often moved 
around among sites because access to specif-
ic participants and interviewees was restrict-
ed. Also, interviewees frequently either can-
celled at the very last minute or were not 
available at the scheduled time, or wished to 
make a date later without providing any spe-
cific day or time. As a result, I had to con-
stantly make adjustments to my intended 
plan of data collection. Although I mainly 
relied on public transportation to commute 
from research site “a” to site “b,” and vice 
versa, adjusting cost of time and relevant 
resources, such as accommodation in a safe 
place, added up. Thus, availability of funds 
became a constraint. Additionally, within a 
specific research site regardless if it were 

urban or rural, hardly anything worked as 
planned. Therefore, starting with whatever 
worked from my premade plans, I tried to get 
things done. I carried plenty of reports and 
media documents with me in my travel bag. 
Therefore, in moments when I was stuck, 
which happened quite frequently, I tried to 
catch up on reviewing and analyzing various 
types of government and non-government 
reports as well as media content. Depending 
on the situation, I often prioritized observing 
participants at sites instead of reading when 
I deemed reading would be inappropriate, 
such as at a village tea stall.

 

In all, I interviewed 34 males and 12 females 
in Dhaka city and the two villages, Doulotpur 
and Shimulia. From every interviewee, I 
collected their demographic data including 
age, marital status, education, number of 
children, and profession. Out of 17 inter-
viewees in Doulotpur and Shimulia, there 
were 13 males and 4 females. In Dhaka city I 
interviewed 29 people including 21 males 
and 8 females. These respondents were 
between 20 and 70 years of age. With assis-
tance from peer researchers and community 
gate-keepers, I reached out to their respec-
tive communities and expressed willingness 
to speak to men and women with prior expe-
rience of development aid and privatizations 
projects. Interviews were scheduled in 
advance based on the convenience of the 
interviewees. 
Prior to beginning the interviews and collect-
ing consent, I briefly described my research 
project and objectives and read the consent 
form. Also, I was enthusiastic and honest 
about how the gathering of data from the 
interviewees was important both for them 
and for me to make changes in aid practices. 
I did not offer them any financial remunera-
tion for making time for me (Alsaawi 2014, 
149; Dörnyei 2007). 
Except for four interviews conducted at the 
Bangladesh Road Transport Authority (BRTA), 
all 17 interviewees in rural areas and 29 
interviews in urban areas took place in an 

environment based on the convenience of the 
respondents including factory floors, tea 
stalls, coffee shops, university campuses, 
and in urban areas at the residences of my 
interviewees. In rural areas � Doulotpur and 
Shimulia � I was able to interact with male 
interviewees at the mosque, tea stalls at the 
bazar and/or bus station, farmhouses, and 
cricket or soccer ground. Given the more con-
servative nature of rural Bangladeshi culture, 
Riffat, my female peer researcher accompa-
nied me while I spoke with women interview-
ees in their homes or courtyards. 

Informant Anonymity
Except for three interviewees, including the 
former head of the National Human Rights 
Commission (NHRC), Professor Mizanur 
Rahman; Shahriar Kabir, a Bangladeshi 
human rights activist and former President of 
Forum for Secular Bangladesh, and Brigadier 
General Shakhawat Hossain, the former Chief 
Election Commissioner in Bangladesh, all 
interviewees and informants requested ano-
nymity. The respondents requested anonym-
ity because their answers suggested that 
local elites and senior aid bureaucrats 
worked together to secure vested interests 
from aid projects. Revealing the identity of 
my respondents, who mainly worked for 
these same local elites, studied at a private 
university owned by the elites, or worked as 
a mid-level project officer at an aid agency, 
could have put their lives in danger. 
For instance, I observed the frequent pres-
ence of corrupt practices in public institu-
tions, where paying cash (“greasing the 
palm”) would expedite matters and would 
erase evidence of something. I sensed the 
general public was aware of these corrupt 
measures and I was extremely sensitive in 
approaching these issues of local bureaucrat-
ic mismanagement and corruption in aid 
projects. People were initially insecure about 
discussing such issues, but were more forth-
coming as the interview proceeded. 
One striking example was my interview with 
a Bangladesh Road Transport Authority 
(BRTA) employee. In this instance at BRTA, 
which is a government run agency, the 
respondent was initially unwilling to sign the 
consent form and grabbed the form and tried 
to tear it up. When I asked why he had react-
ed like this, he said his life would be in 
danger if his identity was disclosed. I real-
ized it was risky for him to share personal 
experience about a topic as sensitive as cor-
ruption. I invited him to join me at a tea-stall 

outside BRTA. While having tea, he asked me 
about the validity of my research purpose 
and if I was working for the political oppo-
nents of the ruling party or was a newspaper 
reporter. He also asked if I had a camera on 
me. Once he understood my intention was 
honest promotion of academic learning, he 
gave me his oral consent to respond to my 
questions and signed the consent form. Con-
sidering the danger my respondents could 
suffer if their identities were known, I 
assigned each of my respondents a pseud-
onym. 
I also observed similar concerns about 
threats to lives and jobs from the four inter-
viewed, part-time faculty members employed 
at various private universities in Dhaka city. 
As a result, I designed and conducted a spe-
cific focus group discussion with faculty 
members, who not only requested to remain 
anonymous but also did not want to speak in 
front of any students.

Conclusion
In this article, I have discussed my approach-
es to data collection methodology and the 
methods I employed during my multi-sited 
research in Bangladesh. I used these methods 
to learn about the subjective experiences and 
histories of my informants in relation to 
privatization and development aid in Bangla-
desh. The issues I faced, struggled with (i.e. 
bestowed identity as a “coconut”), and conse-
quently overcame during data collection 
helped me proceed to the data analysis phase 
of my doctoral studies. Such an experience 
also played an instrumental role in my under-
standing of how privatization and develop-
ment aid function in Bangladesh. Above all 
else, my research experience substantiates 
my argument that conducting research at 
home, despite offering some linguistic and 
tactical advantages, can be as excruciating as 
leading a research project elsewhere.
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Every minute, 115 new opinions are added to 
the ever-growing database of 190,000,000+ 
reviews on TripAdvisor (Smith 2014). The 
free website serves tourists, who use 
TripAdvisor as an encyclopedia of travel to 
research, compare, book, and rate every 
aspect of their trips—from flight to hotel, 
restaurant to attraction. In this context, 
potential tourists who rely on TripAdvisor to 
plan their trips will be referred to as 
strategists. These users have freedom to 
form a community and access loads of 
information. Thus, strategist will refer to 
TripAdvisor users because they are able to 
implement whatever strategy they desire for 
planning their trip. With a simple sign-up, 
anyone can join the community of reviewers 
and add opinions and advice for various 
destinations. The site’s global presence leads 
one to ask what about TripAdvisor makes 
tourists rely so heavily on it to make their 
decisions? Furthermore, what effect does 
TripAdvisor have on the local businesses to 
which the strategists are planning to visit?

The Tourist’s Dilemma & The 
Mechanics of TripAdvisor
Answering these questions requires a 
broader understanding of the Tourist’s 
Dilemma—the quandary of where to tour 
when there are so many possibilities in 
today’s globalized world. As will be 
discussed below, an understanding of how 
Consumer Generated Media (CGM) works 
makes discovering the motivation of 
strategists to visit TripAdvisor easy. A proper 
analysis of the effects of CGM on local 
economies also illuminates how TripAdvisor 
is beneficial to tourists but detrimental to the 
locals that provide services to visitors, by 
directing charges majority-consumer interest 
towards the same “top choices” for 
destinations. In discussing the vicious cycle 
of tourism, R.W. Butler reminds us that, “it 
can be expected that even attractions of the 
tourist will lose their competitiveness…” 
meaning that every destination is subject to 
continual reevaluation (1980:9). Therefore, 
rather than relying on quality and authentic 
experience, TripAdvisor sends its readers to 
the most frequented tourist sites, often 
determined through popularity, accessibility, 

and location.
Before assessing the true functionality of 
TripAdvisor, it is vital to understand the 
consumer base who flock to the site. Travel is 
becoming more assessable through 
“increasing affluence, additional leisure time 
[and] the availability of desirable places to 
visit” (Prideaux 2002:323). Cheaper travel 
paired with technology to discover new 
destinations (such as TripAdvisor) fuel the 
Tourist’s Dilemma, resulting in anxiety on 
where to go and what to do.
Nguyen Thai remarks that “perceived 
uncertainty mediates the relation between 
choice-set size and destination evaluation” 
(2017:38). This means that when planning a 
trip, there is a significant number of available 
destinations which can lead to overwhelming 
feelings of choice. This “choice overload 
phenomenon” fuels a need for some type of 
help in the decision-making process (ibid). As 
discovered through an analytical study, Thai 
concludes that “tourists go through multiple 
stages in their decisions because their 
limited analytical capacity forces them to 
decompose the complex decision into 
manageable steps” (ibid, 39). A common and 
rational step is consulting a CGM.  Because 
“uncertainty is the underlying mechanism 
that mediates the effect of choice-set size,” 
the Tourist Dilemma can be solved through 
TripAdvisor (ibid, 48).
TripAdvisor has attained its high status due 
to the shear amount of people that use it. As 
a crowdsourced website, large amounts of 
people “collaborate through their 
recommendations in a ranking system as a 
collective good” (Ganzaroli 2017:503). A 
contributor has the option of numerical or 
textual reviews—where they can provide 
specific detail and advice through journaling, 
while “numerical ratings are the overall 
reflection of information in [their] text 
reviews” (Zhang 2016:283). Together these 
ratings are combined to position different 
sites according to their popularity. 
TripAdvisor lacks specificity in its 
algorithms; rating is determined by 
efficiency through collaborative 
recommendations.
TripAdvisor organizes its reviews based on 
“the extent to which the problem can be 
easily represented; the extent to which its 
solution requires self-motivated people, and 
the extent to which its evaluation includes a 
large number of experienced users” 
(Ganzaroli 2017:503). As this is quite 
subjective and can be misleading, Zhang et 

al. have attempted to create a more efficient 
algorithm for TripAdvisor, so that the site 
would “only provide several most important 
influential factors for tourists” (2016:283). 
Specifically, they note that for restaurants on 
TripAdvisor, tourists can only rate them on 
four criteria: food, service, value, and 
atmosphere (ibid:283). It then becomes clear 
that while beneficial, TripAdvisor’s 
functionality is limited due to this narrow 
processing. Nonetheless, this understanding 
is important when assessing the rationale of 
strategists to consult the site.

Methodology and Literature
Using a large body of outside texts, (see 
Alderighi, Cohen, Errington, H.N. Mak, Ji, de 
Jong, Kim, Richards, Tsai), I hope to contrib-
ute greatly to my specific research niche on 
the functionality of TripAdvisor. The theo-
ries I will discuss, along with certain ethnog-
raphies, look at tourist motivations and the 
tourists’ impact on local communities. This 
literature is vital because it looks at the iden-
tity of both locals and visitors in touristic 
consumption. Other research has found a 
special niche of cultural restaurants, sought 
after as an ‘authentic’ experience, a drive 
which motivate tourists to continue their 
explorations (See ‘A Journey to Venice’ Gan-
zaroli).  With more people initiating and 
changing tourism discourse locally, under-
standing the complex effects of this 
discourse on locals and tourists is important. 
Thus, this piece is a practical addition to the 
literature on tourist identity and motivation.
 
A Strategist’s Draw to TripAdvisor
It is easily understood that growing accessi-
bility to technology and travel push potential 
tourists, or strategists, to a database for plan-
ning. In efforts to escape the Tourist’s Dilem-
ma, strategists turn to TripAdvisor, which 
can satisfy their need for help. TripAdvisor is 
useful because it demonstrates human-like 
attitudes and presents high quality informa-
tion in reviews infused with user’s trust.
As TripAdvisor is an online site, the elusive-
ness of the internet is an unavoidable obsta-
cle. The site’s engineers and designers have 
cleverly worked around this impersonality by 
branding TripAdvisor as a community of con-
tributors. As Werner Kunz acknowledges, “a 
sense of community belongingness relates 
positively to greater attendance at offline 
gatherings” (2015:1823). The bios of review-
ers show experience, number of recommen-

dations, and previously visited places, 
encouraging relationship building and infor-
mation exchange.  The lack of face-to-face 
human connection is replaced with a feeling 
of closeness from seeing shared interests 
and a stamp of real-life credibility from 
reviewer bios. This creates a greater sense of 
community by promoting effective commu-
nication “especially for relationship building 
with a stranger (ibid, 1826). This encourages 
strategists to use TripAdvisor to “seek ave-
nues to satisfy their curiosity and the urge 
that entices them to leave their own environ-
ment and visit new places” (Prideaux 
2002:318). While an only surface-deep reality 
of personal connection may seem minor, it 
remains integral in granting believability and 
trustworthiness to reviews.  It is vital to 
recognize that “by facilitating custom-
er-to-customer information sharing about 
travel experiences,” TripAdvisor empowers 
travelers to consult their community of 
knowledgeable ‘friends’ to “build a tourism 
package for themselves” (Filieri 2015:177).
TripAdvisor has prioritized the quality of 
their website. As Filieri et al. describe, “the 
[greater the] quality of the information that 
consumers retrieve, the more they will per-
ceive the website to be of high quality, which 
will both lead to customer satisfaction and 
trust in the CGM website” (2015:181). It is 
important to note that the online nature of 
TripAdvisor makes quality more difficult to 
measure or guarantee. Vásquez supports 
this, reminding us that “the traditional lack 
of reliability associated with self-reports 
becomes further amplified in online context, 
where identity has become a fraught and 
often-contested category, and where issues 
related to ‘authenticity’ and ‘representation’ 
abound” (2010:1714).
Recently, a phenomenon of fake reviews has 
developed. This challenges the quality and, 
ultimately, the trustworthiness of a CGM, 
because reviews could thus be inaccurate. In 
2015, after a businessman created a site for a 
fake restaurant, the UK Advertising Stan-
dards Authority recognized that “not all con-
sumer reviews are necessarily written by real 
customers,” which led to a drop in TripAdvi-
sor traffic (ibid, 175). This demonstrated that 
TripAdvisor needed to maintain trust, with-
out which strategists would be deterred from 
relying on the site.
To ensure trust, then, a website must capital-
ize on the quality of its product. Similar to 
ensuring a community feel, TripAdvisor has 
“introduced a badge system to show the 

different levels of expertise of reviewers” 
which allows a strategist to assess the credi-
bility and quality of each review. This sepa-
rates TripAdvisor as a whole from each spe-
cific review, forcing the strategist to assess 
the trustworthiness of each review indepen-
dent from their trust in TripAdvisor as host 
of those reviews. As a platform for conversa-
tion, the CGM, thus, succeeds at providing 
quality information. Filieri supports this, 
stating that “if travel consumers perceive the 
reviewers as credible sources they will 
believe that the website is reliable in that it 
has effective mechanisms in place to avoid 
spammers who post deceptive reviews” (ibid, 
176). Therefore, a substantial review from a 
credible contributor clearly has more quality 
than one that is short, superficial or emotion-
al with incorrect descriptions. Similarly, if 
there is any competing information, “travel 
advisors can prime and boost customers’ 
self-confidence by asking and reminding 
them of their expertise and/or knowledge 
about traveling” (Thai 2017:49).  The quality 
of the review is thus vital to the promotion of 
the site’s reliability.
When a review is current, valuable, credible, 
useful, relevant and complete, a strategist 
will trust a CGM because “they will think it 
comes from real customers and not from 
biased information sources” (Filieri 
2015:176). Because of the community that 
TripAdvisor promotes and the quality of user 
contributions, strategists trust the CGM.  As 
Filieri puts it, CGMs build trust through the 
“quality of the recommendation” and with 
“the previous customers who, by describing 
their previous experiences, help other con-
sumers to assess [that] quality” (ibid, 181). 
Therefore, “trust and sympathy are central 
mediators to relationship development” 
(Kunz 2015:1826). Simply put, a strategist 
leaves TripAdvisor happy because they can 
assess the quality of each review while feel-
ing comfortable in a welcoming community.

The Other Side: TripAdvisor in the 
Local’s Eyes—A Journey to Venice
Unfortunately, as the hidden side of Butler’s 
vicious tourism cycle reveals, local business-
es that rely on TripAdvisor for revenue may 
become disenfranchised. Fundamentally, 
TripAdvisor “intervenes in the structure and 
organization of tourist flows” (Ganzaroli 
2017:509). This is due to the efficiency that 
the CGM welcomes. Essentially, TripAdvisor 
can unexpectedly bolster the attractiveness 
of the most popular sites despite their possi-

bly poor quality. Using knowledge from 
Zhang et al. on how TripAdvisor categorizes 
and sorts its reviews, it is clear that the most 
reviewed options will stay at the top of a 
search, thereby gaining the most online traf-
fic (2016,283). Developing a cycle in which 
the most popular sites continually get the 
attention of new strategists.
To exemplify this further, Ganzaroli draws 
attention to Venice. Here, “the most popular 
restaurants become even more popular large-
ly independently of the quality they offer” 
(2017:509). The ancient Italian town attracts 
millions of tourists eager to witness the 
famous architecture built over the water. 
With large seasonal influxes, there are some 
periods of the year during which the city 
cannot hold both tourists and locals. TripAd-
visor marks Rialto Bridge and St. Mark’s Basil-
ica as the town’s ‘must-see’ attractions, yet 
these are also locals’ areas of mass transit. 
Therefore, residents’ lives “are often incon-
venienced by the presence of too many tour-
ists” (ibid, 504).
This is significant when looking at the spatial 
distribution of highly rated restaurants. 
Notably, the average TripAdvisor customer 
overestimates the quality of the experience 
restaurants offer in Venice” (Ganzaroli 
2017:508).  80% of TripAdvisor reviews in 
Venice are within 800 meters of St. Mark’s 
Basilica (ibid, 509). While these reviews are 
trustworthy, the fact remains that they are 
subjective in their quality. Importantly, “the 
vast majority of tourists will not return and 
do not have enough time to acquire informa-
tion on the quality” of the full sample of 
Venetian sites (ibid). When businesses ratio-
nally invest in quality, their initiatives will go 
unnoticed because TripAdvisor’s reviews are 
cyclically fueled on a site’s location nearly 
exclusively. Even if owners invest in the qual-
ity of their restaurant, its “ranking may 
improve only in the short run” because of the 
restaurants entrenched location and inability 
to satisfy their goal of serving more tourists 
(ibid, 509). Because the contributions to the 
site are overwhelmingly from visitors and no 
local perspective is included in the algo-
rithm, the central sites entrench their popu-
larity regardless of quality.

The Duality of TripAdvisor
For strategists, TripAdvisor is worthy of 
excitement. By creating a cohesive and wel-
coming environment, the site offers strate-
gists a community of fellow contributors 
waiting to share their experiences and 

answer questions. The platform organizes 
various reviews to define itself as a quality 
website, where strategists can make their 
own judgement, both positive and negative 
as to the quality of reviews and attractions. 
Thus, TripAdvisor succeeds at instilling trust 
in its customers.
While benefiting tourists and strategists in 
this way, TripAdvisor is also detrimental to 
the communities it describes. The supposed 
quality and accuracy of recommendations 
only draws strategists to certain sites. This is 
because TripAdvisor is engineered to bolster 
the top-rated sites based on a minimal, gen-
eral, and subjective numerical rating system. 
Similarly, the majority of reviews are written 
by visitors, so the full set of potential loca-
tions remains absent from the collection of 
popular destinations. The algorithm with 
which TripAdvisor presents results creates a 
cyclical entrenchment of popular places 
negating the true quality of a site while favor-
ing proximity and friendliness to tourists. 
This duality comes from the inherent flaw of 
TripAdvisor—their goal of attracting strate-
gists by promising an authenticity that in 
reality is fabricated and devoid of local input.
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Every minute, 115 new opinions are added to 
the ever-growing database of 190,000,000+ 
reviews on TripAdvisor (Smith 2014). The 
free website serves tourists, who use 
TripAdvisor as an encyclopedia of travel to 
research, compare, book, and rate every 
aspect of their trips—from flight to hotel, 
restaurant to attraction. In this context, 
potential tourists who rely on TripAdvisor to 
plan their trips will be referred to as 
strategists. These users have freedom to 
form a community and access loads of 
information. Thus, strategist will refer to 
TripAdvisor users because they are able to 
implement whatever strategy they desire for 
planning their trip. With a simple sign-up, 
anyone can join the community of reviewers 
and add opinions and advice for various 
destinations. The site’s global presence leads 
one to ask what about TripAdvisor makes 
tourists rely so heavily on it to make their 
decisions? Furthermore, what effect does 
TripAdvisor have on the local businesses to 
which the strategists are planning to visit?

The Tourist’s Dilemma & The 
Mechanics of TripAdvisor
Answering these questions requires a 
broader understanding of the Tourist’s 
Dilemma—the quandary of where to tour 
when there are so many possibilities in 
today’s globalized world. As will be 
discussed below, an understanding of how 
Consumer Generated Media (CGM) works 
makes discovering the motivation of 
strategists to visit TripAdvisor easy. A proper 
analysis of the effects of CGM on local 
economies also illuminates how TripAdvisor 
is beneficial to tourists but detrimental to the 
locals that provide services to visitors, by 
directing charges majority-consumer interest 
towards the same “top choices” for 
destinations. In discussing the vicious cycle 
of tourism, R.W. Butler reminds us that, “it 
can be expected that even attractions of the 
tourist will lose their competitiveness…” 
meaning that every destination is subject to 
continual reevaluation (1980:9). Therefore, 
rather than relying on quality and authentic 
experience, TripAdvisor sends its readers to 
the most frequented tourist sites, often 
determined through popularity, accessibility, 

and location.
Before assessing the true functionality of 
TripAdvisor, it is vital to understand the 
consumer base who flock to the site. Travel is 
becoming more assessable through 
“increasing affluence, additional leisure time 
[and] the availability of desirable places to 
visit” (Prideaux 2002:323). Cheaper travel 
paired with technology to discover new 
destinations (such as TripAdvisor) fuel the 
Tourist’s Dilemma, resulting in anxiety on 
where to go and what to do.
Nguyen Thai remarks that “perceived 
uncertainty mediates the relation between 
choice-set size and destination evaluation” 
(2017:38). This means that when planning a 
trip, there is a significant number of available 
destinations which can lead to overwhelming 
feelings of choice. This “choice overload 
phenomenon” fuels a need for some type of 
help in the decision-making process (ibid). As 
discovered through an analytical study, Thai 
concludes that “tourists go through multiple 
stages in their decisions because their 
limited analytical capacity forces them to 
decompose the complex decision into 
manageable steps” (ibid, 39). A common and 
rational step is consulting a CGM.  Because 
“uncertainty is the underlying mechanism 
that mediates the effect of choice-set size,” 
the Tourist Dilemma can be solved through 
TripAdvisor (ibid, 48).
TripAdvisor has attained its high status due 
to the shear amount of people that use it. As 
a crowdsourced website, large amounts of 
people “collaborate through their 
recommendations in a ranking system as a 
collective good” (Ganzaroli 2017:503). A 
contributor has the option of numerical or 
textual reviews—where they can provide 
specific detail and advice through journaling, 
while “numerical ratings are the overall 
reflection of information in [their] text 
reviews” (Zhang 2016:283). Together these 
ratings are combined to position different 
sites according to their popularity. 
TripAdvisor lacks specificity in its 
algorithms; rating is determined by 
efficiency through collaborative 
recommendations.
TripAdvisor organizes its reviews based on 
“the extent to which the problem can be 
easily represented; the extent to which its 
solution requires self-motivated people, and 
the extent to which its evaluation includes a 
large number of experienced users” 
(Ganzaroli 2017:503). As this is quite 
subjective and can be misleading, Zhang et 

al. have attempted to create a more efficient 
algorithm for TripAdvisor, so that the site 
would “only provide several most important 
influential factors for tourists” (2016:283). 
Specifically, they note that for restaurants on 
TripAdvisor, tourists can only rate them on 
four criteria: food, service, value, and 
atmosphere (ibid:283). It then becomes clear 
that while beneficial, TripAdvisor’s 
functionality is limited due to this narrow 
processing. Nonetheless, this understanding 
is important when assessing the rationale of 
strategists to consult the site.

Methodology and Literature
Using a large body of outside texts, (see 
Alderighi, Cohen, Errington, H.N. Mak, Ji, de 
Jong, Kim, Richards, Tsai), I hope to contrib-
ute greatly to my specific research niche on 
the functionality of TripAdvisor. The theo-
ries I will discuss, along with certain ethnog-
raphies, look at tourist motivations and the 
tourists’ impact on local communities. This 
literature is vital because it looks at the iden-
tity of both locals and visitors in touristic 
consumption. Other research has found a 
special niche of cultural restaurants, sought 
after as an ‘authentic’ experience, a drive 
which motivate tourists to continue their 
explorations (See ‘A Journey to Venice’ Gan-
zaroli).  With more people initiating and 
changing tourism discourse locally, under-
standing the complex effects of this 
discourse on locals and tourists is important. 
Thus, this piece is a practical addition to the 
literature on tourist identity and motivation.
 
A Strategist’s Draw to TripAdvisor
It is easily understood that growing accessi-
bility to technology and travel push potential 
tourists, or strategists, to a database for plan-
ning. In efforts to escape the Tourist’s Dilem-
ma, strategists turn to TripAdvisor, which 
can satisfy their need for help. TripAdvisor is 
useful because it demonstrates human-like 
attitudes and presents high quality informa-
tion in reviews infused with user’s trust.
As TripAdvisor is an online site, the elusive-
ness of the internet is an unavoidable obsta-
cle. The site’s engineers and designers have 
cleverly worked around this impersonality by 
branding TripAdvisor as a community of con-
tributors. As Werner Kunz acknowledges, “a 
sense of community belongingness relates 
positively to greater attendance at offline 
gatherings” (2015:1823). The bios of review-
ers show experience, number of recommen-

dations, and previously visited places, 
encouraging relationship building and infor-
mation exchange.  The lack of face-to-face 
human connection is replaced with a feeling 
of closeness from seeing shared interests 
and a stamp of real-life credibility from 
reviewer bios. This creates a greater sense of 
community by promoting effective commu-
nication “especially for relationship building 
with a stranger (ibid, 1826). This encourages 
strategists to use TripAdvisor to “seek ave-
nues to satisfy their curiosity and the urge 
that entices them to leave their own environ-
ment and visit new places” (Prideaux 
2002:318). While an only surface-deep reality 
of personal connection may seem minor, it 
remains integral in granting believability and 
trustworthiness to reviews.  It is vital to 
recognize that “by facilitating custom-
er-to-customer information sharing about 
travel experiences,” TripAdvisor empowers 
travelers to consult their community of 
knowledgeable ‘friends’ to “build a tourism 
package for themselves” (Filieri 2015:177).
TripAdvisor has prioritized the quality of 
their website. As Filieri et al. describe, “the 
[greater the] quality of the information that 
consumers retrieve, the more they will per-
ceive the website to be of high quality, which 
will both lead to customer satisfaction and 
trust in the CGM website” (2015:181). It is 
important to note that the online nature of 
TripAdvisor makes quality more difficult to 
measure or guarantee. Vásquez supports 
this, reminding us that “the traditional lack 
of reliability associated with self-reports 
becomes further amplified in online context, 
where identity has become a fraught and 
often-contested category, and where issues 
related to ‘authenticity’ and ‘representation’ 
abound” (2010:1714).
Recently, a phenomenon of fake reviews has 
developed. This challenges the quality and, 
ultimately, the trustworthiness of a CGM, 
because reviews could thus be inaccurate. In 
2015, after a businessman created a site for a 
fake restaurant, the UK Advertising Stan-
dards Authority recognized that “not all con-
sumer reviews are necessarily written by real 
customers,” which led to a drop in TripAdvi-
sor traffic (ibid, 175). This demonstrated that 
TripAdvisor needed to maintain trust, with-
out which strategists would be deterred from 
relying on the site.
To ensure trust, then, a website must capital-
ize on the quality of its product. Similar to 
ensuring a community feel, TripAdvisor has 
“introduced a badge system to show the 

different levels of expertise of reviewers” 
which allows a strategist to assess the credi-
bility and quality of each review. This sepa-
rates TripAdvisor as a whole from each spe-
cific review, forcing the strategist to assess 
the trustworthiness of each review indepen-
dent from their trust in TripAdvisor as host 
of those reviews. As a platform for conversa-
tion, the CGM, thus, succeeds at providing 
quality information. Filieri supports this, 
stating that “if travel consumers perceive the 
reviewers as credible sources they will 
believe that the website is reliable in that it 
has effective mechanisms in place to avoid 
spammers who post deceptive reviews” (ibid, 
176). Therefore, a substantial review from a 
credible contributor clearly has more quality 
than one that is short, superficial or emotion-
al with incorrect descriptions. Similarly, if 
there is any competing information, “travel 
advisors can prime and boost customers’ 
self-confidence by asking and reminding 
them of their expertise and/or knowledge 
about traveling” (Thai 2017:49).  The quality 
of the review is thus vital to the promotion of 
the site’s reliability.
When a review is current, valuable, credible, 
useful, relevant and complete, a strategist 
will trust a CGM because “they will think it 
comes from real customers and not from 
biased information sources” (Filieri 
2015:176). Because of the community that 
TripAdvisor promotes and the quality of user 
contributions, strategists trust the CGM.  As 
Filieri puts it, CGMs build trust through the 
“quality of the recommendation” and with 
“the previous customers who, by describing 
their previous experiences, help other con-
sumers to assess [that] quality” (ibid, 181). 
Therefore, “trust and sympathy are central 
mediators to relationship development” 
(Kunz 2015:1826). Simply put, a strategist 
leaves TripAdvisor happy because they can 
assess the quality of each review while feel-
ing comfortable in a welcoming community.

The Other Side: TripAdvisor in the 
Local’s Eyes—A Journey to Venice
Unfortunately, as the hidden side of Butler’s 
vicious tourism cycle reveals, local business-
es that rely on TripAdvisor for revenue may 
become disenfranchised. Fundamentally, 
TripAdvisor “intervenes in the structure and 
organization of tourist flows” (Ganzaroli 
2017:509). This is due to the efficiency that 
the CGM welcomes. Essentially, TripAdvisor 
can unexpectedly bolster the attractiveness 
of the most popular sites despite their possi-

bly poor quality. Using knowledge from 
Zhang et al. on how TripAdvisor categorizes 
and sorts its reviews, it is clear that the most 
reviewed options will stay at the top of a 
search, thereby gaining the most online traf-
fic (2016,283). Developing a cycle in which 
the most popular sites continually get the 
attention of new strategists.
To exemplify this further, Ganzaroli draws 
attention to Venice. Here, “the most popular 
restaurants become even more popular large-
ly independently of the quality they offer” 
(2017:509). The ancient Italian town attracts 
millions of tourists eager to witness the 
famous architecture built over the water. 
With large seasonal influxes, there are some 
periods of the year during which the city 
cannot hold both tourists and locals. TripAd-
visor marks Rialto Bridge and St. Mark’s Basil-
ica as the town’s ‘must-see’ attractions, yet 
these are also locals’ areas of mass transit. 
Therefore, residents’ lives “are often incon-
venienced by the presence of too many tour-
ists” (ibid, 504).
This is significant when looking at the spatial 
distribution of highly rated restaurants. 
Notably, the average TripAdvisor customer 
overestimates the quality of the experience 
restaurants offer in Venice” (Ganzaroli 
2017:508).  80% of TripAdvisor reviews in 
Venice are within 800 meters of St. Mark’s 
Basilica (ibid, 509). While these reviews are 
trustworthy, the fact remains that they are 
subjective in their quality. Importantly, “the 
vast majority of tourists will not return and 
do not have enough time to acquire informa-
tion on the quality” of the full sample of 
Venetian sites (ibid). When businesses ratio-
nally invest in quality, their initiatives will go 
unnoticed because TripAdvisor’s reviews are 
cyclically fueled on a site’s location nearly 
exclusively. Even if owners invest in the qual-
ity of their restaurant, its “ranking may 
improve only in the short run” because of the 
restaurants entrenched location and inability 
to satisfy their goal of serving more tourists 
(ibid, 509). Because the contributions to the 
site are overwhelmingly from visitors and no 
local perspective is included in the algo-
rithm, the central sites entrench their popu-
larity regardless of quality.

The Duality of TripAdvisor
For strategists, TripAdvisor is worthy of 
excitement. By creating a cohesive and wel-
coming environment, the site offers strate-
gists a community of fellow contributors 
waiting to share their experiences and 

answer questions. The platform organizes 
various reviews to define itself as a quality 
website, where strategists can make their 
own judgement, both positive and negative 
as to the quality of reviews and attractions. 
Thus, TripAdvisor succeeds at instilling trust 
in its customers.
While benefiting tourists and strategists in 
this way, TripAdvisor is also detrimental to 
the communities it describes. The supposed 
quality and accuracy of recommendations 
only draws strategists to certain sites. This is 
because TripAdvisor is engineered to bolster 
the top-rated sites based on a minimal, gen-
eral, and subjective numerical rating system. 
Similarly, the majority of reviews are written 
by visitors, so the full set of potential loca-
tions remains absent from the collection of 
popular destinations. The algorithm with 
which TripAdvisor presents results creates a 
cyclical entrenchment of popular places 
negating the true quality of a site while favor-
ing proximity and friendliness to tourists. 
This duality comes from the inherent flaw of 
TripAdvisor—their goal of attracting strate-
gists by promising an authenticity that in 
reality is fabricated and devoid of local input.
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Defining the CCC as the “People’s Palace” 
proves awkward as there are many social 
factors at play in the Chicago landmark. For 
proper analysis, tourist (and local) 
motivations for visiting the site must be 
assessed through ethnographic methods 
such as participant observation and 
interviews. Pairing anthropological theory 
with this ethnography provides insight into 
how CCC fuels the intellectualism of its 
guests, both native and visiting.  These 
intellectual norms and attitudes mold the 
white visitors’ class identity, granting them a 
feeling of superiority and ensuring their 
continued domination of the site while 
alienating minorities, who only witness the 
exhibits and their white audience from the 
worker’s side as CCC employees. From this 
vantage, the inconsistency in the Chicago 
Cultural Society’s attempted self-positioning 
as a Chicago landmark is clear.

Methods
My research partner and I conducted brief 
interviews with randomly selected visitors 
and workers at the site on Sunday, 22 
October 2017, starting at 10am. We returned 

at the same time the following Tuesday, 
Thursday, and Saturday. These Informal 
structured interviews were paired with 
participant observation. We took careful note 
of self-reported ethnicity, behavior, group 
size, and each guest’s attitude about their 
visit through informal interviews. Of the 
sixteen visitors with whom we sustained 
substantial conversations (longer than ten 
minutes), eight had previously planned to 
visit the Center, while another eight had 
randomly entered. Five of our interviews 
were with individuals who identified as 
“Chicagoans,” while the rest represented a 
wide range of home locales (Australia, 
Georgia, Utah, etc.). Every visitor with whom 
we interacted was white, except one 
photographer, Charlotte, who was 
Asian-American. As previously mentioned, 
the CCC staff were predominantly black. We 
also spoke with a Mexican-American 
volunteer for the CAF. Findings
For the individuals who had planned to visit 
the Chicago Cultural Center, planned 
visitors, the content of the exhibits served as 
their main motivation for attending the CCC. 
Two friends interested in architecture visited 

from Kalamazoo for their birthday. A few 
individuals from around the country 
(including Charlotte), were on a photography 
conference, guided by a Chicago native who 
brought the group to the Center because of 
the rain.  Finally, a couple came to study 
Cooper Hewitt’s exhibit in the Room of 
Plinths to research new information for their 
course at IU Bloomington.
Impulsive visitors, those who entered 
randomly, provided a variety of narratives, 
as one would expect, about visiting this 
Chicago landmark. An uncle and his two 
teenage nieces stumbled upon the Center 
after their visit to the Art Institute—the uncle 
presumed the Center was a library, yet 
remained pleasantly surprised during the 
visit throughout the Dome and the traveling 
exhibitions: “We had no idea this place 
existed. It’s a nice way to get out of the cold 
and off our feet for free.” Four female 
middle-aged Australians (all librarians) saw a 
picture of the Tiffany Dome in the Chicago 
Hop-on Hop-off tourist bus, yet were 
surprised to discover CCC’s proximity to 
Millennium park, from where they just had 
arrived: “I recognized the Dome on our bus 
and really wanted to visit. When we were 
walking around the Bean I saw this old 
building and said let’s go check it out when 
we leave. And we did.” This was a similar 
case to the two women from Atlanta, who 
stopped in after seeing the well-known 
Copper Bull on the Washington Street 
entrance. “I knew this was famous because 
we saw it on the back of our Art Museum 
map” Most insightful, however, was a local 
Chicagoan who sat in the basement drinking 
his Starbucks and reading the news on his 
iPad. He called CCC the “People’s Palace,” 
because of its ability to provide “anything to 
anyone.”  This infers that the CCC can host 
individuals for practically any reason—to 
study, relax for a moment, meet with friends, 
or enjoy the free exhibits. Immediately after 
his eloquent definition, however, the 
Chicagoan complained that there are often 
not enough seats as he gestured to a black 
man sitting at the table next to him.

Discussion
Many of CCC’s guests cited the educational 
aspect of the center as a benefit from their 
visit. In order to understand the relationship 
between this perceived benefit and the con-
struction of the center as a hallmark tourist 
site, it must first be noted, that “no institu-
tion [can] be understood in isolation: all were 

adapted to each other, and piecemeal chang-
es in one component were not possible with-
out either unraveling the whole or setting in 
motion countervailing changes that would 
bring the system back into equilibrium” 
(Goffman 1982: 13). Here, Goffman reminds 
us that there are inexplicably complex con-
nections between various social institutions 
and a proper in-depth analysis is necessary 
to fully comprehend a topic.  This sociologi-
cal tenet serves as a guideline to develop cor-
rect, holistic analyses. Moreover, as Lamont 
says “social boundaries are objectified forms 
of social differences manifested in unequal 
access to and unequal distribution of 
resources (material and nonmaterial) and 
social opportunities. They are also revealed 
in stable behavioral patterns of association, 
as manifested in connubiality and commen-
sality” (Lamont 2002: 168). This means that 
analyses with differences of phenomena at 
their center will contribute to a greater 
understanding of social identity. 
The striking architecture of the Dome along 
with various architecture exhibits provide a 
visitor with niche knowledge and unique 
‘field research’ to bring back home. Graburn 
discusses this in detail, stating that “histori-
cal, cultural, and ethnic forms of tourism 
have become increasingly popular, all of 
them catering to one form or another of 
modernity’s nostalgia for the premodern” 
(Graburn 2001: 33). Even more so, this knowl-
edge will transcend a visitor’s short time on 
vacation and set them apart from colleagues 
at home who did not have the same experi-
ence. This is obviously the case with the IU 
Bloomington teachers, who mentioned that 
they would utilize what they see in the exhib-
it as examples for future lesson plans.  Simi-
larly, the teacher leading the photography 
seminar worked around the limitations of the 
poor weather, stating that her visit to CCC 
showed a beautiful and unique Chicago. 
Charlotte will use her pictures from the CCC 
to display her specific new expertise.  Thus, 
for both locals and tourists, reference to the 
academic sensation or experience of a place 
becomes the norm in the descriptions of 
their experience and a reason for return. 
Bruner supports this claim, stating that 
“[tourists] go for adventure, for experience, 
for status, for education and to explore” 
(Bruner 2005: 194). Both the impulsive and 
planned visitors framed the site’s didactic 
capacity as useful for their own social bene-
fit. 
Graburn also discusses the “contract between 

the ordinary/compulsory work state spent ‘at 
home’ and the extraordinary/voluntary meta-
phorically ‘sacred’ experience away from 
home,” (Graburn 2001: 27). Due to the pre-
dictability of such a feeling of sacrosanct 
vacation time, it is apparent that tourists will 
use their experience to define themselves 
upon return. Such is the case with the afore-
mentioned teachers and Australian librari-
ans. Ian Munt dissects Bourdieu’s cultural 
intellectualism as a commodity, where tour-
ism is a cultural good and experiences are 
consumed, and then used to benefit the tour-
ist. He warns however, that “the professional-
ization and intellectualization of travel, 
together with its associated discourse, have 
been insufficient in themselves to ensure 
social differentiation and, more importantly, 
spatial distance” (Munt 1994: 117). This 
means that the ritualization associated with 
travel, and the consequential redefinition of 
the traveler as an educated tourist, can and 
will fuel a social divide. Pierre Bourdieu con-
tinues by assessing how these practices con-
tinually entrench this type of intellectualism:

 “The main effect of these develop 
 ments…may well be to have provided  
 'intellectual production' with, an audi 
 ence sufficiently large to justify the  
 existence of specific agencies for pro 
 duction and distribution, and the  
 appearance, on the edges of the uni 
 versity field and intellectual field, of a  
 sort of superior popularization…”  
 (Bourdieu 1984: 152). 

This suggests that a cyclical pattern is then 
fomented, where the more intellectually-mo-
tivated tourists visit, the more attractive the 
location will be. 
The distance that this intellectualization 
creates between tourists and the non-travel-
ing-other exacerbates social boundaries. 
Because “urban and suburban middle classes 
feel that their lives are overly artificial and 
meaningless, lacking deep feelings of belong-
ing and authenticity,” travel can set them 
apart—travel gives a tourist a social advan-
tage (Graburn 2001: 33). For Charlotte, her 
pictures and experiences will follow her 
home, serving as a piece of her journey. She 
created the stage in her camera where her 
pictures become a sort of souvenir for her, 
sharing the incomparability of her story. 
Chambers reminds us that a “tourists’ goal is 
to get behind the stage that is provided for 
them and find something real to experience” 

(Chambers 2000:19). More broadly, the expe-
riences that the visitors create foment their 
memories and become part of their individu-
al personalities and self-perceptions. Just as 
their celebrations of their journey once they 
have returned home inform their sense of 
self and interpersonal relationships, so too 
do their actual experiences fuel their person-
al identity and social positioning. Lamont 
reveals that a collective identity requires 
both internal and external recognition: “on 
the one hand, individuals must be able to 
differentiate themselves from others by 
drawing on criteria of community and a 
sense of shared belonging within their sub-
group. On the other hand, this internal iden-
tification process must be recognized by out-
siders for an objectified collective identity” 
(Lamont 2002: 170). This separation can be 
seen when individuals returned home to 
show off their new knowledge. 
Morgan and Pritchard also discuss souvenirs 
and their effects on self. They claim that 
“tourism ‘as a system of presenting and per-
formance’, [presupposes] that tourism expe-
rience and its material manifestations con-
tribute to our narratives and performances of 
self” (Morgan and Pritchard 2005:45). They 
continue, “while the postmodern tourist is 
conscious that he or she is a tourist, he or she 
has no single tourist identity but performs a 
variety of roles with multiple texts and mean-
ings” (ibid:40). This means that tourists 
maintain a strict self-identification from the 
experience of travel.  For the tourists (and 
locals) who visit the CCC, the intellectualiza-
tion of the sight fuels a sense of superiority, 
personified well by the man drinking coffee 
in the basement café. Bourdieu supports this 
claim: “Dominant groups generally succeed 
in legitimizing their own culture and ways as 
superior to those of lower classes, through 
oppositions” (Bourdieu 1984: 245). Due to 
their privilege, the intellectuals succeed in 
defining the identity of the center.

Conclusion
With its free admission and long hours, the 
Chicago Cultural Center subtly proclaims 
itself as welcoming to all. As we encountered, 
the site does cater to people from a wide vari-
ety of geographical locations—yet it remains 
largely unvisited by minorities. This is due to 
the high intellectualism the Center fuels. 
With its specialized moving exhibitions and 
historically important permanent collections, 
those who desire to identify as intellectually 
superior (such as the librarians, photogra-

phers, students, and teachers) fuel a pattern 
of intellectual-dominated attendance. Munt 
summarizes the cyclical pattern of intellectu-
al tourism fueling the identification of ‘supe-
rior’ intellectuals. He says that “with the 
emergence of tourism as both an ethically 
and socially problematic activity among 
certain fractions of the new middle classes, 
tourism and tour companies catering for the 
intellectual demands of these class fractions 
are of increasing importance in the legitima-
tion of travel” (Munt 1994: 110). From this, it 
is apparent that the Chicago Cultural Center 
remains an establishment for tourists to 
define themselves as intellectuals for their 
own benefit. They will take home their 
knowledge to set themselves apart from their 
less-travelled (and now less educated) coun-
terparts. Thus, CCC fails to represent the 
diversity of Chicago, yet institutionally is 
devoid of blame for this cultural complexity. 
Overall, certain types of tourism foment a 
superiority complex in the tourist’s perfor-
mance of ‘self.’
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Every minute, 115 new opinions are added to 
the ever-growing database of 190,000,000+ 
reviews on TripAdvisor (Smith 2014). The 
free website serves tourists, who use 
TripAdvisor as an encyclopedia of travel to 
research, compare, book, and rate every 
aspect of their trips—from flight to hotel, 
restaurant to attraction. In this context, 
potential tourists who rely on TripAdvisor to 
plan their trips will be referred to as 
strategists. These users have freedom to 
form a community and access loads of 
information. Thus, strategist will refer to 
TripAdvisor users because they are able to 
implement whatever strategy they desire for 
planning their trip. With a simple sign-up, 
anyone can join the community of reviewers 
and add opinions and advice for various 
destinations. The site’s global presence leads 
one to ask what about TripAdvisor makes 
tourists rely so heavily on it to make their 
decisions? Furthermore, what effect does 
TripAdvisor have on the local businesses to 
which the strategists are planning to visit?

The Tourist’s Dilemma & The 
Mechanics of TripAdvisor
Answering these questions requires a 
broader understanding of the Tourist’s 
Dilemma—the quandary of where to tour 
when there are so many possibilities in 
today’s globalized world. As will be 
discussed below, an understanding of how 
Consumer Generated Media (CGM) works 
makes discovering the motivation of 
strategists to visit TripAdvisor easy. A proper 
analysis of the effects of CGM on local 
economies also illuminates how TripAdvisor 
is beneficial to tourists but detrimental to the 
locals that provide services to visitors, by 
directing charges majority-consumer interest 
towards the same “top choices” for 
destinations. In discussing the vicious cycle 
of tourism, R.W. Butler reminds us that, “it 
can be expected that even attractions of the 
tourist will lose their competitiveness…” 
meaning that every destination is subject to 
continual reevaluation (1980:9). Therefore, 
rather than relying on quality and authentic 
experience, TripAdvisor sends its readers to 
the most frequented tourist sites, often 
determined through popularity, accessibility, 

and location.
Before assessing the true functionality of 
TripAdvisor, it is vital to understand the 
consumer base who flock to the site. Travel is 
becoming more assessable through 
“increasing affluence, additional leisure time 
[and] the availability of desirable places to 
visit” (Prideaux 2002:323). Cheaper travel 
paired with technology to discover new 
destinations (such as TripAdvisor) fuel the 
Tourist’s Dilemma, resulting in anxiety on 
where to go and what to do.
Nguyen Thai remarks that “perceived 
uncertainty mediates the relation between 
choice-set size and destination evaluation” 
(2017:38). This means that when planning a 
trip, there is a significant number of available 
destinations which can lead to overwhelming 
feelings of choice. This “choice overload 
phenomenon” fuels a need for some type of 
help in the decision-making process (ibid). As 
discovered through an analytical study, Thai 
concludes that “tourists go through multiple 
stages in their decisions because their 
limited analytical capacity forces them to 
decompose the complex decision into 
manageable steps” (ibid, 39). A common and 
rational step is consulting a CGM.  Because 
“uncertainty is the underlying mechanism 
that mediates the effect of choice-set size,” 
the Tourist Dilemma can be solved through 
TripAdvisor (ibid, 48).
TripAdvisor has attained its high status due 
to the shear amount of people that use it. As 
a crowdsourced website, large amounts of 
people “collaborate through their 
recommendations in a ranking system as a 
collective good” (Ganzaroli 2017:503). A 
contributor has the option of numerical or 
textual reviews—where they can provide 
specific detail and advice through journaling, 
while “numerical ratings are the overall 
reflection of information in [their] text 
reviews” (Zhang 2016:283). Together these 
ratings are combined to position different 
sites according to their popularity. 
TripAdvisor lacks specificity in its 
algorithms; rating is determined by 
efficiency through collaborative 
recommendations.
TripAdvisor organizes its reviews based on 
“the extent to which the problem can be 
easily represented; the extent to which its 
solution requires self-motivated people, and 
the extent to which its evaluation includes a 
large number of experienced users” 
(Ganzaroli 2017:503). As this is quite 
subjective and can be misleading, Zhang et 

al. have attempted to create a more efficient 
algorithm for TripAdvisor, so that the site 
would “only provide several most important 
influential factors for tourists” (2016:283). 
Specifically, they note that for restaurants on 
TripAdvisor, tourists can only rate them on 
four criteria: food, service, value, and 
atmosphere (ibid:283). It then becomes clear 
that while beneficial, TripAdvisor’s 
functionality is limited due to this narrow 
processing. Nonetheless, this understanding 
is important when assessing the rationale of 
strategists to consult the site.

Methodology and Literature
Using a large body of outside texts, (see 
Alderighi, Cohen, Errington, H.N. Mak, Ji, de 
Jong, Kim, Richards, Tsai), I hope to contrib-
ute greatly to my specific research niche on 
the functionality of TripAdvisor. The theo-
ries I will discuss, along with certain ethnog-
raphies, look at tourist motivations and the 
tourists’ impact on local communities. This 
literature is vital because it looks at the iden-
tity of both locals and visitors in touristic 
consumption. Other research has found a 
special niche of cultural restaurants, sought 
after as an ‘authentic’ experience, a drive 
which motivate tourists to continue their 
explorations (See ‘A Journey to Venice’ Gan-
zaroli).  With more people initiating and 
changing tourism discourse locally, under-
standing the complex effects of this 
discourse on locals and tourists is important. 
Thus, this piece is a practical addition to the 
literature on tourist identity and motivation.
 
A Strategist’s Draw to TripAdvisor
It is easily understood that growing accessi-
bility to technology and travel push potential 
tourists, or strategists, to a database for plan-
ning. In efforts to escape the Tourist’s Dilem-
ma, strategists turn to TripAdvisor, which 
can satisfy their need for help. TripAdvisor is 
useful because it demonstrates human-like 
attitudes and presents high quality informa-
tion in reviews infused with user’s trust.
As TripAdvisor is an online site, the elusive-
ness of the internet is an unavoidable obsta-
cle. The site’s engineers and designers have 
cleverly worked around this impersonality by 
branding TripAdvisor as a community of con-
tributors. As Werner Kunz acknowledges, “a 
sense of community belongingness relates 
positively to greater attendance at offline 
gatherings” (2015:1823). The bios of review-
ers show experience, number of recommen-

dations, and previously visited places, 
encouraging relationship building and infor-
mation exchange.  The lack of face-to-face 
human connection is replaced with a feeling 
of closeness from seeing shared interests 
and a stamp of real-life credibility from 
reviewer bios. This creates a greater sense of 
community by promoting effective commu-
nication “especially for relationship building 
with a stranger (ibid, 1826). This encourages 
strategists to use TripAdvisor to “seek ave-
nues to satisfy their curiosity and the urge 
that entices them to leave their own environ-
ment and visit new places” (Prideaux 
2002:318). While an only surface-deep reality 
of personal connection may seem minor, it 
remains integral in granting believability and 
trustworthiness to reviews.  It is vital to 
recognize that “by facilitating custom-
er-to-customer information sharing about 
travel experiences,” TripAdvisor empowers 
travelers to consult their community of 
knowledgeable ‘friends’ to “build a tourism 
package for themselves” (Filieri 2015:177).
TripAdvisor has prioritized the quality of 
their website. As Filieri et al. describe, “the 
[greater the] quality of the information that 
consumers retrieve, the more they will per-
ceive the website to be of high quality, which 
will both lead to customer satisfaction and 
trust in the CGM website” (2015:181). It is 
important to note that the online nature of 
TripAdvisor makes quality more difficult to 
measure or guarantee. Vásquez supports 
this, reminding us that “the traditional lack 
of reliability associated with self-reports 
becomes further amplified in online context, 
where identity has become a fraught and 
often-contested category, and where issues 
related to ‘authenticity’ and ‘representation’ 
abound” (2010:1714).
Recently, a phenomenon of fake reviews has 
developed. This challenges the quality and, 
ultimately, the trustworthiness of a CGM, 
because reviews could thus be inaccurate. In 
2015, after a businessman created a site for a 
fake restaurant, the UK Advertising Stan-
dards Authority recognized that “not all con-
sumer reviews are necessarily written by real 
customers,” which led to a drop in TripAdvi-
sor traffic (ibid, 175). This demonstrated that 
TripAdvisor needed to maintain trust, with-
out which strategists would be deterred from 
relying on the site.
To ensure trust, then, a website must capital-
ize on the quality of its product. Similar to 
ensuring a community feel, TripAdvisor has 
“introduced a badge system to show the 

different levels of expertise of reviewers” 
which allows a strategist to assess the credi-
bility and quality of each review. This sepa-
rates TripAdvisor as a whole from each spe-
cific review, forcing the strategist to assess 
the trustworthiness of each review indepen-
dent from their trust in TripAdvisor as host 
of those reviews. As a platform for conversa-
tion, the CGM, thus, succeeds at providing 
quality information. Filieri supports this, 
stating that “if travel consumers perceive the 
reviewers as credible sources they will 
believe that the website is reliable in that it 
has effective mechanisms in place to avoid 
spammers who post deceptive reviews” (ibid, 
176). Therefore, a substantial review from a 
credible contributor clearly has more quality 
than one that is short, superficial or emotion-
al with incorrect descriptions. Similarly, if 
there is any competing information, “travel 
advisors can prime and boost customers’ 
self-confidence by asking and reminding 
them of their expertise and/or knowledge 
about traveling” (Thai 2017:49).  The quality 
of the review is thus vital to the promotion of 
the site’s reliability.
When a review is current, valuable, credible, 
useful, relevant and complete, a strategist 
will trust a CGM because “they will think it 
comes from real customers and not from 
biased information sources” (Filieri 
2015:176). Because of the community that 
TripAdvisor promotes and the quality of user 
contributions, strategists trust the CGM.  As 
Filieri puts it, CGMs build trust through the 
“quality of the recommendation” and with 
“the previous customers who, by describing 
their previous experiences, help other con-
sumers to assess [that] quality” (ibid, 181). 
Therefore, “trust and sympathy are central 
mediators to relationship development” 
(Kunz 2015:1826). Simply put, a strategist 
leaves TripAdvisor happy because they can 
assess the quality of each review while feel-
ing comfortable in a welcoming community.

The Other Side: TripAdvisor in the 
Local’s Eyes—A Journey to Venice
Unfortunately, as the hidden side of Butler’s 
vicious tourism cycle reveals, local business-
es that rely on TripAdvisor for revenue may 
become disenfranchised. Fundamentally, 
TripAdvisor “intervenes in the structure and 
organization of tourist flows” (Ganzaroli 
2017:509). This is due to the efficiency that 
the CGM welcomes. Essentially, TripAdvisor 
can unexpectedly bolster the attractiveness 
of the most popular sites despite their possi-

bly poor quality. Using knowledge from 
Zhang et al. on how TripAdvisor categorizes 
and sorts its reviews, it is clear that the most 
reviewed options will stay at the top of a 
search, thereby gaining the most online traf-
fic (2016,283). Developing a cycle in which 
the most popular sites continually get the 
attention of new strategists.
To exemplify this further, Ganzaroli draws 
attention to Venice. Here, “the most popular 
restaurants become even more popular large-
ly independently of the quality they offer” 
(2017:509). The ancient Italian town attracts 
millions of tourists eager to witness the 
famous architecture built over the water. 
With large seasonal influxes, there are some 
periods of the year during which the city 
cannot hold both tourists and locals. TripAd-
visor marks Rialto Bridge and St. Mark’s Basil-
ica as the town’s ‘must-see’ attractions, yet 
these are also locals’ areas of mass transit. 
Therefore, residents’ lives “are often incon-
venienced by the presence of too many tour-
ists” (ibid, 504).
This is significant when looking at the spatial 
distribution of highly rated restaurants. 
Notably, the average TripAdvisor customer 
overestimates the quality of the experience 
restaurants offer in Venice” (Ganzaroli 
2017:508).  80% of TripAdvisor reviews in 
Venice are within 800 meters of St. Mark’s 
Basilica (ibid, 509). While these reviews are 
trustworthy, the fact remains that they are 
subjective in their quality. Importantly, “the 
vast majority of tourists will not return and 
do not have enough time to acquire informa-
tion on the quality” of the full sample of 
Venetian sites (ibid). When businesses ratio-
nally invest in quality, their initiatives will go 
unnoticed because TripAdvisor’s reviews are 
cyclically fueled on a site’s location nearly 
exclusively. Even if owners invest in the qual-
ity of their restaurant, its “ranking may 
improve only in the short run” because of the 
restaurants entrenched location and inability 
to satisfy their goal of serving more tourists 
(ibid, 509). Because the contributions to the 
site are overwhelmingly from visitors and no 
local perspective is included in the algo-
rithm, the central sites entrench their popu-
larity regardless of quality.

The Duality of TripAdvisor
For strategists, TripAdvisor is worthy of 
excitement. By creating a cohesive and wel-
coming environment, the site offers strate-
gists a community of fellow contributors 
waiting to share their experiences and 

answer questions. The platform organizes 
various reviews to define itself as a quality 
website, where strategists can make their 
own judgement, both positive and negative 
as to the quality of reviews and attractions. 
Thus, TripAdvisor succeeds at instilling trust 
in its customers.
While benefiting tourists and strategists in 
this way, TripAdvisor is also detrimental to 
the communities it describes. The supposed 
quality and accuracy of recommendations 
only draws strategists to certain sites. This is 
because TripAdvisor is engineered to bolster 
the top-rated sites based on a minimal, gen-
eral, and subjective numerical rating system. 
Similarly, the majority of reviews are written 
by visitors, so the full set of potential loca-
tions remains absent from the collection of 
popular destinations. The algorithm with 
which TripAdvisor presents results creates a 
cyclical entrenchment of popular places 
negating the true quality of a site while favor-
ing proximity and friendliness to tourists. 
This duality comes from the inherent flaw of 
TripAdvisor—their goal of attracting strate-
gists by promising an authenticity that in 
reality is fabricated and devoid of local input.
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Defining the CCC as the “People’s Palace” 
proves awkward as there are many social 
factors at play in the Chicago landmark. For 
proper analysis, tourist (and local) 
motivations for visiting the site must be 
assessed through ethnographic methods 
such as participant observation and 
interviews. Pairing anthropological theory 
with this ethnography provides insight into 
how CCC fuels the intellectualism of its 
guests, both native and visiting.  These 
intellectual norms and attitudes mold the 
white visitors’ class identity, granting them a 
feeling of superiority and ensuring their 
continued domination of the site while 
alienating minorities, who only witness the 
exhibits and their white audience from the 
worker’s side as CCC employees. From this 
vantage, the inconsistency in the Chicago 
Cultural Society’s attempted self-positioning 
as a Chicago landmark is clear.

Methods
My research partner and I conducted brief 
interviews with randomly selected visitors 
and workers at the site on Sunday, 22 
October 2017, starting at 10am. We returned 

at the same time the following Tuesday, 
Thursday, and Saturday. These Informal 
structured interviews were paired with 
participant observation. We took careful note 
of self-reported ethnicity, behavior, group 
size, and each guest’s attitude about their 
visit through informal interviews. Of the 
sixteen visitors with whom we sustained 
substantial conversations (longer than ten 
minutes), eight had previously planned to 
visit the Center, while another eight had 
randomly entered. Five of our interviews 
were with individuals who identified as 
“Chicagoans,” while the rest represented a 
wide range of home locales (Australia, 
Georgia, Utah, etc.). Every visitor with whom 
we interacted was white, except one 
photographer, Charlotte, who was 
Asian-American. As previously mentioned, 
the CCC staff were predominantly black. We 
also spoke with a Mexican-American 
volunteer for the CAF. Findings
For the individuals who had planned to visit 
the Chicago Cultural Center, planned 
visitors, the content of the exhibits served as 
their main motivation for attending the CCC. 
Two friends interested in architecture visited 

from Kalamazoo for their birthday. A few 
individuals from around the country 
(including Charlotte), were on a photography 
conference, guided by a Chicago native who 
brought the group to the Center because of 
the rain.  Finally, a couple came to study 
Cooper Hewitt’s exhibit in the Room of 
Plinths to research new information for their 
course at IU Bloomington.
Impulsive visitors, those who entered 
randomly, provided a variety of narratives, 
as one would expect, about visiting this 
Chicago landmark. An uncle and his two 
teenage nieces stumbled upon the Center 
after their visit to the Art Institute—the uncle 
presumed the Center was a library, yet 
remained pleasantly surprised during the 
visit throughout the Dome and the traveling 
exhibitions: “We had no idea this place 
existed. It’s a nice way to get out of the cold 
and off our feet for free.” Four female 
middle-aged Australians (all librarians) saw a 
picture of the Tiffany Dome in the Chicago 
Hop-on Hop-off tourist bus, yet were 
surprised to discover CCC’s proximity to 
Millennium park, from where they just had 
arrived: “I recognized the Dome on our bus 
and really wanted to visit. When we were 
walking around the Bean I saw this old 
building and said let’s go check it out when 
we leave. And we did.” This was a similar 
case to the two women from Atlanta, who 
stopped in after seeing the well-known 
Copper Bull on the Washington Street 
entrance. “I knew this was famous because 
we saw it on the back of our Art Museum 
map” Most insightful, however, was a local 
Chicagoan who sat in the basement drinking 
his Starbucks and reading the news on his 
iPad. He called CCC the “People’s Palace,” 
because of its ability to provide “anything to 
anyone.”  This infers that the CCC can host 
individuals for practically any reason—to 
study, relax for a moment, meet with friends, 
or enjoy the free exhibits. Immediately after 
his eloquent definition, however, the 
Chicagoan complained that there are often 
not enough seats as he gestured to a black 
man sitting at the table next to him.

Discussion
Many of CCC’s guests cited the educational 
aspect of the center as a benefit from their 
visit. In order to understand the relationship 
between this perceived benefit and the con-
struction of the center as a hallmark tourist 
site, it must first be noted, that “no institu-
tion [can] be understood in isolation: all were 

adapted to each other, and piecemeal chang-
es in one component were not possible with-
out either unraveling the whole or setting in 
motion countervailing changes that would 
bring the system back into equilibrium” 
(Goffman 1982: 13). Here, Goffman reminds 
us that there are inexplicably complex con-
nections between various social institutions 
and a proper in-depth analysis is necessary 
to fully comprehend a topic.  This sociologi-
cal tenet serves as a guideline to develop cor-
rect, holistic analyses. Moreover, as Lamont 
says “social boundaries are objectified forms 
of social differences manifested in unequal 
access to and unequal distribution of 
resources (material and nonmaterial) and 
social opportunities. They are also revealed 
in stable behavioral patterns of association, 
as manifested in connubiality and commen-
sality” (Lamont 2002: 168). This means that 
analyses with differences of phenomena at 
their center will contribute to a greater 
understanding of social identity. 
The striking architecture of the Dome along 
with various architecture exhibits provide a 
visitor with niche knowledge and unique 
‘field research’ to bring back home. Graburn 
discusses this in detail, stating that “histori-
cal, cultural, and ethnic forms of tourism 
have become increasingly popular, all of 
them catering to one form or another of 
modernity’s nostalgia for the premodern” 
(Graburn 2001: 33). Even more so, this knowl-
edge will transcend a visitor’s short time on 
vacation and set them apart from colleagues 
at home who did not have the same experi-
ence. This is obviously the case with the IU 
Bloomington teachers, who mentioned that 
they would utilize what they see in the exhib-
it as examples for future lesson plans.  Simi-
larly, the teacher leading the photography 
seminar worked around the limitations of the 
poor weather, stating that her visit to CCC 
showed a beautiful and unique Chicago. 
Charlotte will use her pictures from the CCC 
to display her specific new expertise.  Thus, 
for both locals and tourists, reference to the 
academic sensation or experience of a place 
becomes the norm in the descriptions of 
their experience and a reason for return. 
Bruner supports this claim, stating that 
“[tourists] go for adventure, for experience, 
for status, for education and to explore” 
(Bruner 2005: 194). Both the impulsive and 
planned visitors framed the site’s didactic 
capacity as useful for their own social bene-
fit. 
Graburn also discusses the “contract between 

the ordinary/compulsory work state spent ‘at 
home’ and the extraordinary/voluntary meta-
phorically ‘sacred’ experience away from 
home,” (Graburn 2001: 27). Due to the pre-
dictability of such a feeling of sacrosanct 
vacation time, it is apparent that tourists will 
use their experience to define themselves 
upon return. Such is the case with the afore-
mentioned teachers and Australian librari-
ans. Ian Munt dissects Bourdieu’s cultural 
intellectualism as a commodity, where tour-
ism is a cultural good and experiences are 
consumed, and then used to benefit the tour-
ist. He warns however, that “the professional-
ization and intellectualization of travel, 
together with its associated discourse, have 
been insufficient in themselves to ensure 
social differentiation and, more importantly, 
spatial distance” (Munt 1994: 117). This 
means that the ritualization associated with 
travel, and the consequential redefinition of 
the traveler as an educated tourist, can and 
will fuel a social divide. Pierre Bourdieu con-
tinues by assessing how these practices con-
tinually entrench this type of intellectualism:

 “The main effect of these develop 
 ments…may well be to have provided  
 'intellectual production' with, an audi 
 ence sufficiently large to justify the  
 existence of specific agencies for pro 
 duction and distribution, and the  
 appearance, on the edges of the uni 
 versity field and intellectual field, of a  
 sort of superior popularization…”  
 (Bourdieu 1984: 152). 

This suggests that a cyclical pattern is then 
fomented, where the more intellectually-mo-
tivated tourists visit, the more attractive the 
location will be. 
The distance that this intellectualization 
creates between tourists and the non-travel-
ing-other exacerbates social boundaries. 
Because “urban and suburban middle classes 
feel that their lives are overly artificial and 
meaningless, lacking deep feelings of belong-
ing and authenticity,” travel can set them 
apart—travel gives a tourist a social advan-
tage (Graburn 2001: 33). For Charlotte, her 
pictures and experiences will follow her 
home, serving as a piece of her journey. She 
created the stage in her camera where her 
pictures become a sort of souvenir for her, 
sharing the incomparability of her story. 
Chambers reminds us that a “tourists’ goal is 
to get behind the stage that is provided for 
them and find something real to experience” 

(Chambers 2000:19). More broadly, the expe-
riences that the visitors create foment their 
memories and become part of their individu-
al personalities and self-perceptions. Just as 
their celebrations of their journey once they 
have returned home inform their sense of 
self and interpersonal relationships, so too 
do their actual experiences fuel their person-
al identity and social positioning. Lamont 
reveals that a collective identity requires 
both internal and external recognition: “on 
the one hand, individuals must be able to 
differentiate themselves from others by 
drawing on criteria of community and a 
sense of shared belonging within their sub-
group. On the other hand, this internal iden-
tification process must be recognized by out-
siders for an objectified collective identity” 
(Lamont 2002: 170). This separation can be 
seen when individuals returned home to 
show off their new knowledge. 
Morgan and Pritchard also discuss souvenirs 
and their effects on self. They claim that 
“tourism ‘as a system of presenting and per-
formance’, [presupposes] that tourism expe-
rience and its material manifestations con-
tribute to our narratives and performances of 
self” (Morgan and Pritchard 2005:45). They 
continue, “while the postmodern tourist is 
conscious that he or she is a tourist, he or she 
has no single tourist identity but performs a 
variety of roles with multiple texts and mean-
ings” (ibid:40). This means that tourists 
maintain a strict self-identification from the 
experience of travel.  For the tourists (and 
locals) who visit the CCC, the intellectualiza-
tion of the sight fuels a sense of superiority, 
personified well by the man drinking coffee 
in the basement café. Bourdieu supports this 
claim: “Dominant groups generally succeed 
in legitimizing their own culture and ways as 
superior to those of lower classes, through 
oppositions” (Bourdieu 1984: 245). Due to 
their privilege, the intellectuals succeed in 
defining the identity of the center.

Conclusion
With its free admission and long hours, the 
Chicago Cultural Center subtly proclaims 
itself as welcoming to all. As we encountered, 
the site does cater to people from a wide vari-
ety of geographical locations—yet it remains 
largely unvisited by minorities. This is due to 
the high intellectualism the Center fuels. 
With its specialized moving exhibitions and 
historically important permanent collections, 
those who desire to identify as intellectually 
superior (such as the librarians, photogra-

phers, students, and teachers) fuel a pattern 
of intellectual-dominated attendance. Munt 
summarizes the cyclical pattern of intellectu-
al tourism fueling the identification of ‘supe-
rior’ intellectuals. He says that “with the 
emergence of tourism as both an ethically 
and socially problematic activity among 
certain fractions of the new middle classes, 
tourism and tour companies catering for the 
intellectual demands of these class fractions 
are of increasing importance in the legitima-
tion of travel” (Munt 1994: 110). From this, it 
is apparent that the Chicago Cultural Center 
remains an establishment for tourists to 
define themselves as intellectuals for their 
own benefit. They will take home their 
knowledge to set themselves apart from their 
less-travelled (and now less educated) coun-
terparts. Thus, CCC fails to represent the 
diversity of Chicago, yet institutionally is 
devoid of blame for this cultural complexity. 
Overall, certain types of tourism foment a 
superiority complex in the tourist’s perfor-
mance of ‘self.’
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Every minute, 115 new opinions are added to 
the ever-growing database of 190,000,000+ 
reviews on TripAdvisor (Smith 2014). The 
free website serves tourists, who use 
TripAdvisor as an encyclopedia of travel to 
research, compare, book, and rate every 
aspect of their trips—from flight to hotel, 
restaurant to attraction. In this context, 
potential tourists who rely on TripAdvisor to 
plan their trips will be referred to as 
strategists. These users have freedom to 
form a community and access loads of 
information. Thus, strategist will refer to 
TripAdvisor users because they are able to 
implement whatever strategy they desire for 
planning their trip. With a simple sign-up, 
anyone can join the community of reviewers 
and add opinions and advice for various 
destinations. The site’s global presence leads 
one to ask what about TripAdvisor makes 
tourists rely so heavily on it to make their 
decisions? Furthermore, what effect does 
TripAdvisor have on the local businesses to 
which the strategists are planning to visit?

The Tourist’s Dilemma & The 
Mechanics of TripAdvisor
Answering these questions requires a 
broader understanding of the Tourist’s 
Dilemma—the quandary of where to tour 
when there are so many possibilities in 
today’s globalized world. As will be 
discussed below, an understanding of how 
Consumer Generated Media (CGM) works 
makes discovering the motivation of 
strategists to visit TripAdvisor easy. A proper 
analysis of the effects of CGM on local 
economies also illuminates how TripAdvisor 
is beneficial to tourists but detrimental to the 
locals that provide services to visitors, by 
directing charges majority-consumer interest 
towards the same “top choices” for 
destinations. In discussing the vicious cycle 
of tourism, R.W. Butler reminds us that, “it 
can be expected that even attractions of the 
tourist will lose their competitiveness…” 
meaning that every destination is subject to 
continual reevaluation (1980:9). Therefore, 
rather than relying on quality and authentic 
experience, TripAdvisor sends its readers to 
the most frequented tourist sites, often 
determined through popularity, accessibility, 

and location.
Before assessing the true functionality of 
TripAdvisor, it is vital to understand the 
consumer base who flock to the site. Travel is 
becoming more assessable through 
“increasing affluence, additional leisure time 
[and] the availability of desirable places to 
visit” (Prideaux 2002:323). Cheaper travel 
paired with technology to discover new 
destinations (such as TripAdvisor) fuel the 
Tourist’s Dilemma, resulting in anxiety on 
where to go and what to do.
Nguyen Thai remarks that “perceived 
uncertainty mediates the relation between 
choice-set size and destination evaluation” 
(2017:38). This means that when planning a 
trip, there is a significant number of available 
destinations which can lead to overwhelming 
feelings of choice. This “choice overload 
phenomenon” fuels a need for some type of 
help in the decision-making process (ibid). As 
discovered through an analytical study, Thai 
concludes that “tourists go through multiple 
stages in their decisions because their 
limited analytical capacity forces them to 
decompose the complex decision into 
manageable steps” (ibid, 39). A common and 
rational step is consulting a CGM.  Because 
“uncertainty is the underlying mechanism 
that mediates the effect of choice-set size,” 
the Tourist Dilemma can be solved through 
TripAdvisor (ibid, 48).
TripAdvisor has attained its high status due 
to the shear amount of people that use it. As 
a crowdsourced website, large amounts of 
people “collaborate through their 
recommendations in a ranking system as a 
collective good” (Ganzaroli 2017:503). A 
contributor has the option of numerical or 
textual reviews—where they can provide 
specific detail and advice through journaling, 
while “numerical ratings are the overall 
reflection of information in [their] text 
reviews” (Zhang 2016:283). Together these 
ratings are combined to position different 
sites according to their popularity. 
TripAdvisor lacks specificity in its 
algorithms; rating is determined by 
efficiency through collaborative 
recommendations.
TripAdvisor organizes its reviews based on 
“the extent to which the problem can be 
easily represented; the extent to which its 
solution requires self-motivated people, and 
the extent to which its evaluation includes a 
large number of experienced users” 
(Ganzaroli 2017:503). As this is quite 
subjective and can be misleading, Zhang et 

al. have attempted to create a more efficient 
algorithm for TripAdvisor, so that the site 
would “only provide several most important 
influential factors for tourists” (2016:283). 
Specifically, they note that for restaurants on 
TripAdvisor, tourists can only rate them on 
four criteria: food, service, value, and 
atmosphere (ibid:283). It then becomes clear 
that while beneficial, TripAdvisor’s 
functionality is limited due to this narrow 
processing. Nonetheless, this understanding 
is important when assessing the rationale of 
strategists to consult the site.

Methodology and Literature
Using a large body of outside texts, (see 
Alderighi, Cohen, Errington, H.N. Mak, Ji, de 
Jong, Kim, Richards, Tsai), I hope to contrib-
ute greatly to my specific research niche on 
the functionality of TripAdvisor. The theo-
ries I will discuss, along with certain ethnog-
raphies, look at tourist motivations and the 
tourists’ impact on local communities. This 
literature is vital because it looks at the iden-
tity of both locals and visitors in touristic 
consumption. Other research has found a 
special niche of cultural restaurants, sought 
after as an ‘authentic’ experience, a drive 
which motivate tourists to continue their 
explorations (See ‘A Journey to Venice’ Gan-
zaroli).  With more people initiating and 
changing tourism discourse locally, under-
standing the complex effects of this 
discourse on locals and tourists is important. 
Thus, this piece is a practical addition to the 
literature on tourist identity and motivation.
 
A Strategist’s Draw to TripAdvisor
It is easily understood that growing accessi-
bility to technology and travel push potential 
tourists, or strategists, to a database for plan-
ning. In efforts to escape the Tourist’s Dilem-
ma, strategists turn to TripAdvisor, which 
can satisfy their need for help. TripAdvisor is 
useful because it demonstrates human-like 
attitudes and presents high quality informa-
tion in reviews infused with user’s trust.
As TripAdvisor is an online site, the elusive-
ness of the internet is an unavoidable obsta-
cle. The site’s engineers and designers have 
cleverly worked around this impersonality by 
branding TripAdvisor as a community of con-
tributors. As Werner Kunz acknowledges, “a 
sense of community belongingness relates 
positively to greater attendance at offline 
gatherings” (2015:1823). The bios of review-
ers show experience, number of recommen-

dations, and previously visited places, 
encouraging relationship building and infor-
mation exchange.  The lack of face-to-face 
human connection is replaced with a feeling 
of closeness from seeing shared interests 
and a stamp of real-life credibility from 
reviewer bios. This creates a greater sense of 
community by promoting effective commu-
nication “especially for relationship building 
with a stranger (ibid, 1826). This encourages 
strategists to use TripAdvisor to “seek ave-
nues to satisfy their curiosity and the urge 
that entices them to leave their own environ-
ment and visit new places” (Prideaux 
2002:318). While an only surface-deep reality 
of personal connection may seem minor, it 
remains integral in granting believability and 
trustworthiness to reviews.  It is vital to 
recognize that “by facilitating custom-
er-to-customer information sharing about 
travel experiences,” TripAdvisor empowers 
travelers to consult their community of 
knowledgeable ‘friends’ to “build a tourism 
package for themselves” (Filieri 2015:177).
TripAdvisor has prioritized the quality of 
their website. As Filieri et al. describe, “the 
[greater the] quality of the information that 
consumers retrieve, the more they will per-
ceive the website to be of high quality, which 
will both lead to customer satisfaction and 
trust in the CGM website” (2015:181). It is 
important to note that the online nature of 
TripAdvisor makes quality more difficult to 
measure or guarantee. Vásquez supports 
this, reminding us that “the traditional lack 
of reliability associated with self-reports 
becomes further amplified in online context, 
where identity has become a fraught and 
often-contested category, and where issues 
related to ‘authenticity’ and ‘representation’ 
abound” (2010:1714).
Recently, a phenomenon of fake reviews has 
developed. This challenges the quality and, 
ultimately, the trustworthiness of a CGM, 
because reviews could thus be inaccurate. In 
2015, after a businessman created a site for a 
fake restaurant, the UK Advertising Stan-
dards Authority recognized that “not all con-
sumer reviews are necessarily written by real 
customers,” which led to a drop in TripAdvi-
sor traffic (ibid, 175). This demonstrated that 
TripAdvisor needed to maintain trust, with-
out which strategists would be deterred from 
relying on the site.
To ensure trust, then, a website must capital-
ize on the quality of its product. Similar to 
ensuring a community feel, TripAdvisor has 
“introduced a badge system to show the 

different levels of expertise of reviewers” 
which allows a strategist to assess the credi-
bility and quality of each review. This sepa-
rates TripAdvisor as a whole from each spe-
cific review, forcing the strategist to assess 
the trustworthiness of each review indepen-
dent from their trust in TripAdvisor as host 
of those reviews. As a platform for conversa-
tion, the CGM, thus, succeeds at providing 
quality information. Filieri supports this, 
stating that “if travel consumers perceive the 
reviewers as credible sources they will 
believe that the website is reliable in that it 
has effective mechanisms in place to avoid 
spammers who post deceptive reviews” (ibid, 
176). Therefore, a substantial review from a 
credible contributor clearly has more quality 
than one that is short, superficial or emotion-
al with incorrect descriptions. Similarly, if 
there is any competing information, “travel 
advisors can prime and boost customers’ 
self-confidence by asking and reminding 
them of their expertise and/or knowledge 
about traveling” (Thai 2017:49).  The quality 
of the review is thus vital to the promotion of 
the site’s reliability.
When a review is current, valuable, credible, 
useful, relevant and complete, a strategist 
will trust a CGM because “they will think it 
comes from real customers and not from 
biased information sources” (Filieri 
2015:176). Because of the community that 
TripAdvisor promotes and the quality of user 
contributions, strategists trust the CGM.  As 
Filieri puts it, CGMs build trust through the 
“quality of the recommendation” and with 
“the previous customers who, by describing 
their previous experiences, help other con-
sumers to assess [that] quality” (ibid, 181). 
Therefore, “trust and sympathy are central 
mediators to relationship development” 
(Kunz 2015:1826). Simply put, a strategist 
leaves TripAdvisor happy because they can 
assess the quality of each review while feel-
ing comfortable in a welcoming community.

The Other Side: TripAdvisor in the 
Local’s Eyes—A Journey to Venice
Unfortunately, as the hidden side of Butler’s 
vicious tourism cycle reveals, local business-
es that rely on TripAdvisor for revenue may 
become disenfranchised. Fundamentally, 
TripAdvisor “intervenes in the structure and 
organization of tourist flows” (Ganzaroli 
2017:509). This is due to the efficiency that 
the CGM welcomes. Essentially, TripAdvisor 
can unexpectedly bolster the attractiveness 
of the most popular sites despite their possi-

bly poor quality. Using knowledge from 
Zhang et al. on how TripAdvisor categorizes 
and sorts its reviews, it is clear that the most 
reviewed options will stay at the top of a 
search, thereby gaining the most online traf-
fic (2016,283). Developing a cycle in which 
the most popular sites continually get the 
attention of new strategists.
To exemplify this further, Ganzaroli draws 
attention to Venice. Here, “the most popular 
restaurants become even more popular large-
ly independently of the quality they offer” 
(2017:509). The ancient Italian town attracts 
millions of tourists eager to witness the 
famous architecture built over the water. 
With large seasonal influxes, there are some 
periods of the year during which the city 
cannot hold both tourists and locals. TripAd-
visor marks Rialto Bridge and St. Mark’s Basil-
ica as the town’s ‘must-see’ attractions, yet 
these are also locals’ areas of mass transit. 
Therefore, residents’ lives “are often incon-
venienced by the presence of too many tour-
ists” (ibid, 504).
This is significant when looking at the spatial 
distribution of highly rated restaurants. 
Notably, the average TripAdvisor customer 
overestimates the quality of the experience 
restaurants offer in Venice” (Ganzaroli 
2017:508).  80% of TripAdvisor reviews in 
Venice are within 800 meters of St. Mark’s 
Basilica (ibid, 509). While these reviews are 
trustworthy, the fact remains that they are 
subjective in their quality. Importantly, “the 
vast majority of tourists will not return and 
do not have enough time to acquire informa-
tion on the quality” of the full sample of 
Venetian sites (ibid). When businesses ratio-
nally invest in quality, their initiatives will go 
unnoticed because TripAdvisor’s reviews are 
cyclically fueled on a site’s location nearly 
exclusively. Even if owners invest in the qual-
ity of their restaurant, its “ranking may 
improve only in the short run” because of the 
restaurants entrenched location and inability 
to satisfy their goal of serving more tourists 
(ibid, 509). Because the contributions to the 
site are overwhelmingly from visitors and no 
local perspective is included in the algo-
rithm, the central sites entrench their popu-
larity regardless of quality.

The Duality of TripAdvisor
For strategists, TripAdvisor is worthy of 
excitement. By creating a cohesive and wel-
coming environment, the site offers strate-
gists a community of fellow contributors 
waiting to share their experiences and 

answer questions. The platform organizes 
various reviews to define itself as a quality 
website, where strategists can make their 
own judgement, both positive and negative 
as to the quality of reviews and attractions. 
Thus, TripAdvisor succeeds at instilling trust 
in its customers.
While benefiting tourists and strategists in 
this way, TripAdvisor is also detrimental to 
the communities it describes. The supposed 
quality and accuracy of recommendations 
only draws strategists to certain sites. This is 
because TripAdvisor is engineered to bolster 
the top-rated sites based on a minimal, gen-
eral, and subjective numerical rating system. 
Similarly, the majority of reviews are written 
by visitors, so the full set of potential loca-
tions remains absent from the collection of 
popular destinations. The algorithm with 
which TripAdvisor presents results creates a 
cyclical entrenchment of popular places 
negating the true quality of a site while favor-
ing proximity and friendliness to tourists. 
This duality comes from the inherent flaw of 
TripAdvisor—their goal of attracting strate-
gists by promising an authenticity that in 
reality is fabricated and devoid of local input.
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Defining the CCC as the “People’s Palace” 
proves awkward as there are many social 
factors at play in the Chicago landmark. For 
proper analysis, tourist (and local) 
motivations for visiting the site must be 
assessed through ethnographic methods 
such as participant observation and 
interviews. Pairing anthropological theory 
with this ethnography provides insight into 
how CCC fuels the intellectualism of its 
guests, both native and visiting.  These 
intellectual norms and attitudes mold the 
white visitors’ class identity, granting them a 
feeling of superiority and ensuring their 
continued domination of the site while 
alienating minorities, who only witness the 
exhibits and their white audience from the 
worker’s side as CCC employees. From this 
vantage, the inconsistency in the Chicago 
Cultural Society’s attempted self-positioning 
as a Chicago landmark is clear.

Methods
My research partner and I conducted brief 
interviews with randomly selected visitors 
and workers at the site on Sunday, 22 
October 2017, starting at 10am. We returned 

at the same time the following Tuesday, 
Thursday, and Saturday. These Informal 
structured interviews were paired with 
participant observation. We took careful note 
of self-reported ethnicity, behavior, group 
size, and each guest’s attitude about their 
visit through informal interviews. Of the 
sixteen visitors with whom we sustained 
substantial conversations (longer than ten 
minutes), eight had previously planned to 
visit the Center, while another eight had 
randomly entered. Five of our interviews 
were with individuals who identified as 
“Chicagoans,” while the rest represented a 
wide range of home locales (Australia, 
Georgia, Utah, etc.). Every visitor with whom 
we interacted was white, except one 
photographer, Charlotte, who was 
Asian-American. As previously mentioned, 
the CCC staff were predominantly black. We 
also spoke with a Mexican-American 
volunteer for the CAF. Findings
For the individuals who had planned to visit 
the Chicago Cultural Center, planned 
visitors, the content of the exhibits served as 
their main motivation for attending the CCC. 
Two friends interested in architecture visited 

from Kalamazoo for their birthday. A few 
individuals from around the country 
(including Charlotte), were on a photography 
conference, guided by a Chicago native who 
brought the group to the Center because of 
the rain.  Finally, a couple came to study 
Cooper Hewitt’s exhibit in the Room of 
Plinths to research new information for their 
course at IU Bloomington.
Impulsive visitors, those who entered 
randomly, provided a variety of narratives, 
as one would expect, about visiting this 
Chicago landmark. An uncle and his two 
teenage nieces stumbled upon the Center 
after their visit to the Art Institute—the uncle 
presumed the Center was a library, yet 
remained pleasantly surprised during the 
visit throughout the Dome and the traveling 
exhibitions: “We had no idea this place 
existed. It’s a nice way to get out of the cold 
and off our feet for free.” Four female 
middle-aged Australians (all librarians) saw a 
picture of the Tiffany Dome in the Chicago 
Hop-on Hop-off tourist bus, yet were 
surprised to discover CCC’s proximity to 
Millennium park, from where they just had 
arrived: “I recognized the Dome on our bus 
and really wanted to visit. When we were 
walking around the Bean I saw this old 
building and said let’s go check it out when 
we leave. And we did.” This was a similar 
case to the two women from Atlanta, who 
stopped in after seeing the well-known 
Copper Bull on the Washington Street 
entrance. “I knew this was famous because 
we saw it on the back of our Art Museum 
map” Most insightful, however, was a local 
Chicagoan who sat in the basement drinking 
his Starbucks and reading the news on his 
iPad. He called CCC the “People’s Palace,” 
because of its ability to provide “anything to 
anyone.”  This infers that the CCC can host 
individuals for practically any reason—to 
study, relax for a moment, meet with friends, 
or enjoy the free exhibits. Immediately after 
his eloquent definition, however, the 
Chicagoan complained that there are often 
not enough seats as he gestured to a black 
man sitting at the table next to him.

Discussion
Many of CCC’s guests cited the educational 
aspect of the center as a benefit from their 
visit. In order to understand the relationship 
between this perceived benefit and the con-
struction of the center as a hallmark tourist 
site, it must first be noted, that “no institu-
tion [can] be understood in isolation: all were 

adapted to each other, and piecemeal chang-
es in one component were not possible with-
out either unraveling the whole or setting in 
motion countervailing changes that would 
bring the system back into equilibrium” 
(Goffman 1982: 13). Here, Goffman reminds 
us that there are inexplicably complex con-
nections between various social institutions 
and a proper in-depth analysis is necessary 
to fully comprehend a topic.  This sociologi-
cal tenet serves as a guideline to develop cor-
rect, holistic analyses. Moreover, as Lamont 
says “social boundaries are objectified forms 
of social differences manifested in unequal 
access to and unequal distribution of 
resources (material and nonmaterial) and 
social opportunities. They are also revealed 
in stable behavioral patterns of association, 
as manifested in connubiality and commen-
sality” (Lamont 2002: 168). This means that 
analyses with differences of phenomena at 
their center will contribute to a greater 
understanding of social identity. 
The striking architecture of the Dome along 
with various architecture exhibits provide a 
visitor with niche knowledge and unique 
‘field research’ to bring back home. Graburn 
discusses this in detail, stating that “histori-
cal, cultural, and ethnic forms of tourism 
have become increasingly popular, all of 
them catering to one form or another of 
modernity’s nostalgia for the premodern” 
(Graburn 2001: 33). Even more so, this knowl-
edge will transcend a visitor’s short time on 
vacation and set them apart from colleagues 
at home who did not have the same experi-
ence. This is obviously the case with the IU 
Bloomington teachers, who mentioned that 
they would utilize what they see in the exhib-
it as examples for future lesson plans.  Simi-
larly, the teacher leading the photography 
seminar worked around the limitations of the 
poor weather, stating that her visit to CCC 
showed a beautiful and unique Chicago. 
Charlotte will use her pictures from the CCC 
to display her specific new expertise.  Thus, 
for both locals and tourists, reference to the 
academic sensation or experience of a place 
becomes the norm in the descriptions of 
their experience and a reason for return. 
Bruner supports this claim, stating that 
“[tourists] go for adventure, for experience, 
for status, for education and to explore” 
(Bruner 2005: 194). Both the impulsive and 
planned visitors framed the site’s didactic 
capacity as useful for their own social bene-
fit. 
Graburn also discusses the “contract between 

the ordinary/compulsory work state spent ‘at 
home’ and the extraordinary/voluntary meta-
phorically ‘sacred’ experience away from 
home,” (Graburn 2001: 27). Due to the pre-
dictability of such a feeling of sacrosanct 
vacation time, it is apparent that tourists will 
use their experience to define themselves 
upon return. Such is the case with the afore-
mentioned teachers and Australian librari-
ans. Ian Munt dissects Bourdieu’s cultural 
intellectualism as a commodity, where tour-
ism is a cultural good and experiences are 
consumed, and then used to benefit the tour-
ist. He warns however, that “the professional-
ization and intellectualization of travel, 
together with its associated discourse, have 
been insufficient in themselves to ensure 
social differentiation and, more importantly, 
spatial distance” (Munt 1994: 117). This 
means that the ritualization associated with 
travel, and the consequential redefinition of 
the traveler as an educated tourist, can and 
will fuel a social divide. Pierre Bourdieu con-
tinues by assessing how these practices con-
tinually entrench this type of intellectualism:

 “The main effect of these develop 
 ments…may well be to have provided  
 'intellectual production' with, an audi 
 ence sufficiently large to justify the  
 existence of specific agencies for pro 
 duction and distribution, and the  
 appearance, on the edges of the uni 
 versity field and intellectual field, of a  
 sort of superior popularization…”  
 (Bourdieu 1984: 152). 

This suggests that a cyclical pattern is then 
fomented, where the more intellectually-mo-
tivated tourists visit, the more attractive the 
location will be. 
The distance that this intellectualization 
creates between tourists and the non-travel-
ing-other exacerbates social boundaries. 
Because “urban and suburban middle classes 
feel that their lives are overly artificial and 
meaningless, lacking deep feelings of belong-
ing and authenticity,” travel can set them 
apart—travel gives a tourist a social advan-
tage (Graburn 2001: 33). For Charlotte, her 
pictures and experiences will follow her 
home, serving as a piece of her journey. She 
created the stage in her camera where her 
pictures become a sort of souvenir for her, 
sharing the incomparability of her story. 
Chambers reminds us that a “tourists’ goal is 
to get behind the stage that is provided for 
them and find something real to experience” 

(Chambers 2000:19). More broadly, the expe-
riences that the visitors create foment their 
memories and become part of their individu-
al personalities and self-perceptions. Just as 
their celebrations of their journey once they 
have returned home inform their sense of 
self and interpersonal relationships, so too 
do their actual experiences fuel their person-
al identity and social positioning. Lamont 
reveals that a collective identity requires 
both internal and external recognition: “on 
the one hand, individuals must be able to 
differentiate themselves from others by 
drawing on criteria of community and a 
sense of shared belonging within their sub-
group. On the other hand, this internal iden-
tification process must be recognized by out-
siders for an objectified collective identity” 
(Lamont 2002: 170). This separation can be 
seen when individuals returned home to 
show off their new knowledge. 
Morgan and Pritchard also discuss souvenirs 
and their effects on self. They claim that 
“tourism ‘as a system of presenting and per-
formance’, [presupposes] that tourism expe-
rience and its material manifestations con-
tribute to our narratives and performances of 
self” (Morgan and Pritchard 2005:45). They 
continue, “while the postmodern tourist is 
conscious that he or she is a tourist, he or she 
has no single tourist identity but performs a 
variety of roles with multiple texts and mean-
ings” (ibid:40). This means that tourists 
maintain a strict self-identification from the 
experience of travel.  For the tourists (and 
locals) who visit the CCC, the intellectualiza-
tion of the sight fuels a sense of superiority, 
personified well by the man drinking coffee 
in the basement café. Bourdieu supports this 
claim: “Dominant groups generally succeed 
in legitimizing their own culture and ways as 
superior to those of lower classes, through 
oppositions” (Bourdieu 1984: 245). Due to 
their privilege, the intellectuals succeed in 
defining the identity of the center.

Conclusion
With its free admission and long hours, the 
Chicago Cultural Center subtly proclaims 
itself as welcoming to all. As we encountered, 
the site does cater to people from a wide vari-
ety of geographical locations—yet it remains 
largely unvisited by minorities. This is due to 
the high intellectualism the Center fuels. 
With its specialized moving exhibitions and 
historically important permanent collections, 
those who desire to identify as intellectually 
superior (such as the librarians, photogra-

phers, students, and teachers) fuel a pattern 
of intellectual-dominated attendance. Munt 
summarizes the cyclical pattern of intellectu-
al tourism fueling the identification of ‘supe-
rior’ intellectuals. He says that “with the 
emergence of tourism as both an ethically 
and socially problematic activity among 
certain fractions of the new middle classes, 
tourism and tour companies catering for the 
intellectual demands of these class fractions 
are of increasing importance in the legitima-
tion of travel” (Munt 1994: 110). From this, it 
is apparent that the Chicago Cultural Center 
remains an establishment for tourists to 
define themselves as intellectuals for their 
own benefit. They will take home their 
knowledge to set themselves apart from their 
less-travelled (and now less educated) coun-
terparts. Thus, CCC fails to represent the 
diversity of Chicago, yet institutionally is 
devoid of blame for this cultural complexity. 
Overall, certain types of tourism foment a 
superiority complex in the tourist’s perfor-
mance of ‘self.’
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