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Interlude 
 
 
LONDON, 2023  
Standing in front of the BBC at Portland Place in central London, I watch the 
narrow revolving doors turn and turn, allowing only one person to enter at a time. 
Once I have passed through the revolving doors, I have my bag scanned before I 
receive my guest pass, which I show to yet another security guard before finally 
passing the last door to enter the building. These security procedures serve as a 
good representation of the “problem of access” as Nick Seaver (2022) calls it when 
it comes to studying the making of AI systems. While the dominant portrayal of 
AI systems as “black boxes” has been critically dismantled (Ziewitz, 2016; Bucher, 
2018), among others, by proposals to study such systems ethnographically (Seaver, 
2017; Christin, 2020b), the development of these systems remains incredibly hard 
to access and study in practice. Such difficulties arise from fears of intellectual 
property and company secrets (Burrell, 2016), as well as the complexity of these 
systems and their partly intangible nature, which requires the ethnographer to 
rethink how to observe and study their making (Seaver, 2017; 2019b). Such 
questions of access and how to study AI systems also characterised my fieldwork 
with the BBC’s Recommendations Team.  
 
One of the central motivations in my PhD was to study the practical development 
of AI systems in the media sector, especially after reading the articles published by 
Seaver (Seaver, 2017, 2019b, 2019a, 2021), which later became the book Computing 
Taste. This book demonstrated the intricate ways in which algorithms and taste co-
constitute each other as part of the development of music recommenders. 
Entering such development practices within the BBC offered a way to understand 
how specific AI epistemologies and practices were becoming entangled in the 
media domain; a way to closely follow the practices that transformed these systems 
from merely recommenders to public service recommenders, as the team itself 
called them. Yet, as illustrated above, getting through the door is (quite literally) 
not always easy. Here, Natali Helberger, as the PI of the AI Media and Democracy 
Lab, was central in facilitating access through the partnership between the BBC 
and the Lab, which shares an aim of producing knowledge for public benefit. 
 
On this very first visit to the BBC, I was invited to participate in the 
Recommendations Team’s quarterly “away day”, where they would come together 
physically to discuss ongoing and future work, as well as have more social and 
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inspirational sessions. Today, I was also on the programme together with Hannes 
Cools, who was conducting an interview study over the same period. Following a 
few “passion talks” about spaghetti carbonara, Formula One and Rugby by new 
employees in the team, we (Hannes and I) had our five minutes to passionately 
present our upcoming research with the team. Nervously, I had to explain that I 
was interested in studying how they developed AI, the “on the ground knowledge 
practices” as I had stated in the circulated research brief. Yet, even as I 
“passionately” presented it, I was left with the nervous anticipation that 
accompanies ethnographic fieldwork, where one is faced with the unknown of the 
field and what insights might arise over the coming months, if any at all. Spending 
the day in the office, I was grappling with similar questions to Seaver (2015), how 
to meaningfully study something, when the central practice of development is the 
act of sitting behind computers typing code.  
 
However, as I began participating in team meetings that day and online in the 
weeks that followed, I observed how these systems in the making constantly 
figured in various ways, as different forms of visualisations, test scores, and in 
principles and guidelines. This observation eased my fears and guided my approach 
as I continued to study their applied AI practices. Rather than focusing directly on 
the AI systems as represented in particular computational models, I turned my 
analytical focus to the different knowledge practices put in place to address specific 
challenges related to AI development within public service media, and which 
aimed to solve these challenges by actively making AI knowable and thus 
negotiable in interdisciplinary meetings with the various stakeholders involved. 
The following chapters zoom in on these practices. For most of those involved, 
these practices were part of the team’s day-to-day work, but they were foreign to 
me, making me curious about their function and the effects they had on shaping 
how the final systems came to work and serve the public interest. This pursuit 
ignited a broader interest in the situated evaluation practices that shape applied AI 
development, which has come to be a defining part of this PhD and its 
contributions. 
 
My treatment of these practices as foreign was not only conducive to producing 
academic papers that capture these otherwise taken-for-granted practices, but also 
to producing usable insights for the BBC. The latter captures another facet of this 
ethnographic study, namely its close collaboration with the organisation, and in 
particular with the two researchers, who organised the research as part of their 
work researching and coordinating research efforts at the BBC. This collaboration 
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is materialised in Chapter 7, which is co-authored with them, Hannes Cools and 
Natali Helberger, and which seeks to constructively address how the BBC and 
other institutions like it can better translate their responsible AI principles into 
practice. The different insights produced by this research were also presented to 
the team and written up in more digestible reports to be shared, opening the 
studied practices to debate and potentially alternative solutions. More so than in 
the other studies, I found that my research was landing within the organisation – 
it was itself beginning to intervene in knowledge practices, as I reflect on in the 
concluding chapter.  
 
 
  


