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Seminar #2. ‘Travelling Algorithms: How developers of 
data analysis from finance to health copy each other’ 

 

Summary 
 
This seminar, chaired by Francis Lee (Chalmers University) and with five 
panelists, explored different perspectives on how algorithms travel between 
different domains, sectors and areas of society. 
 
Francis Lee provided a background description to the concept of ‘travelling 
algorithms’ with reference to how software and models had moved between 
domains of expertise, for example from mapping crime to measuring 
earthquakes. These practices raise questions about how expert knowledge 
and everyday life is shaped in increasingly data-driven societies. Each of the 
panelists then provided examples from their own work of the phenomena of 
travelling algorithms, software, and models. 
 
David Ribes argued that there are not just moving algorithms but rather there 
are dedicated fields that have sought to render algorithms mobile. There has 
been a growing trend in fields of engineering and information technology 
concerned specifically with making algorithms travel ie. a general knowledge 
of algorithms to be ‘domain independent' (work both here and there), and a 
general knowledge of how to 'adapt, tailor and apply' general algorithms in 
specific settings, or domains. “Mycin”, an early AI system from the 1970s, is 
an example of a domain specific algorithm for medicine that during the 1980s 
found uses in adjacent domains. What is relevant to note is that it is only 
recently that developers of systems like Mycin have come to focus more on 
how algorithms travel. Ribes argued that we are at a point where it is possible 
to participate and shape this emerging field, rather than simply analyze and 
critique it from a distance.  
 
Neil Pollock described his work with Robin Williams on how the travelling of 
business software between different organizations can be conceptualized as 
the ‘biography of an algorithm’. The biographical approach aims to find 
moments where algorithms travel, which can help to clarify how and why they 
travel. Algorithms are designed for travelling. In the case of business systems, 
it has become apparent that these develop over several decades, as well as in 
numerous locations. Stitching these time periods and places together into 
biographical moments is then the focus of subsequent theoretical discussions 
for scholars of numerous fields, from computer scientists to ethnographers. 
 
Nick Seaver shared a story about Pandora Radio where algorithmic 
developers sought to quantify listener “omnivorousness” as part of finding 
advertising segments. The diversity metric had been adadpted from stock 
portfolio diversification, which in turn had been adopted from ecosystem 
management, and where now used by Pandora Radio to measure variety in 
listening habits. The idea was that omnivorousness reflected listeners’ 
educational attainment (as sociological literature suggests) and consequently 
ability to spend, making this listener segment relevant to advertisers to target. 
The borrowing of algorithmic practices is indicative of expert cultures that are 
“epistemophagous”, i.e. that experts consume analytics from adjacent fields. 
With regards to analyzing algorithms, it is therefore important to ground their 
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development in specific ‘somewheres’. Seaver’s takeaway message is that the 
portability – or travelling – of algorithms, theories and models means that 
they are being recombined in ways that most likely were not imagined by their 
originators. 
 
Renita Thedvall shared an ethnographic study about travelling management 
models in Sweden where attempts were made to introduce ‘lean management’ 
models from the car manufacturing industry into public preschool 
organizations. These models failed to adapt to the new settings and 
organizations, but can be seen as a success in that foreign concepts could be 
introduced, intervened or bolted onto preexisting activities. Thedvall argues 
that travelling management models is thereby a means for understanding 
power relations between professions, in this case management consultants 
and public administrators. 
 
Lukas Engelmann also shared a story about a model, the Reed-Frost 
Epidemic Theory and its spread and importance beyond epidemiology. The 
theory  was crucial to the discovery of the ‘contagion’ phenomena and how it 
spreads, which found uses in the domains of economics and marketing, 
psychology and mental illness, and sociological patterns of violence, in 
particular the outbreak of riots. What is important about epidemiological 
models is how they cater towards ideas for tracing and containing patterns, 
as one would in the case of an epidemic. Engelmann argues that this also 
raises questions about what kind of scientific object an epidemic is. 
 
 

Speculations 
 
The seminar participants discussed a range of questions: Is there any tension 
between computer science and other domains that it spreads to? How are 
different biographical moments stitched together (i.e. what degree of 
complexity is needed in our analytical models for studying how algorithms 
travel)? Is there a discernible before-and-after-moment for when an 
algorithm has been adapted or integrated? If such moments can be discerned, 
could it be possible to identify motives, or at least interests, involved in 
realizing these? 
 
One recurring concern was how domain independence, as opposed to basic 
ethnographic insights, presumes that models can be separated from activities 
conducted by an organization. The question then is not so much about 
whether or how algorithms or models travel, but whether the move also 
brings about transformations in the new contexts and  domains that they 
settle in, and what practices and knowledge allow algorithms to thrive and be 
naturalized in their adopted domains. How does the algorithm make the new 
place similar to the place it came from? And what are the frequent forms of 
resistance against this process taking place? 
 
In the discussion, a related concern surfaced on how to qualify the debate on 
travelling algorithms in the field of AI. Making the data used for training AI-
algorithms is, for example, a highly time-consuming task, but the data does 
not travel as well as the algorithms. Seen in isolation, algorithms might be 
somewhat domain independent, but the data that they learn from are highly 
domain dependent, which render the claim of domain indecency a paradox.   
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The degree to which the work of making data cater towards fulfilling specific 
business models, specific user groups, or contexts, is important to identifying 
tensions in ethics of algorithms and AI. This tension stem from the alleged 
universality of the technologies in question, which again stem from a premise 
of objectivity in computer systems that problems can be ‘calculated away.’ 
One means of unpacking this universalization would be to stay closer to actor-
categories in order to qualify claims about what the algorithm is and does in 
specific settings. 
 
 
 
 
 
Johan Gärdeb0                 Kasper Hedega ̊rd Schiølin                 Mattias Wiggberg 
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