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The belief

that commercial and political
micro-targeting ‘works’

is just that:

a belief




This belief

is in the realm of

alchemy and astrology




“I think you Il find that mine is bigger...”




There is no proof




The burden of proof is on those
who make the claims




Who can make such claims?

Those who have the data:

Big Tech Platforms







The advertising eco-system:

m Advertisers (e.g. Procter & Gambler)
m Web publishers (e.g. NYT)

m Intermediaries (e.g. platforms)

m Consumers










FoLicYyBLOG

COMMENTARY

Behavioral Advertising's Benefits To
Puhlishers Are Overstated, New
Study Suggests

hy Wendy Davis, Staff Writer @wendyridavis, May 30, 2019

For years, the ad industry has argued that free content online is fueled by
onhkne behavioral advertising, or tracking users across the web inorder to
deduce their interests and serve them with targeted ads.

The argument ums on the assumption that advertisers will pay more for
targeted ads than generic ones, and that publishers will therefure garner more
money from behaviorally targeted ads.

The claims = which make somre intuitive sense — appear to have bean widely
accepted, even making thair way into offidal policy docoments. Last yaar, the
Pederal Trade Commission suggested in a staff report that publishers would
be harmed by privacy rules that limited onlihe tracking.




What’s next?

Assumptions of microtargeting

Pitfalls of behaviourism and
psychometrics

Reproducibility crisis in psychology
and science

Why microtargeting does not work

How it nevertheless disrupts the
public sphere




Assumptions of
microtargeting

m  What is micro-targeting?

m Let’'s check the common sense (in
marketing parlance):
https://www.cleverism.com/what-is-
microtargeting/



https://www.cleverism.com/what-is-microtargeting/




Assumptions
of micro-

targeting

m If you can measure behavioural
types at population level

m And measure significant correlations

m You can target individuals based on
those correlations®







Assumptions
of micro-
targeting

m Proven, oris it?

m Urban myth




Assumptions of
microtargeting

m Let’s check The Correspondent:
https://thecorrespondent.com/100/t
he-new-dot-com-bubble-is-here-its-
called-online-

advertising/80216261400-
7597058



https://thecorrespondent.com/100/the-new-dot-com-bubble-is-here-its-called-online-advertising/80216261400-7e597058




But is any of it real? What do we really kuow about the effectiveness of digital

advertisiug? Are advertising platforms any good at mauipulatiug us?

You’d be forgiven for thinkiug the auswer to that last question is: yes, extremely good.

After all, the market is huge. The amouut of mouey speut ou internet ads goes up each

year. In 2018, more thau $273bu dollars was speut ou digital ads globally, accordiug to
research firm eMarketer. Most of those ads were purchased from two compauies:
Google ($116bn iu 2018) and Facebook ($54.5bu iu 2018).




A former Facebook engineer once said (and he’s been quoted a thousand times over):

"The best minds of my generation are thinking about how to make people click on ads.”

I spoke to some of those best minds: economists employed and formerly employed by

the most powerful companies in Silicon Valley: Yahoo!, Google, Microsoft, eBay,
Facebook, Netflix, Pandora and Amazon.







"This is garbage,” Tadelis thought.

Correlation, as any Statistics 101 class will inform you, is not causation. What do these
impressive numbers mean if the people who see your ad are the exact same people who

were goiug to use eBay auyway? eBay is uo small fry. Surely lots of people lookiug for

shoes end up on the ouliue auction site all by themselves, whether they see au ad or

not?




Assumptions of
microtargeting

m So, does is work?

m Well, who knows?

Are sales due to the selection effect?
- Targeting people who were
already buying?
Or due to the advertising effect?

- Targeting people who would
not be buying otherwise?



Assumptions of

microtargetin
g g m Guess what: nobody knows

m Guess what:
it is NOT at all
‘a proven fact that the campaigns
that target a certain section of
society are much more effective than
unrelated advertisements’



Assumptions of

microtargeting Why not?

m We don’t know which
‘certain section of society’
should be targeted

m We have problems measuring effect:
- Pay per impression (proves nothing)
- Pay per click (relevant?)
- Pay per conversion (selection effect?)



Assumptions of
microtargeting

So what?
m Goodhart effect

m “If you use a measure as a target,
it is no longer a good measure”




Assumptions of
microtargeting

Lucas critique

Campbell effect
Goodhart effect




Assumptions of
microtargeting

If you use a measure as a target, it is
no longer a good measure
m Those using the measure to target

m Those targeted



Pitfalls of
behaviourism
and psychometrics

Behaviourism can describe this

m But not in other terms than
‘gaming the system’




Pitfalls of
behaviourism
and psychometrics

Human behaviour is far more complex
m Better described in terms of agency
m Mutual double anticipation

m Explains foundational
unpredictability of human action

m Feature not a bug




Pitfalls of
behaviourism
and I)S)’Chometrics The Big Five: OCEAN

m Opennes
m Conscientiousness
m Extraversion

m Agreeableness

m Neuroticism
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We understand from Dr Kogan that he originally created a Facehook app for acedemic research; however, he
states that when the app was repurposed for use hy GSR, it was rebranded and released with new terms and
cenditions, and it was made clear that this was commaercial, not academic, research.

Facehook has made a series of allegations surrounding Dr Kogan’'s use of data. The University of Camhridge
takes matters of research intogrity and date pretection extremely seriously. We have to date found no
evidence to centradict Dr Kogan’s previous assurances; nevertheless, we have written to Facehook to request
all relevant evidence in their possession.

In 2015, Dr Kogan applied to the University for ethical appreval to use data cellected on behalf of GSR for his
academic research. His application was reviewed and subsequently rejected. Dr Kogan was in the process of
re-applying when Facehook requested deletion of the date; hence the application was withdrawn.







Block enumerated five broad criticisms
of the fivefactor model of personality.

Pitfalls of He argued that the model:
behaviourism .
a. is lacking in theory,
and b. relies too much on factor analysis,
I)S)’Chometl'iGS c. leaves out important traits,
d. fails to take into consideration

critical developments in trait
measurement, and

e. may be superseded by a two factor
approach.



m “From our own contrarian point of

Pitfalls of view, a full accounting of personality
- g requires analysis from the standpoints
behaviourism of
and

pS)’ChometI'lCS m By focusing most of their attention on
the first of these three,

personality psychologists continue to
shrink away from the field’s historical
mandate to study

the full gamut of human personality, in













Pitfalls of
behaviourism
and
psychometrics




Pitfalls of
behaviourism

and m mere correlations

pS)’Chometl’iGS (the more data, the more spurious correlations)

m causal relationships
(mathematical and empirical verification)

Relationships in data:

m conceptual relationships
(analytical and performative)



Pitfalls of

behaviourism = Analytical:
and - correlation between

. bachelors and unmarried men
psychometrics

- correlation between danger and
risk (conceptual overlap)

- correlation between fear and
danger (conceptual overlap)



Pitfalls of
behaviourism
and
psychometrics

Performative:
- ‘I declare you husband and wife’

- This (whatever linked variables)
‘counts as’ an emotion of fear

— This (whatever linked variables)
‘counts as’ a PhD in law (in Canada)




Pitfalls of

behaviourism m Performative:
and — This (whatever linked variables)
psy()hometrics ‘counts as’ a pedestrian crossing

m Qualification
(performative speech act)
precedes quantification




Reproducibility

crisis in
m Reproducibility crisis is related to
pSyChOIogy problematic use of statistics

and science m ML applications are very vulnerable to

data fallacies, p-hacking, data
dredging, null-hypothesis delusion

m This goes even more for behavioural
targeting




Reproducibility
crisis in

m Micro-targeting imports the horrors of
pS)’Ch?Iogy that crisis:
and science - False claims

- Irresponsible trade-offs

- Unreliable applications
















Why micro-
targeting
does not

work
(as claimed)

Problems with null hypothesis testing:
- If A then probably not B
~ If B then not A2

If one is Belgium one is probably not
a member of the Belgium Senate

One is a member of the Belgium
Senate, so one is not Belgium?




Why micro-

m Problems with null hypothesis testing:

tal’geti“g - If A then probably not B
does not ~ If B then not A2
work A = null hypothesis
(as claimed) 3 = the date

m If Ais true, probability that B = 4%,
is often thought to imply that:

m |f B, probability that A is true = 4%,
quod non




Why micro-

m Problems with null hypothesis testing:

tal’geti“g ~ If A then probably not B
does not ~ If B then not A2
work A = null hypothesis
(as claimed) 3 = the date

m If B, what is the probably that A is
true? (this is what you want to know)




Assumptions of
microtargeting

Why is there no proof that micro-targeting works?

m We don’t know which
‘certain section of society’
should be targeted

m We have problems measuring effect:
- Pay per impression (proves nothing)
- Pay per click (relevant?)
- Pay per conversion (selection effect?)



The public
sphere

m AdDrivenContent

m Algorithms optimising for
increasing ad revenue




The public
sphere

m Hannah Arendt:

| am not worried that behaviourism is true,

but that it will become true




The public
sphere

Not everything that can be counted counts

Not everything that counts can be counted




The public
sphere

Not everything that can be controlled matters

Not everything that matters can be controlled













The public Micro-targeting operates at two levels:

Fake news (posted without payment)

Sphere - Fake ads (posted against payment)

m Fake news is amplified due to:

- Ad-driven content, as algorithms optimise
for increased ad revenue

m The difference is questionable:
- Advertorials blur the difference

- Stopping political advertising does not
solve the problem of ad-driven content







There's a far better approach to all of this. Just disallow all indiscriminate data
gathering, ban sales of data to third parties, and ban microtargeting. Full stop.
Everywhere online. For everything.
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https://www.geckoboard.com/learn/data-literacy/statistical-fallacies/

See also slides Europe Lecture

m For the lecture:
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