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As digital technology becomes more sophisticated, retailers and other brands are collecting
and analyzing more customer data. This data is being used to microtarget campaigns and
offer a “personal touch.” But even as consumers become more aware of these efforts, they
are not always pleased. Some well-intentioned attempts at personalization still come off as
creepy and intrusive—and consumer opinions have been slow to change.

Key Insights:
Consumers still find many types of personalization services to be creepy, but
marketers appear to be making some headway in their acceptance.

Shoppers are more likely to have favorable views of personalization services that save
them money. They look less favorably on services that attempt to sell them things
based on their behavior.

In order to break down resistance to personalized marketing services, companies must
convince consumers they are using personal data in responsible ways.

Some Progress Since Last Year

As merchants refine their use of technology and customer data to personalize a
variety of retail services, they appear to be moving the needle when it comes to
boosting public opinion about them.

A May 2016 survey by shopping personalization platform RichRelevance  asked US internet
users whether they found specific in-store technologies to be creepy or cool. The firm had
fielded a similar study in April 2015. This year ’s findings were directionally consistent with last
year ’s. Both found the highest favorability for features that were not directly related to a
person’s identity or purchase behavior. For example, 78.6% of consumers polled said the ability
to scan a product with a mobile device and receive reviews and recommendations for similar
products was cool, up from 76.4% in 2015. Just 7.9% found it creepy.

At the other end of the spectrum, consumers were most bothered by in-store facial recognition
technology that personally identified and flagged them to store employees as high-value
shoppers. Just 13.0% of respondents in the 2016 poll said this was cool, down slightly from
13.3% in 2015, while 66.8% said it was creepy. On a positive note, however, this percentage
was down from 74.6% in 2015, suggesting that while consumers don’t necessarily think this
technology is cool, they may be less repulsed by the idea.

The 2016 study also found that the creep factor had decreased significantly in several other
areas. In 2016, 41.9% of consumers viewed digital dressing room screens that showed
complementary products as creepy, down from 54.8% last year. And 64.3% of respondents in
2016 thought personalized greetings from store salespeople triggered by their mobile devices

http://www.richrelevance.com/


were creepy, down from 73.7% in 2015.

A similar study of smartphone users worldwide, conducted in November 2015 by Accenture ,
found that consumers—whether shopping in-store or digitally—tended to think services that
would save them money or give them discounts were the coolest, but it found the creep factor
highest for features that seemed to know too much about them. For example, 86% of US
respondents thought automatically discounting items at department store checkouts based on
loyalty points or coupons was cool. But 53% found it creepy for an in-store sales associate to
know what was in their digital shopping cart or wish list.

https://www.accenture.com/us-en


In terms of digital retail services, the same study found that just 16% of respondents worldwide
found it creepy to see device-optimized websites or to receive promotions for items they were
strongly considering buying. However, those percentages rose significantly when social media
activity (36% found it creepy) or recommendations from friends (37% found it creepy) were
pulled into the marketing mix.



Consumers Wary of Targeted Marketing

Even as consumers become more comfortable with some types of technology,
significant percentages are distrustful of data collection and take an adversarial view
toward targeted marketing.

Many of these creepy vs. cool perceptions appear to be the result of overall consumer
discomfort with personalized marketing in general. A January 2016 survey of US mobile phone
users by Mindshare  found that 49% of respondents said they were concerned about
companies knowing how, when and how often they used products because the information
would be used to sell them more products and services. Another 36% were concerned because
they feared their data could be used “against them” in the future.

Results from these studies suggest that marketers are making some progress in helping
customers understand targeted marketing, but they have their work cut out for them in terms of
getting consumers to see the value in it. Rigorous education programs can go a long way
toward helping build trust and acceptance of advanced personalization technologies.

For more in-depth information about consumer attitudes toward privacy and consumer data
collection, see eMarketer ’s July 2016 report, “Best Practices for Consumer Privacy and
Personal Data: Maximizing Value Without Getting Creepy.”

—Victoria Petrock
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