The Duel of Interpretations

Todl#y. theiFEpiS expanslon of advertising, propaganda, and PR has increased the supply of infor-
mation and entertainment that consumers can access. But advertisers and propagandists do not
Just want to tell their story in a way that affects consumers’ emotions and, ultimately, their be-
havior. They also want to collect detalled information about consumers. Of course, they want this
information in order to connect to people more directly across the devices and platforms people

use. But they also want to collect detailed information in order to more effectively influence and
persuade.

In the political realm, data science companies have tried to identify Americans’ biases and
craft political messages designed to trigger their fears and anxieties to influence voting. Both the
Republican and Democratic parties have developed digital campaign tools to gather as much
information as possible on potential voters. In 2012, when President Obama directed TV ads to
consumers based on data collected from cable set-top boxes, it was considered cutting-edge
political communication. in 2016, Republicans used i360, a $50 million initiative that offered
incredibly detailed information on potential voters. Political campaign strategists had access to
shopping habits, credit status, homeownership, and religious affiliation, with voting histories,
social media content, and any connections users might have had with advocacy groups or other
campaigns (Halpern, 2018).

It has been called surveillance capitalism: the use of data extraction and analysis through
computer monitoring and automation. By personalizing and customizing goods and services to
users of digital platforms, companies carry out continual experiments on users and consumers
without their awareness (Zuboff, 2016).

Online, many ads are personalized to users’ actual needs, which is why users may perceive
them as less bothersome, annoying, and intrusive than before. But in his 2011 book The Daily You,
Joseph Turow, a professor at the Annenberg School for Communication at the University of Penn-
sylvania, worries that personalization is actually a form of social profiling that leads to discrimina-
tion. For example, if marketers think you buy your clothes at H&M, you probably will not see too
many designer clothing ads from Saks Fifth Avenue. Today, much of the media content you expe-
rience online is shaped by choices made by marketers, based on what they know about you. Over
time, your digital identity may become increasingly calculated by your value to marketers.

Mobile phones are becoming a more powerful device for customizing advertising and pro-
paganda directly to individuals. Because a cell phone is constantly relaying data about its user's
location, it can also gather information about the Internet-connected devices nearby. Pervasive
tracking of online activity is something that most people have already become accustomed to.
But people have different levels of acceptance of online surveillance. Researchers have found that
Americans feel differently about online surveillance depending on their political affiliations. In
one survey, Republicans were more pleased about surveillance than were Democrats
(Singer, 2018).

New debates about surveillance and privacy are emerging in the context of the Internet of
Things. This term refers to the dramatic rise in the types of products connected to the Internet:
TVs, cars, toys, clothing, fitness monitoring watches and jewelry, home security devices, refrigera-
tors and household appliances, and much more.
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