
Welcome, [FIRST NAME], to the 
era of personalization. Amazon 
.com recommends books you 
might like, Netflix tailors your 
movie menu, and Google cus
tomizes your news. And in 
exchange for this friendly algo
rithmic assistance, targeted ads 
follow you wherever you navi
gate online. Most of us have 
accepted this bargain, but it 
turns out that taste profiling is 
only the beginning. A technique 
called persuasion profiling is 
just around the corner, and it 
doesn't just find content you 
might enjoy. It figures out how 
you think. 1 Today, most recom
mendation and targeting sys
tems focus on the products: 
Commerce sites analyze our 
consumption patterns and use 
that info to figure out that, 
say, viewers of Iron Man also 



• watch The Dark Knight. But new work by 
Dean Eckles, a doctoral student in commu
nications at Stanford University suggests 
there's another factor that can be brought 
into play. Retailers could not only personal
ize which products are shown, they could 
personalize the way they're pitched, too. 

Eckles set up an experimental online book
store and encouraged customers to browse 
the titles and mark a few for purchase. 
By alternating the types of 
pitches—Appeal to Authority 
("Malcolm Gladwell says you'll 
like this"), Social Proof ("All 
your friends on Facebook are 
buying this book"), and the 
like—Eckles could track which 
mode of argument was most 
persuasive for each person. 

Some book buyers felt 
comforted by the fact that an 
expert reviewer vouched for 
their intended product. Others preferred to 
go with the most popular title or a money-
saving deal. Some people succumbed to what 
Eckles calls "high need for cognition" argu
ments—smart, subtle points that require 
some thinking to get ("The Hunger Games is 
thelnferno of children's literature"). Still oth
ers responded best to being hit over the head 
with a simple message ("TheHunger Games 

is afun, fast read!"). And certainpitches back
fire: While some people rush for a deal, oth
ers think discounts mean the merchandise 
is subpar. By eliminating persuasion styles 
that didn't work on a particular individual, 
Eckles was able to increase the effectiveness 
of a recommendation by 30 to 40 percent. 

Most significantly, he found that people 
respond to the same type of argument in 
multiple domains. In other words, if you fig
ure out how to sell someone books, you can 
use the same technique to sell them clothes. 
And if that finding holds, your persuasion 
profile will have a pretty substantial finan
cial value. Once a company like Amazon has 
determined your profile by suggesting prod
ucts in a variety of ways over time and see
ing how you respond, there's no reason it 
couldn't then sell that information to other 
companies. In other words, if you respond 
a few times to a "50 percent off in the next 
10 minutes!" deal, you could find yourself 
surfing a web filled with blaring red head
lines and countdown clocks. 

There's plenty of good that could emerge 
from persuasion profiling. Eckles points to 

DirectLife, a wearable coaching device by 
Philips that uses human coaches to figure 
out which arguments get a particular indi
vidual to eat more healthfully and exercise 
more regularly. But DirectLife also highlights 
one of the core challenges of persuasion pro
filing: It works best when it's invisible to the 
user. It's just not the same to hear an auto
mated coach saying, "You're doing a great 
job! I'm telling you that because you respond 

well to positive feedback!" 
While DirectLife aims to 

improve your health, most 
companies that buy and sell 
your persuasion profile may 
not have your well-being at 
heart. Consider what could 
happen if they knew that cer
tain customers buy things 
compulsively when they're 
stressed or feeling bad about 
themselves. ("Our analysis of 

your Facebook photos says you're over
weight and ugly. Buy our makeup.") If per
suasion profiling makes it possible for a 
coaching device to shout "You can do it" to 
people who like positive reinforcement, in 
theory it could also enable politicians to 
make personalized appeals based on each 
voter's particular fears. If your persuasion 
profile shows that you're a sucker for social 
pressure, Joe Candidate could target you 
with ads saying that your friends will be told 
whether or not you voted. 
Persuasion profiling poten
tially offers quick, easily 
t r a n s f e r a b l e , targeted 
access to your personal psy
chological weak spots. 

So how can we protect 
ourselves from this insidi
ous analysis? The first line 
of defense is to know that persuasion profil
ing is on the way, keep an eye out for it, and 
view marketing arguments with the skepti
cism they deserve. Otherwise, if you're not 
careful and GlennBeck.com finds out you're 
moved by "Act now!" exhortations, your 
preparations for the apocalypse could be 
interrupted by alerts from the Post Office 
that first-class stamps wil l soon cost $79 
each and warnings that the grocery store is 
almost out of bottled water. Forever. 
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