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ABSTRACT
The twentieth century has been deeply marked by the continuing saturation of
consumer capitalism and the accelerating emergence of information techriologies.
Intersecting those"vast develgpmenfs is an industry that, until recently, has escaped
sustained critical attention. This thesis is an account. of marketing research and
communications, its-origins, institutional practices and socio-economic effects.
I argue that marketing research drew its key inspirations and innovations"
from bureaucratic techniques for managing material goods and 'human populations.
. By the turn of the century, information’processingVhad efnerged as the most efficient
mechanism for achieving those managerial imperatives. As markets for mass-
produced goods, services and entertainments spread, the negessity for anticipat'ing»
and pfedicting consumer behaviour became readily apparent. Organizing feedback -
information about consumers helped adjust and orient production to consumption,
fsupply to demand. This process of ‘information control’ reduced risks, spurred
| innovations, and improved efficienges within consumer capitalism. Marketin‘g’ o
research became a source of economic and social power for those institutions that '
could wield its instruments or purchase its serviees. |
Marketing research and communications practices have now intensified to an

unprecedented degree. They routinely process very precise, and often personal, data
48 - . )

about individuals, resulting in what I call the cartographies of consurr)[;tion. This .,

capacity for consumer surveillance raises many questions about our values and
expectations of privacy. Similar concerns abouti public-sector information practices °
have prompted privacy laws and data proteé;ion policies, in Canada and elsewhere.
I examine the prospects for effective and enforceable privacy regulation over the
private-sector, and critically evaluate other potential solutions. In my view, privacy
laws and policies dre both necessary and urgent, and will help to mitigate many V
excessive and intrusive information practices. But consumer surveillance will not
disappear. Some privacy regulations may help to lay out some ‘rules of the road,”
ensuring a basic level of trust and cooperation amongst businesses, ﬁmarketers and
corfisumers. Most importz;ntly,'effective'leg‘islation and consumer vigilance requires

a broader understanding of the embeddedness of marketing research practices in |

contemporary capitalist economies.
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INTRODUCTION | |
MARKETING RESEARCH AND THE CARTOGRAPHIES OF CONSUMPTION.

Today, the advertising and marketing axis that grew up with radio has

made audience demographics the crucial template for the production

of miost of our culture’s symbolic forms of expression. The term

‘lifestyle’ best captures the essence of the current version of this

ideology of consumption. A catchall description for everything from

one’s clothing, work, or furnishings to preferred leisure pursuits, .

entertainments and inebriates, this phrase already seems to have

achieved saturation. It reduces all life to a style, equating how_one

lives with what one consumes. The post World-War perfection of

demographics as a predictive science and as a producer of crucial

cultural maps is a story that remains to be told.

Daniel Czitrom, Media and the American Mind (1982)

In the fifteen years since Daniel Czitrom’s remarks, the ‘demégraphic
sciences’ have evolved into a full-fledged commercial enterprise, what | shall refer
to as mdrketing research and communications. Over the last several decades, this
enterprise has become a vast, growing and highly specialized industry, one that
draws on a multitude of-demographic techniques, survey research, statistical
methods and information technologies to collect and collate data on consumer
habits, attitudes and attributes. This thesis shall explore how market researchers.
have come to draft ‘crucial cultural maps’, and why these portraits of the consumer
marketplace now assume such a powerful inferpretive force in co—ntemporary
economies and social life.

In the chapters that follow, I will outline the historical origins, institutional
practices, technological innovations, and socio-economic consequences of marketing
research and communications. 1 will engage a series of btoad questions: What
confluence of factors pushed marketing research and communications to its present
position of prominence? Why are marketing research practices particularly
powerful now, in the economic and social conditions of the late-20th century?
Whose needs are served by research and information about consumers? How does
the constant flow of data interact with consumer behaviour, influencing social and
cultural formations within capitalist societies? How has marketing research

‘ promoted itself as a ‘scientific’ solution to uncertainty and risk in the rriarketplace?

What are the impiications of marketing research and its multiple information

1



practices, with regards to:questions of power, suweitlance, privacy and public .
policy? | | o -

[ use the term ‘marketing research and communications’ in an'inten»tionall)r
broad and inclusive fashion. Theterm is meant to embrace two related concepts,
market research and fnarketing communications, both commonly used in»busine‘ss
circles and marketing textbooks. Im my view; the combined term usefully
encompasses both the history of the industry, and the comprehensive range of its
current-activities. A brief outline-of these respectlve terms will demonstrate, thelr
historical evolution and my' own usage and def1n1t|ons in following chapters -

o

In their nascent fonns market or consumer research generally bracketed

consumer attltudes or responses to a product or serv1ce or a measurement of more

general market trends through, say, sales flgu.res or purchase orders In practlce as
both act1v1t1es broadened and methods were shared, the terms market and -

- consumer research were often uséd mtercha‘ngeably. As the responsibilities for
research increasinély fell under the auspices of advertisers and marketers, the term

‘marketing research’ became more prominent. Not only wére these sectors of

‘commercial enterprise considered to be ‘experts’ in consumer behaviour and market

trends, but they were also best placed to operationalize incoming data and statistics,
to adjust advertlsmg and promotional strategies uﬁaccordance with ‘feedback’ from
themarRetplace In"the post-War perlod commerclal promotlons began to migrate
beyond the strict confines of media advertising into what came to be called
rnquetirzg communications; this included such items and activities as in-store
displays and signs, packaging, samples, codp*ons, sales strategies, direct-mail, press
releases, publicity events, product tie-ins etc. Tnese expansive marketing practices
were meant to influence and integrate all the coordinates of commercial decision-

- making:v product, pricing, distribution and promotion. These decision elements
combined to form‘ the ‘marketing mix’ (Kotler 1994,; Cornish 1995, 327-332).

A key consequence of the exoansive sphere of marketing was a parallel
growth in the forms and volume of research. Each point of promotion and
decision\—making had to be tested for effectiveness; results needed to be compared to
other research, and passed on to appropriate departments and authorities.

Marketing research had to be communicated as well as conducted, to be shared and

-
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sold as well as collected and stored, Marketlng research became a tradeable
‘commodity, and a central element of business strategy and planning. Consumer.

.. data is now routinely conveyed via multiple conduits of communication and
information technologtes - credit cards computer networks, bar codes, bank
machines. Organized into aggregated clusters, such information begins to represent
a kind of parallel universe of our daily lives and -activities, populated by what
Roger Clarke called ’digital personas’ (Clarke 1994).- These ‘data shadows’. now form
an indelible part of the communications landscape mediating .the cultural and |
--economic terrain of contemporary Western societies through multiple institutions

RN and practices polling and public opinion, audience,testing, focus groups, databases

. demographics Marketing research, then, works as a type of consumier surveillance,

‘an organized and precise feedback. loop, a means to monitor and evaluate our
' ’personal and collective responses to every type of ¢ consumer experience, fr_om media
programming, to ady'ert:ising, products, packaging, pu‘blie relations. -
Marketing research; then, i also a key element of modern communication
systems. Media critics and eommunications scholars have long focused their .
attention on the relationship betv‘vee‘n media and audience. Most would agree with
Raymond Williams, moreover, that this relationship was at its core both
contradictory and unbalanced, one of ‘centratized _transmission’ and ’privatized
reception’ (Williams 1973). Newspapers:'niagazines, r.adio, television --each
medium sent out carefully crafted messages,and images to a largely unknown and
undifferentiated audience. Programming was the result of intentional design,
professional control and creative evaluation;bbut audience's were dissipated and
"diffuse, invisible and unpredictable. The homes a'nd minds of viewers, listéners
and readers were a vast and largel); unexplored territory. Thé audience was taken-
for-granted, but undefined. The institutional edifice of modern media was |
nonetheless fully dependent upon attentive and ‘reproducibl‘e audiences: the
" economics of advertising was structured around the audience-as-commodity
(Smythe 1977). | '
The constitution of audiences, then, was - and is - a major institutignal

preoccupation. Who makes up our audience? What do they watch and why? How

can we ‘capture’ a greater share? The audience became the subject of ingfitutional

-
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v
knowledge of information gathermg, of data collection. But until’ recentl; the . s
) processes of this ‘research’ - its structure and development - has been of little interest
to communication $cholars. The same s true, by extension, qf political economists
and marketing research. How have business organizations come to "know’ their
customers? How do they monitor consumer interest in their products? How is this ™
‘knowledge’ organiied? ‘These questions have not been often asked in the )

disciplinary fields of communications and political economy. This study is a modest

!

attempt to close that gap.

- :Irapproach the‘thes‘isi via three basic premises. First, marketing researcb isa’
barticular instance 6f inform.ation control, a method of market feedback: which

" serves to coordinate relationships in the marketplace partlcularly those between
commercial institutions and the diverse, unwneldy consurner population. Second,
- the imperatives ogzarketmg research are highly attuned to the broad parameters of

- capitalistddevelopiteat and socio-cultural formations; accordingly, the techniques of -
‘ marketing research-have become ntore precise and detailed as modern societies and
economies have become more complex, diverse and flexible. Third, marketing
research ig comprised of a highly specialized set of skills and knowledge, a range of
expertise that has gained the status of a respected profession. Moreover, itisa
profession with scientific- pretensions, one that is expected to - and often does -
predict trends, manage uncertainties, calculate probabilities and reduce risks in the .
marketplace. o )

In sum, marketing research and communications is one of the key vehicle;.
for institutional power in contemporary society. In its intent to measure consumer
behaviour, define markets and describe lifesfyles, marketing research and
communications has become both a ‘predictive science’” and a productive industry.

The term ‘productive’ should be understood here in a double sense. First, for
commercial enterprises, marketing research practices enable the crucial strategic
plans, decisions and choices so necessary in an highly dynamic, very competitive .
and often uncertain conditions of the modern marketplace. The circuits of
consumer data run through and signal the electric synapses of;fhe capitalist

‘nervous system.” Secondly, the practices and imperatives of marketing research



now reverberate across the entire social,body. These informational practices and
communications techniques have ‘in‘fected’many public institutions 'and non-profit

enterprises. Its calculations and categones have shaped reconstructed and reshaped

Y

@

our contemporary consumer economy, . mappmg out the terrain of lifestyle

formations, cultural expressions and social identities. Thus, marketing research and

‘communications has also emerged as a pre-eminent ‘producer 6f cultural maps;’ to .
. . s

7

‘pich up Czitro,nf's\phragse.\ Its practitioners and techniques are ehgaged' in what I call ,/
the cartographies ofvconsumption. ‘ o

* The three central premi‘ses outlined above also provide the structural - 7
foundations for the orgamsatlon of the thesis: I have built my account of marketlng
research around three dlstmct levels of analysis: theories of 1nformat10n and power;
the social and lnstltutlonal histery of marketing research the challenges for privacy
pohcy, social analysis, and consumer action: _

The first two chapters deal with a macro-theoretical level of discussion and
debate Chapter One lays out the critical foundations for understanding information
control and surveillance practices in modern organizations.’ Chapter Two narrows
that focus to the particular structures of twentieth-century consumer capitalism.

This formation of consumer capitalism %;erged around two key developments:.
the political economy of its institutions, and the cultural and social configuratior\s_
of consumer life-and experience. It was at the informational axis between these two
elements of consumer capitalism that the marketing research industry installed
itself. ‘

. These first two chapters highlight the intricate connections between
institutions, information and power in modern society. In pursuing that macro-
level of analysis, I have relied primarily on the social and political theories of Max
Weber, Michel Foucault and Anthony Giddens. q:he work of James Bemger and
David Harvey helped to concretize and contextualize these theoretical concerns.
Beniger’'s book The Control ’Revolution (1986) provides a brilliantly detailed account
of the historical origins of the ‘information society;’ Harvey'fs The Condition of

Postmodernity (1989) provides a similarly incisive analysis of the formations and

@)}
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directions of twentieth-century capitalism. Both of these books form the core

parameters of my thesis, and stimulated many of my central arguments.

The middle section .of ‘my thesis is a largely descriptive account of the social

. and institutional hlstory of the marketing res/earch 1ndustry "The third chapter

outlines the emergence of markefmg research durmg the ’Fordlst’ period of
economic expansion, from its beginnings early in the century through to the 1960’s.
Chapter Four highlights the professional establishment of the industry from the
eafly 1970’s gnward, one that thrived on flexible economies, dn erse markets, and’
new digital technologles Both chapters rely on a wide range of literature. In .
particular, I have drawi on histories and theories of advertlslng, marketing and
consumer culture. The work of Leiss, Kliné and Jhally (1990), Stuart Ewen (1976; ‘
1988), Rol‘and Marchand (1985) and len Ang (1991; 1996) helped draw the outlines of :
my account. To.my knowledge a comprehens1ve account of the marketing research
industry has yet to be written; the institutionally-oriented historital sketch*outlined
in Chapters Three and Four provide a modest attempt to fill that gap.

The third section draws back to consider the current and future challenges
posed by marketing research and its information practices. Chapter Five pursues the
most prominent of lhose concerns: the. complex -arena of privacy policy and |
regulation in the information age. | outline the conceptual and legal history of
privacy, and consider the varying scope and effectiveness of privacy principles,

standards, and laws. In the final chapter, 1 conclude the thesis with a look ahead to

" the continuing challenges in regards to privacy regulation, social analysis, and

consumer action.

My account of privacy policy and regulation is indebted to the work of many

~advocates and scholars. | have drawn exlensively on two books by Oscar Gandy

(1993) and David Lyon (1994) to sort out the core complexities oflprivacyy and
contemporary information practices, especially with regards to consumer econories
and marketing research. Colin Bennett, David Flaherty Priscilla Regan g'mes Rule
and Rohan Samarajiva have each laid clear paths lhrough the lhlckels of legal,
philosophical, and pollcy issues regardmg pnvacy protectlon and advocacy .in the |

information era. On the whole, Chapler Five should be regarded as-a summary of-

-
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In my conclusioh, I argue that the marketing researgh industry. will continue
" unabated for many decades to come. The roll-out St ‘information-highways’ is sure
to be accompanied by a vast network of digital toll- booths and- monitoring
techmques Related innovations in biometrics, dlgltal cash and encryption posnt a
whole new range of threats and solutions to the prlvacy/survelllance debate.= But i m _
my view, privacy advocates and social theorists must recogmze_ how and why )
‘contemporary research praéticeé and consumer data have become fully gmbedded in
modein institutions and economies.. ‘ | ‘ | ‘

One would be mistaken, however, to 1mag1ne a near- future of constant_and
‘contmuous surveillance. Marketmg research remains an 1mper—fect 1ndu§try,
constrai‘ned by the limits and boundaries of its own constructions and categorie%
Graphmg markets and indexing consumers IW1II always remain an unflmshed
project (Ang 1991). Researchers can never create a suffncnently accurate map of the
marketplace. Like the flat surfaces of an atlas, the surface projections of marketmg
. research,can never capture the multi-dimentsional topographle& of consumer
activity and individual experience. As a result, market researchersgvill continue to
.engage in a lucrative and continual drafting of economic latitudes and consumer
attitudes, a perpetual‘- but always imperfect - cartography of consumption.

-
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, CHAFTER ONE : .
CRITTCAL THEORIES OF SURVEILLANCE AND POWER

A}

I don’t like being watched F linte punch cards and ﬂex time. ,
I'm allergic to cross-referenced lists. | detest passport control and birth
certificates. Obllgatory school attendance, mandatory disclosure of v
* _information, legally required financial support, legal liability, oaths of .
- confidentiality - the whole rotten monstrosity of government controls
and demands that “fall on your head when yon. come to Denmark, All .
_ the things that | yormally sweep out of my. mind but ‘which may .
confront me at any moment, perhaps manifested in"a little ‘black
telephone. | hate it even more becausé | know that it’s also -a kind of
back-handed blessmg all the Western mama for control and archlves

and cataloguing is meant to be helpful.
Peter Hoeg, Smilla’s Sense of Snow (1993)

— . °
"Anxieties @bout information gathering and administrative’ documentation

have long haunted the modern imagination. Midway through the century, Kafka's
The Trial and Orwell’s Nineteen-Eighty-Fourl 'fani6u§ly dramatized the intrusive
excesses of centralized bureautracies and technological surveillance. These -
dystopian fictions have given way, in our own time, to a myriad of pefsonal
responses, critical reﬂeétions, and policyr prescr‘iptionvs. The passage above, from a
popular Danish novel, reflects the moré térﬁpféred and ambivalent concerns of
citizens and consumers today; we both resent the intrusions and demagnd the
conveniences of, say, credit cards or social se;urity systems.

Thete is increasing public concern about the intrusive information piracticesw
of governments and commercial organizations. Most of this debate - especially as
seen in mainstream media and policy circles - focuses on the threats to privacy
posed by advancing technologies, particularly comput,erization. The privacy debate
is indeed important.!

" Other, more radical analyses have settled on the question of surveillance;
while both numerous and complex, these critiques converge on the argument that
survgillance is a central instrument of power in- modern societies. The ‘te'rm'

~surveillanee is generally defined as the direct and physical monitoring of the

behaviour and communications of one or more persons. Typicaly, this definition

(S

! The privacy debate is complex, fraught with a multitude of ambiguous legal, social and technical
issues. In Chapter Five, | will outline the privacy dilemmas and concerns in detail.
v 8 , L.
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- incorporétes pradiees such as wiretapping, hidden cameras and microphones,
polygraph testing. More recently computer and telecommunications technologies
; have facnhtated the collecﬂon and storage of vast quantities of personal data, in what
has been called datqvezllmzce (Clarke 1988). In many respects, this amounts to a
massive extension of the files and records that governments and business
bureaucracies collected on individuals and groups in previous eras. R
. In this chavpter, I will sketch out and interrogate the main arguments and
. analysis about suri\'feillrapce, power and modern information practices in ° -
contemporary Society. Such a discussion is a necessary preamble to the larger intent
of this thesis: .an overview of the historical and institutional evolution ef (
infofmatfon practices in the ma;keting research industry, from the\Lym;)ffthe
century to the present. At its core, marketing research is a specific instgnge of data
collection and knowledge generation for the purposes of managing rela{ionships
between institutions and individuals. As such, it shares many of the characteristics
of bureaucratic and managerial administration: namely, the routinization and
regulation of information flows so as to improve efficiencies and ensure
predictability within in a given orgamzatlonal or social e.gwronment

For large business and government organizations the logic of these methods /
of rationalized administration is clear. But for many people - as citizens, employees
and consumers - info‘rmation collection is often regardea framn an entirely different,
and often suspicious, perspective. The monitoring and surQeying of populations
and individuals seems excessive and intrusi;'e. The foreed disclosure of personal
information is regarded as an affront to individual dignity and privacy. New °
technologies, from cameras to fingerprinting, from computers to census taking,
present new means for intrusions into our everyday lives. Bureaucratic offices and
departments burst with files about us - records over which we have little control.
Abstracted information seems to tear our identities away from us - our authentic
selves can only be confirmed by presenting some form of authorized data. ,

In the sections that follow, | draw on a wide range of critical discussion abogt
these issues(Beniger 1987; Dandeker 1990; Flaherty 1989; Gandy 1993; Giddens 1985,
1989; Lyon 1994; Lyon and Zuriek 1996; Rule et al 1991; Webster and Robins 1992). A
key theme of all of these studies is that surveillance practices and technologies

-



operate within the complex relationships between power and knowledge, aﬁd

- between institutions and individuals. In sket'chir;g out these core themes, | draw
particularly .on the theories and historical accounts of Max Weber, James Beniger
and Michel Foucault. A survey of their work proviﬁdes ample context for
contemporary manifestations of surveillance. But at the same time, I want to poirit
out some of the limits and misconceptions about surveillance theory Surveillance
systems are always shaped and constrained by the conditions of time and \place, as
well as by their speciffc functions in a given social and economic environment. The
marketing research industry eme-rggd (as subsei]uent chapters will show) as a
constituent element of consumer capitalism. Surveillance, in this context, is less an
intrusive technological mechanism than a set of strategic, but always contingent
projections of the world of consumptio'a,v_:a mapping out of marketplace trends and

wt

consumer behaviour. -

‘Society under surveillance? A ‘

&

As every man |sic] goes through life, he fills in a number of forms for
the records, each containing a number of questions ... There are thus
hundreds of little threads radiating from euery man, millions of
threads in all. If these threads were suddenly to become visible, the
whole sky would look like a spider’s web....They are not visible [but]
they are material, [and] every man is constantly aware of their
existence.

Alexander Scflzhenits_yn, Cancer Ward (1922)

Literature and popular song can give us some indications of how sur\;eillance
and other intrusions in the information age ate received in the culture at large.
After all, surveillance technologies and in\'/assions!‘of privacy are experienced and felt
by individual subjects and audiences. Academic analysis and pragmatic applications
of surveillance practices do not necessarily fully express the “nature of the eas‘t ’
- Other types of cultural analysis and popular media - Hollywood movies, newspaper-
cartoons, novels contemporary art and pop music - can also provide illuminating .
insight into how people respond to being watched, monitored or catalogued by
powerful agencies and organisations. Moreover, many of these responses - however
cynical or sardonic - often influence and guide wider public opinion regarding

3

policies and consequences of surveillance and privacy issues.
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Popular culture and modern literature have duly )itnterrogated all these leyels -
of surveillélrrte Early in the century, Fyodor Dostoyevsky noted the powers of
statistical calculations and rationalist classifications in Notes from the
Underground Charles Dickens made similar observations in Hard Times. Franz
Kafka and Anthony Burgess famously evoked paranoia and fear in*the face of
intrusive bureaucratic states in The Trial and Clockwork Orange. Popular
Hollywood movies such as Rear Window and The Conuversation have illustrated
the voyeurism and subterfuge enabled bv hidden cameras and tiny microphones.

In more recent times, popular music lyrics reveal a skewed and ironic view of
surveillance and informational intrusions. In 1968, Paul Simon sang: “We'd hke to
know a little bit about you for our files, we’d like to help you learn to help yourself.”
Many contemporary songwriters have expressed concerns about surveillance
techno@)gies. In 1980, the British group XTC complained about the “invading [of|
our prlvacy as “we play for the rmmstry - where an unknown ‘they’ record

everythlng you feel .... so you won’t know what is real by reel.” In their 1995 song
Star 69, the American band REM make allusions to Caller ID phone technology: “I
know you called, [ know you called.'” With his trademark sardonic wit, Canadian
singer/ poet Leonard Cohen predicts: “there’s gonna be a meter on your bed that will
disclose what everybody knows.” Recent films such as Sneakers and The Net have
imade the threats of computer and video surveillance central elements of their plots;
iconic images of bar codes have been used in films such as Aliens, as well as in
many newspaper illustrations, t-shirts and contemporary art? |

But no cultural artifact has made a greater impact on the public view of
surveillance than George Orwell’s novel Nineteen Eithy—Four, with its famous
description of Big Brother. Virtually every mainstream media account of
surveillance and privacy issues use Orwell’s metaphor as a reference point. Media
illustrations and book covers on the subject are consistently adorned with ‘the

“ominous ‘all-seeing eye’. Analysts such as James Rule (1973) and David Burnham
(1983) hold up the Orwellian vision as a kind of warning, a signpost of the not-too-

distant future where centralized computer surveillance systems will constrain

= While most of the examples here are my own, a few are taken from Gary Marx’s fine review of how
popular culture has dealt with issues of surveillance “Surveillance and Popular Culture” in D. Lyon and
E. Zunek (1996). '

-
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personal liberties and privacy. Such studies have proved quite influential,

informing further sociological, political and policy work. However in many

instqnces, as with the work pf Bertram Gross (1980),‘the Orwellian vision has -
«elicited vastly ovefdrawn and exaggerated fears about inescapéble systems of
.’per\'asi?e surveillance. -

fhe Orwellian Big Brother metaphor, in other words, can be highly -
misleading and paranoid, a barrier to understanding the true nature of surveillance |
today and its complex integration withi\n modern society. Orwell drew a picture of a
highly centralized authoritarian state that maintained its power in part through the
constant surveillance of its citizens. But surveillance technologies today are highly
dispersed and decentralized, employed by a multitude of organizations and-
individuals for ;nany purposés. Of C(;urse, state agencies such as the police still use
surveillance systems; cameras trained on city streets are quite common for reasons
of security, and photo radar equipment is used for traffic safety. But rarely are such
systems utilized as a means of direct political control. More()f\}er, Orwell’s novel
impkhies that visual and aural surveillance are the most effective tools for
controlling populations and their behaviour. In his narrative, these technologies
literally imprisoned citizens in their home, oppressively conditioning subjects by
monitoring their évery movement and thought. Clearly, Orwell was illustrating, by
logical extension, the possible futures of totalitarian societies as he saw them in mid-
twentieth century Russia and elsewhere. '

Certainly, some of those fears were well founded. But in liberal democratic’
states, surveillance practices took quite different forms, for quite different purposes._ :
In Wester}\ countries, surveillance systems have largely emerged to maintain |
administrative efficiencies, ;10t to control political dissent or monitor individual
Aactivities. To be sure, hi-tech surveillance technologies have been used by state
security agencies and police forces in the US, €anada and Europe. Analysts such as
Gary Marx (1988; 1994) has outlined. the vast‘arl;ay of-sophisticated surveillance
technologies used for espionage, police work, security and military services,
including widespread telecommunications monitoring, biometric imaging systems
and remote-sensing satellites. Many of these technologies are migrating into the

private sector. Other surveillance devices include DNA screening, drug testing,
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vehicle tracking systems, ‘smart’ homes or offices that can monitor electricity,
communications and even temperature flows in and out of buildings.

The cumulative effect of ‘these technologies have led some to describe the

: present era as ‘the surveillance society” (Lyon 1993). Such labels strongly imply that

surveillance is the central characteristic of modern life. Such a concluswn in my
view, is largely overdrawn and monolithic. Few of us feel or experience
surveillance under duress or onerous conditions. In many respects, Western
citizens énjoy more pri\.facy than any previous society. On the other hand, certain

aspects of our lives are more subject to monitoring and cataloguing, usually in

-exchange for market services or social benefits. Surveillance systems, then, are

rarely centralized state-controlled operations, but tend to be dispersed across many
social sectors and enterprises. As Gary Marx puts it: “Big Brother isn’t a dictator on
a big screen, but.a million grocery clerks with bar-code readers” (Marx 1994).

One additional reservation must also be noted here. It is common to sfrictly
equate surveillance ‘with technological advances, particularly those innovations in
computers and telecommunications systems. Such a positlon is highly .
deterministic, and fails to acknowledge that surveillance practices and technologies
are continually shaped by mstltutlons and their needs. The directions of -
technological development are ot inevitable but ma* by human beings balancing
various choices and intentions. Surveillance practices’emerged, not out of some
ominous need to monitor human behaviour, but out of a pragmatic necessity to
ensure administrative efficiency, predictability and control in a given environment.
This is especially true in regards to the organizational uses of information and
documentation that I will discuss in the sections that follow. Bureaucratic data
collection and cataloguing spurred many of the technical innovaticnis<in computing
and information systems. This is turn made bureaucratic operations one of the

primary precursors to modern marketing research and management.

Modernity and management
Government collection or management of personal data are one of the
hallmarks of modern society. The collection and organization of information

provides many benefits. Taxation systems, electoral enumeration, and statistical
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surveys are central f;unctions in any modern state; they permit and direct a wide -
level of civil participation and obligation in liberal democracies. Similarly, |
medicare and social welfare policies often require the accumulation of peréonal data,
but the majority of citizens recognize these benefits that accrue from these activities.
Often course, there are many (dften justified) complaints about ‘red tape’ and
bureaucratic bumbling.

_Of course, commercial organizations have long collected marketplace data to .
manage and predict consumer demand. Additional innovations such as
commercial and retail credit required the cataloguing of vast amounts of personal
and aggregate informa}ion. Historically, these distant and seemingly random
bureaucratic arrangements provoked numerous and often contradictory reactions:
fear and uncertainty, resigned dismissal, a \;ague recognition of perceived benefits,
concerns about the abuses of power in such highly rational systems. Such mixed
responses amongst the public are also ;eﬂected in much critical social analysis;
a;nongst the first of such studies were Max Weber’s famous dissections of
bureaucracy (Weber 1970).

h Wéberr argyed that the constitutive feature of modern societies was the
institutionalization of. rationality in all social organisations. Capitalist enterprise,
the legal-juridical system, military organizativon and scientific experiment were all .
marked by rational calculation and instrumental reasoning. Weber's complex
account of bureaucracy and other functional systems of administration continues to
provoke and inspire much discussion and debate. Most recent accounts are by turns
exhaustive and historical in scope (Da»ndeker 1990), or broadly theoretical iﬁ g
argument (Giddens 1985; Brubaker 1984). For Weber and many others, the pre-
eminent forms of administrative rationality and efficiency are found in modern
governments and economic systems. ‘\

~ In this view, one of the primary functions of state or capitalist organizatio;ljis
to manage and categorize aggregate populations for particular strategies and
purposes, such as the collection of taxes. These’systems scrutinize and observe
individuals and groups, most often through information collection, the ordering of

files and calculation of statistics. Most of these modern bureaucratic activities are

now widely accepted by citizens, regarded as routine and necessary, if sometimes
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onerous and frustrating. Indeed, the imprint of bureaucratic organizations on

modern life is now so vast and permanent, as to seem almost invisible, routine and -

natural. Dealing with bureaucracies is simply one of the prices of modernity, with

all its mundane luxuries and conveniences, |
Nonetheless, Weber and other analysts took a dark view of this

rationalization of modern life, the ordering of society along scientific principles.

The mechanisms of but:eaucraitié organization tended to give power and control to

those groups that have access to systematized forms of knowledge.

...a director of such a bureaucracy can predict, with great certainty, that T

his or her commands will be implemented through a chain of

command, and this to a historically unprecedented extent. Moreover

these activities will be based on rational calculation stemming from the

institutionalization of knowledge stored in official files. For Weber,

then, rational administration is a fusion of dlsczplme and knowledge

(Dandeker 1990, 10). -
Bureaucracy, in this view, is a means of structuring organizations by ratno@ﬂy‘w
direcfing flows of authority and communication. Functions and tasks are
centralized and departmentalized, allowing decisions to be made in a rouatine and
predictable manner. Most subjective and intuitive elements of decision-making are
reduced or removed. The regulation and processing of knowledge about objects or
persons is subjected to a formal set of impersonal and objective criteria. In many
instances, Weber recogmzed such systems of rational administration has many
advantages, foremost among them efficiency and predlctablllty These benefits are
clearly evident in many contemporary functions of large governments: the
provision of health services, redistribution of income, the fair apportioning of
‘welfare or pension benefits. In this way, bureaucracies have redefined the 1"
relationship between the sovereign state and its citizens.? '

While he recognized the efficiencies of large-scale organization, Weber

’

remained pessimistic about bureaucratic rationality.* He described it as an ‘iron cage

* Indeed, some have argued the claims of equality before the law and citizenship “rights” can be
associated with the expansion of bureaucratization. Oversight and planning agencies are created to
admunister the demands of democracy. (See Dandeker 1990, 17-19)

1 Weber was joined by some of his contemporaries inhis efforts to resist the binds of ratlonallty and
saience. Consider this passage from Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground : “...Answer me this: can
man’s interests be correctly calculated? Are there not some which not only have been classified, but are
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cast abstractly upon md1v1dual freedom and 1magmat10n where order and control
from 4 distance confined the mass population to inertial categorles makmg
individuals mere cogs in an administrative machine. Another implication of
Weber's analysis was that modern forms of power no longer require or rely on
physical coercion or the threat of Violence. Instead, the order and control of
populations can be maintained by documentmg and inscribing individuals and
groups. Power can be organized through the precise, rational and systematic control
of information. In the final analysis, wrote Weber, “bureaucratic administration
means fundamentally domination through knowledg'e” (quoted in Smart, 1992)
Capitalism and the control of information

Weber's powerful analysis and critique laid the foundation for many theories
.about multiple forms of mogern social organization. He noted how the written file
~ was the ‘documentary foundation’ of bureaucratic orgarﬁzétion and other modern
forms of management. The basic principles of rational administration could-be
widely applied, particularly in the realm of commerce. Information management
allowed complex social relationships to be eased in considerable ways. It promoted
the smooth and efficient operation of widespread business interests. Modern
commerce was, in large part, predicated on the intricate interactions between and
among Iqrge'organizations and mobile social groups or individuals. Information
flows.integrated and regulated these highly mediated relationships between
institutions and individuals.

Depending on organizational imperatives and structures, these regulated
flows of data and knowledge took different forms. In the police and juridical
system, for instance, information ‘management’ might consist of ériminal,records,
parole files, legal codes, even fingerprints and lie detector systems. Commercial
organizations needed to organize trade flows, transport systems-and financial
transactions; tariffs, customs, accounting and credit systems arose to coordinate

those interactions. When business enterprise turned its attention to consumer

incapable of classification? After all, gentleman, as far as | know you deduce the whole range of human
satisfactions as averages from statistical figufes and scientifico-economic formulas. You recognize
things like wealth, freedom, comfort, prosperity and so on as good, so that a man who deliberately and
openly went against that tabulation would in your opinion, and of course ir: mine also, be an obscurantist
or else completely mad, wouldn't he?”
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mabkets, marketing research would emerge as a formative indust_ry in information
management. It slowly positioned itself at the center of the complex matrix.of

institutions that comprised consumer capitalism: manufacturers, retailers, the mass

- media, advertisers and their agencies. Eacl‘of these industries required specialized

knowledge of markets, consumers and audiences; consumer and marketing research

filled this need.
This is a édrrective to Weber’s dark view of ‘domination through knowledge.’

Information is still conceived as an instrument of institutional power, but not one

strictly of domination or oppression; rather it is a vehicle of control. The word

> ‘control’ is commonly understood in a deterministic, totalizing, manner, darkly

" shaded with notions of absolute command wination; this was the view that

Weber took. A more balanced definition is proposed by James Beniger in his book
The Control Revolution (1986). Beniger sees control in terms of varying,
incremental levels of influence: “purposive influence towards a predetermined
goal” or as Rohan Samarajiva puts it “increasing the probability of a desired
outcome rather than its absolute determination” (Samarajiva 1994). In Beniger’s,

viéew, information control has been a key instrument in the development, and

-continuéd success, of modern capitalism.

Modern social systems have produced a unique and symbiotic relationship
between information and control. By the ‘control revolution” Beniger means the
“complex of rapid changes in the technical and economic arrangements by which
information is collected, stored, processed and communicated, and through which
formal or programmed decisions might ef;ect societal control” (Beniger 1986, vi).

Beniger draws on the work of economist Joseph Schumpeter and economic
historian Alfred Chandler. Like Chandler, Beniger regards modern economies as
“material processing systems...engaged in the continuous extraction, reorganization
and distribution of environmental inputs to final consumption” (Beniger 1986 vii).
The greatest effect of industrialization in the nineteenth century, he argues, was the
speeding up of these processing systems, thus precipitating economic imbalance and
disequilibrium. Beniger points in particular to the series of recessions and
depressions arising from rapid economic change around the turn of the last century.

Like Schumpeter, Beniger believes that technological innovation was the key |
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solution to these ‘crises’, innovation which in turn provoked further chcles o}
change and uncertainty. |

The Control Revolution focuses on the perwd of 1870 1910; thls era was,
beset by a wide range of problems arlsmg fram tremendous expansions in industrial’
production. More efficient methods of extracting and:processing raw materials,
advances in the transporting and distribution of goods, and the search for new
consumer markets presented the foremost challenges of the period. The grthh of
large corporations, national, and some@imes international in scope, provoked
additional problems. Administrative tasks and services had to be provided
effectively across time and space. ‘Both businesses and government needed to
communicate and administer operations between separated units often widely
dispersed ov.er vast distances. These organizational dilemmas, writes Beniger, can
be.seen as “crises of control -- periods in which innovations in information
processing and communication technologiés lagged behind those of energy and its
application to manufacturing and transportation” (1986, 6).

The railway system provides a key example of how these ’challenges were met
through innovations in management and advances in communication. In the mid-
to late-19th century, all the large rall\way firms instituted key changes in |
organizational structure and the internal flow of information.5 In addltlon early
~ advances in modern communication - first the telegraph, and then the telephone -
developed in lockstep with the railways, providing them with an effective and
instantaneous medium for administrative control and management. As Chandler
putit: “The telegraph'companies used the railroad for their rights of way, and the
railroad used the services of the telegraph to coordinate the flow of trains and
tr{ifﬁc” (1977, 195). |

According to Bemger the rallwa}s represented the leading edge of
advancement in the “control of complex systems.” In his view, the 20th century has

been characterized by successive applications of control by large economic powers

> Chandler outlines five specific managerial innovations devised by the railroads during this period:
differentiation of management from operations; bureaucratic hierarchy; establishment of a traffic
department for planning purposes; cost accounting and statistical information gathering; and
decentralized or divisional systems of administration. Each of these functional components allowed for
coordination of complex activities such timetables, schedules, storage, loading and communication. See
Chandler (1977, 99-105) and Dandeker (1990, 169).
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and technical institutions: “control came to be established by means of bureaucratic
organizati"on, the new infrastructure of transportation and telecommunications, and
system-wide communication via the new mass media” (1986, 8). For Beniger, the

common innovation in all these transformations in control was information .

-

o

/" processing. In making this argument, he claifs that the so-called ‘information
society’ has been with us for over a huridred years; its earliest applications, in
Beniger's view, were in the bireaucratic managément and control of complex
industrial operations. _

Beniger sees in the ‘control revolution’ a widespread, if largely unnoticed,
phenomenovn, taking place .at multiple levels and scales across social organization.
Information control was not only applied within certain industries, but could also
serve as an efficient means to coordinate production and distribution in the market
as a whole. That is, information on market conditions and consumer demand was |

collected to coordinate and. integrate multiple activities across thg economy. As US

Secretary of Commerce Hubert Hoover declared in 1921: “sound statistical and

economic data....was the first step in controlling economic cycles and in bringing

consumption in balance with production” (Leach 1994). These advances in
information processing and communicatio;ws allevjatéd imbalances in an industrial
economy bent on increasing the speed, volume and scale of production and
distribution. » | |

In the long run, then, information control proved to be one of stabilizing
forces in a growing, dynamic and diversifying economy. But in specific applications,
it would do much more than that. For the ‘emerging media and advertising
companies, data on audience preferences played a central role in determining
advertising rates. Manufacturers needed details about consumer demand to
facilitate decision-making about production lines and inventory control. Broad
measures of market trends provided a vital link of communication between the
manufacturing, transport, and retailing sectors. This was especially true for these
firms expanéding into national markets with standardized brand-name products.

These regular linkages of information and communication between industrial
-

Y
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manufacturers, dlstrnbutors retallers mass medla and advertlse’rs‘helped establlsh a

- stable terraigr for mass consumer markets. ¢ < . “,3 -
The control of mformatlon then, had a special roIe to play in managlng s
consumer markets, one which Beniger labels market feedback and defines as"“the
flow of information from retallers and consumers back to adverhsers and others
seeking to control mass behaviour” (Beniger, 378). This, analysns is a u\seful
reff%ement of those clalms which’see the mass medla especnally the popular press
and advertlsmg --as the dominant shaper of public oplmon and behav1our For
mstance in their discussions of ‘demand management Galbralth (1973) and Ewen
(1977) isolate and hlghhght the role of mass med1a advertlslng and promotlpn But

according to Beniger, “mass media were not sufficient to effect true control..

without a means of feedback from potential consumers to advertisers.”

Mass communication must be supplemented with a reciprocal flow of¢ -
* information from the mass audience back to the media writers and
programmers who seek to attract and hold its attentiog, to the
advertisers who seek to stimulate and control its constquption
behaviour, and the politicians who seek to irfluence its dpinions and
vote (Beniger 376).

A note of caution is required here. Beniger correctlyé notes these’systems of 4
‘reciprocal feedback’” were limited in scope and 1nf|uence up until mid- century To
be sure, general economic statistics gathered by government agencies were
significant and well-established early in the century. The U.S. Department of
Commerce was founded in 1915; in Canada, the Domlmon Bureau of Statlstlcs was
established in 1921. Political polling, industry-specific research, and media survé’gls
were also blgmmng to make a mark in this period. But while marketing research
remained largely an experimental and nascent activity, in time it began to show
results and emerge as a crucial element in modern consumer economies. .
In sum, the advent of marketing research emerged from multiple sources. A
Weberian account highlights the rationalization-of modern organizations, best
exemplified by bureaucratic management in nation-states. Beniger shows how

similar imperatives were translated into the operating conditiofis of capitalism. In

® Geoffrey Mulgan explores similar themes in his book Communication and Control (1991), where he
defines information as an “intermediate good and service in the wider economy of control.”
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rapidly industrializin’g economies, the processing of goods and services could be

) carefully coordinated through the conh;ol of 1nformatlon flows. While much of this

activity was d|recfed to industrial processes and desngn 51gn1f1cant innovations also

took place in the realm .of consumer demand Together these two avenues of

~ :analysis -- bureaucratlc ratlonallzatlon and information coutrol in capitalism -- go a
long way ih explalnlng the survelllance capacities inherent in marketing research.
An essential aspect, however, is passed over: -how bureaucratic rationalization and

_information control served to'maintain pewer in modern lﬂStltUthI‘lSs For a

d|scussnon of thee intersection of power and survelllance in modem institutions, 1

w111 turn to the work of Michel Foucault

Panoptlclsm and power
Any discussion of modern surveillance practlces must take account of Michel
Foucault’s incisive, and often idiosyncratic, theories about knowledge, power and
Idiscipline. Foucault's work has beén taken up by many critics in a multitude of
ways; tney, have been adopted by scholars in detailed studies of the workplace
(Zuboff 1987), tne development of educational and aptitude testing (Hanson, 1993),
and the forma'tion of politicaliand public opinion polling (Herbst 1993). Every
comprehensive account of modern surveillance (Dandeker, 1990; Gandy 1993;
Bogard 1996) owes large debts to the highly original theorizing initiated by Foucault.
This is not to say there are not probl!ﬁs with Foucualt’s conceptions of
surveillance; these too, have been much discussed in the literature. In this seciion, 1
shall sketch out both the weaknesses and-strengths of Foucault’s account of
surveillance, keeping in mind its relevance to contemporary marketing research
p‘ractices. 5 B
At the risk of oversimplifying, Foucault's contributions to surveillance tneory
consist of three distinctive, yet interrelated streams. First, he insists on a basic
similarity in the surveillance practices across different social settings, such as
schools, prisons, hospitals and factories. In each of these spheres, Foucault detects a
ubiquitous realm of “disciplinary practices -- a diffuse structure of surveillance and
#bservation that he labels ‘panopticism’ (1977, 195-228) As | shall discuss below, it is

this general ‘panoptic’ model that is most problematic. Secondly, Foucault

21



.

emphasnzes how survelllan,ce extends into the micro- -practices of 1nst1tut|ons how it
works within the common and often mund’ane operations of multiple, distributed
orgamzaﬁons Foucault calls this the ‘capillary, level” of power and shows how this
takes surveillance out of the realm of mere observatlon and into other practlces ’
such as categorlzatlon and classification. Thirdly, and closely related’ to the s.econd
Foucault outlines a, hlghly ongmal concept of power. In contrast to classncal
concepts of power, which understand it as somethmg to be acqulred and owned
- Foucault defines power as‘a ‘set of practices.’ Power, in his words is a strategy ““to be
exercised rather than possessed” (1977, 26). MoreOver power is 1rreVocably bound
up in the productlon and management of knowledge and is thus a crucial
component of modern social sciences. ) S :

1 will expand on each of these points”in’ turn. Fouc'adlt introoluces the t’erm;
‘panopticism’ in Discipline and Punish (1977), his account of the “birth of the pnson
The book describes the evolving nature of pnsons and pumshmenst from- the ]6th
centnry onward: from torture to incarceration and then' to techmques of observatlon
and supervision. But where many see a progresswe and humane penal reform
movement, Foucault discerns a more ominous regime of permanent and
continuous surveillance. After describing the early efforts to control the plague in
Europe -- through locating, observing, inspecting and containing individuals --
Foucault shows how that “disciplinary principle’ becomes fully realized in Jeremy
Bentham’s design for a ’comp/‘lete prison,” the Panopticon. This architectural plan
placed prisoners under conditions of unverifiable observation. Cells would be
illuminated, while.unseen observers could be watching at any time; this obliged
prisoners to adopt and internalize the disciplinary demands of the prison
authorities. - |

While Foucault outlines preceding regimes of discipline and surveillance in |
military encampments and pedagogical training, in the Panopticon he finds the .
perfect principle of power that is ‘permanent’, ‘continuous’ and ‘discreet.’
Moreover, he insists, panopticism can “be understood as a generalizable model of
functioning: a way of defining power relation$_in terms of the everyday life of men”

(1979, 205) g
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It is polyvalent in its applic?tiorgs; it serves to reform prisoners, but also
to treat patients, to instruct schoolchildren, to confine the insane, to
supervise workers, to put beggars and idlers to work. It is a type of

* location of bodies in space, of distribution of individuals in relation to
one another, of hierarchical organization.... Whenever one is dealing
with a multiplicity of individuals on whom a task or a particular form
of behaviour must be imposed, the panoptic schema may be used (1979,
205). , '

As if to fulfill these bold claims, many analysts and thegrists have hoisted the
‘panoptic schema’ onto the modern-day phenomenon of electronic surveillance,
seeing in it an illuminating image of the invisible operations of computer networks.
For instance, Webster and ‘Robins (1989) claim that the flow of personal data and
information via electronic networks repr-esents the new panopticon par excellence,
removed from even its “architectural constraints.” Similarly, Mark Poster argues
that computer databases and their ‘circuits of communication’ “constitute a
Superpanopticon, a system of surveillance without walls, towers, walls or guards”
(1990, 93). Gandy (1993) puts forward a more sophisticated argument about what he
calls “the panoptic sort,” a complex operation of ‘discriminatory technologies’ ‘
whereby individuals are classified according to their perceived value in the /
marketplace. '

There are a number of difficulties with the panopticon metaphor. As
described by Foucault and others, this model of surveillance sirongly implies a
system that is pervasivé, complete and infinite in its operation. Gandy, for instance,
writes of the “all-seeing eye of the difference machine that guides the glbbal
capitalist system...|and] the totalizing system of social control (1993, 1). Such views
come very close to paranoia, and‘ras with the earlier literary ‘Big Brother model,
implies we have ‘nowhere to hide’ (Lyon 1992; 1993, 166-167). The institutions of
surveillance are regarded as omnipotent, while the subjects of surveillance -
consumers, workers, prisoners - are presumed to be passive, ignorant

Even if we excuse the rhetorical excesses, other problems remain. Much of
Foucault's description of surveillance is one where human sﬁbjecis are contained
and immobile, segregated and quarantined. But this was only ever true only in
hospitals, prisons and clinics; Erving Goffman called them ‘total institutions’ fot

that reason. But penal and medical reforms have since certainly loosened the tight
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physical constraints evident in earlier centuries. Frederick Taylor, of course,
introduced very strict techniques of observation and supervision into industrial
factories; his innovations continue to inﬂuenée workplace routines and labour .
practices around the world. But even this type of surveillance generally stops at the
factory gates Nonetheless new forms of workplace surveillance continue to
emerge; but rarely does it take the form of constant.superwsmn and surveillance
that Foucault described.” ‘ K

In other words, the ‘generalizable model’ of the panopticon does not prov1de
enough distinction of how surveillance might operate across djfferent social spaces.
It fails to capture the multiplicity of contemporary surveillance activities. :Grbcery-
_store scariiners, security cameras, and lie detector tests all measure and track human
;étivity But each of these surveillance systems has separate functions and different
aims. Each may be a ‘disciplinary’ technology, but they rely on quite dlstlngulshable
levels of consent and complicity. Individuals under surveillance may be vanously
ignorant, indifferept, cooperdtive or resistant. In their net effect and scope,
surveiltance systems may be pervasive, but this does not translate into a totalizing
system of centralized control. Surveillance technologies may be multiple in
number, but in actual operation they generally remain autonomous, decentralized
and discontinuous.

The information practices of marketing research and comﬁunications
~ provide a further example. Consumer surveillance operates through the data flows *
of supermarkets, magazine publishers, credit card companies, computer networks
and a vast array of data brokers. Each of these entities use consumer data for K
different reasons; they may process consumer data only in aggregate form or in the |
broadest categories. Their interest in and contact with individual consumers might
be highly indirect and irregular. Consumer data flows are generated under a |
complex mix of conditions: volunteered, mutually exchinged, automatic and
routine, surreptitiously, required by law, sold and rented through third parties,
traded away for material goods or far-off benefits or gifts. It is precisely those

differences that we must attend to. .

o

7 This is not to deny that we are now seeing new forms of workplace momitoring - e.g. keystroke counting,
video cameras or e-mail interception - that often take place without thg approval or knowledge of
workers or unions. See Zuboff (1987) and Regan (1996). /‘
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Moreover, the panoptic model tends to neglect the specific historical -
conditions and often benevolent motives that accompanied various surveillance
systems. V’State bureaucracies assist in the equal treatment of citizen’s rights, and the
fair apportioﬁing of benefits to those in need. Educational tests measure aptitudes
and ‘intelligence’ to determine the individual merit and. interests of students.
Security cameras can deter crime, and fingerprinting can helpvdetect it. Social -
science techniques - such as demographic§ and statistical surveys - help to pre;:lict
housing trends, population growth, migration patterr{s, literacy rates. Market

research fulfills the expectations of ever increasing abundance promised in a

. consumer culture.

These surveillance techniques may derive primaril‘y from a common ‘modern
heritage of ratfonal administration and scientific observation; yet each emerged
within unique ciccumstances and contingencies, shaped by particular historical
jurfctures and institutional regimes. Their mechanisms and modes of operation are
complex, ambiguous, and often paradoxical. The panoptic schema, then, remains a
compelling, but rather fixed and abstract notion. It does a disservice to Foucualt's
own original conezep(ion of how surveillance and power operates within modern
institutions. This deeper more sophisticated analysis rests on Foucault’s fluid and
nuanced theory of power and its subtle intersections with the pursuit of knowledge.
Power and knowledge P

Traditional theories of power focused on the macro-institutional level: i.e.,

that contained within and controlled by economic interests, state institutions or

‘monarchical personages.® Foucault took a quite different approach. For him, the

-

ceritral philosophical question to be asked about power is: How is power exercised?
As Barry Smart puts it: “analysis should concern itself with the exercise or practice of
power, its field of application and its effects, and not with questions of possession or
conscious intention” (1985, 78). Foucault kabeled this new Jevel of analysis the
“micro-physics of power.” This mode of inquiry required a‘scending steps of
analysis: how very specific techniques and precise tactics of power came to achieve

ever broader degrees of economic and political utility. Power was not directed from

b Z
\j -
8 Stephen Lukes (1974) provides an illuminating, critical account of_ these traditional views of power.
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é’centralizﬁed concentration of institutional forces, but was a diffuse feature of all

- social rel,ationsl;ips. I ' '

‘ It follows fr(')m this analysis that power is not strictly expressed in negative or
domineering ways. Rather, power is expressed through productive and positive
relationships; it does not repres§ or restrict individuals, but rather works to position~ :
and organize them within various fields of knowledge. “Power produces |
knowledgé” Foucault writes. “[They] difecﬂy imply one another; there is no power
relation without correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge
that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations” (1979, 27) ‘,

This is perhaps best illustrated by Eo/?ng at the emergence of the ‘objective’
natural and social sciences. The rise of the ‘scientific method,’ especially from the
seventeenth century onward, emphasized empirical experiments to measure and
- quantify the natural world, and a "positivist approach’ to organizing knowledge,
which aimed to reduce wholes to their constituent parts. For instance, the biological
sciences developed highly detailed taxonomies of animal and plant species. All
knowledge systems that aspired to the scientific method developed similar !
procedures of identification, classification, and assessment. As the social sciences
emerged in the eighteenth century, a series of highly specialized disciplines arose
which took human beings to be their object of study. Individual persons and
human pop'ulations became, in Foucault's words, ‘subjects of p(;wer and obiects of
knowledge.’ )

In studies such as Discipline and Punish, Foucault aimed to expose a detailed
‘political anatomy” of how ‘disciplinary practices” work at the ‘capillary level’ of
organizations and social networks. For Foucault, four of the ‘human sciences’ -
criminology, psychiatry, pedagogy, and medicine - were the exemplary institutional
sites of disciplina‘r}; practices. Hospitals, asylums, military schools and prisons all
engaged in various f0r£ns of ‘correct training’ ‘normalizing judgements’ and
‘corrective punishments.’ But it is the fourth characteristic of these ‘disciplines’ - the
examination , what Foucault calls a network of writing - that is of particular interest
here (1979, 184-194).

Each of these emerging modern institutions - hospitals, schools, prisons -

found it necessary to develop highly specialized forms of organized knowledge
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about their subjects. Collecting, cataloguing and administering records and filesv
became a centrally important function for these organizations. These institutional
operations of record-keeping proceeded via particular mechanisms<and exercises,
through:

the production of effective instruments for the formation and
accumulation of knowledge - methods of observation, techniques of
registration, procedures for investigation and research, apparatuses of
control (1980, 102)
In the examples presented by Foucault, the motivations behind ‘observing and
analysing the body’ are highly specific: to define the aptitudes of students, evaluate
diseases and quarantine the sick, to control enrollments and track deserters in the
army. For Foucault, however, first intentions were also the crudest; disciplinary
practices had much wider, subtler and more general effects: “...the correlation of
‘these elements, the accumulation of documents, their se(r'i(a:tion, the organization of
comparative fields [made] it possible to classify, to form categories, to determine
averages, to fix norms” (1979, 190).

Two key general consequences followed, in Foucault’s view, from the ‘vast

compilation of data, the proliferation of dossiers’:

firstly, the constitution of the individual as a describable, analyzable

object....in order to maintain him {sic] in his individual features, in his

particular evolution, in his aptitudes or abilities, under the gaze of a

permanent corpus of knowledge; and, secondly, the constitution of a

comparative system that made possible the measurement of overall

phenomena, the description of groups, the characterization of

collective facts, the calculation of the gaps between individuals, their

distribution in a given population (Foucault 1979, 190)

In short, Foucault argues, these “procedures of writing.....made it possible to
integrate individual data into cumulative systems” (1979, 187).

In these passages, Foucault’s analysis carries a remarkable resonance with the
information practices of modern-day marketing research. Using databases and
demographics, the marketing communications industry as devised a vast array of
technologies and procedures to ‘fix’ individuals into typologies, to position groups
into categories and to splinter the entire population into segmented consumer
castes.

27



But in subtle and complex ways, these consumer categories, from ‘baby
boomers’ to ‘early adopters,” help to form and produce inc}ividual identities and
social relationships within, and often beyond, the marketplace. Of course these
‘identities” are more fluid than fixed; they change over time and are subject to many
interpretations and interventions. But as the consumer rﬁarketplace is increasingly
mediated by information, we are at the same time losing control over how and
when that information is used. Our access to goods and services can be constrained,
limited - or enhanced - on the basis of inferences made about our personal data -
information that we may not have knowingly disclosed. In today’s marketplace,
power accrues to thode institutions that generate or have access to information
about consumers. This power is discreet and almost invisible; it arises in the wake
of everyday market transactions, directed by a vast number of companies and
individuals, each attempting to map out the méfketplace and identify their
potential customers. , |

Contemporary marketing research, then, is an prime example of the ‘micro-
préctices’ of ‘disciplinary power; it operates through the accumulation of knowledge
and techhiques of surveillance. But this power is neither omnipotent nor centrally
controlled; it merely attaches itself to the mundane, functional efficiencies and fiscal
imperatives of the marketplace.

/
Situating structures of surveillance

Of course, marketing research and communications is just one of the forms of
contemporary surveillance. Data collection and information control exists under
many guises. Individuals and groups are interviewed, canvassed, observed, tested,
research and observed under many routine and often legitimate conditions, usualiy
with the full cooperation of subjects. Research surveys and statistics contribute to
the formation of public policy and decision-making. Polls have become a mainstay
of media repbrtage and political activity; non-profit groups, charities, and political
parties have become highly dependent on surveys, mail-lists and ‘direct response’
campaigns and to maintain ‘issue management’ and public support. Aptitude
testing are standard procedures in the educational sectors, and attitudinal

questionnaires are routinely used for hiring decisions in the mijlitary, police and

»
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securii'y sectors.? Demographic techniql;es and focus groups are now 'being used in
American court rooms to help with jury selection and determine optimum legal =
strategies.!® Geodemographic analysis and computer mapping systems are now used
by police forces and private investigators (Bonhall 1995; Grescoe 1996; Smedman
1997). }

All of these activities utilize informational’techniques and administrative
mechanisms; they would be recognized by Weber as broad, and perhaps surprising,
extensions of bureaucratic methods. More receqtly, however, surveillance
technologies are being amplified and refined in more diverse contexts. Electronic
'toll-hig};ways track the movement of vehicles; security-cameras monitor many city
streets; computers and digital keys make office buildings ‘smart’. Biometric
technologies, such as DNA ‘fingerprinting’ and iris scanning, pose the threat of
intrusive and largely invisible, forms of intimate physical surveillance. On a much
wider scale, high-resolution satellites are now being launched into space by private
corporations, raising complicated questions about national security, privacy rights
and the ownership of geographic information (Graham, 1996).

The net effect and widening scope of these diverse surveillance systems
prompt renewed questions aboui:};\ﬁhe threats and power of modern technology.
Mixing in the more mundane p'ra}c'iices of social scientific research, demographic
analysis, and marketing research only heightens our concern about the extensive
scrutiny of surveillance technologies. For many observers, the sum total of these
multiple trends indicate the ‘rise of a surveillance society’ (Lyon 1994), or the
emergence of a ‘maximum security society’ (Marx 1988). Once aga.in,‘as with the |
- panopticon and Big Brother metaphc;rs,' such phrases-easily provoke gloomy images

of overwhelming and invincible power. As Allen Hanson (1995, 315) writes, the

? Nicholas Lemann, in two articles for The Atlantic Monthly, “The Structure of Success in America”
(Oct. 1995) and “The Great Sorting” (Sept. 1995) details the history of the US Educational Testing
Service, a Harvard-based organization that invented and administered the scholastic-aptitude tests.
The SAT eventually became a routine measure of intelligence and ability in schools world-wide, and
continue to be used widely for entry into the diplomatic service, graduate and business schools. In
Lemann’s view, such widespread testing helped to both produce and maintain a North American
meritocratic, professional elite.

10 In an article for American Demographics entitled “Marketing the Verdict,” Joe Schwartz (1993)
describes how jury consultants and researchers are helping to predict jury perceptions of evidence and
witnesses. He quotes Robert Landner, president of Behavioural Science Research: “I can track the

=
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modern individual is routinely measured, examined, observed and catalogued,
seemingly “suspended within a increasingly total network of surveillance and
control.” |

Modern surveillance systems - particularly the maﬁagemeht of personal and
public data - do répresent a constituent element of power in contemporary societies.
The control of information forms a-key juncture in the relationships between
modern 1nst1tuttons and individuals. Surveillance systems, thgn, shou]dr be
regarded as, to use Anthony Giddens’ phrése, one of the ‘consequences of
‘modernity.” In the late twentieth eentury, it seems, our liveg have indeed been cast
under the shadows of surveillance.

This does not mean, however, that our lives are darkened by a constant
looming gaze of technological structures of supervision and observation. We must
be wary of overstating the scope and power of surveillance. Surveillance is not an
~ independent force of power; it is neither perfect in its operations, nor inevitable in
its dominance. Many of the analytical images wielded by Weber, Beniger and
Foucault, such as ‘iron cage,” ‘control’ and ‘discipline,” &n be easily (mis)read as
determining, totalizing systems devoid of any human influence or action.

In the final two sections of this chapter, I want advance a number of
correctives to such views, with the aim of reevaluating the relative power of
surveillance practicés, and their relationship to social institutions in modern

societies.

Social systems, surveillance and trust

The sociologist Anthony Giddens is best known for his theory of
structuration, a complex attempt to reconceptualize the relationship between
individuals and society, or between humian action and social structure. This is, of
course, a perennial pbint of contention in philosophy and social theory; I cannot
begin to do it justice here. Giddens’ theoretical project, however, does provide some
fresh insights into the question of surveillance and its role in modern societies.

[n the first instance, Giddens’ notion of structurghon is presented as a critique

of the dominant twentieth-century forms of social analysns partlcularly that of

responses of those 30 [mock jurors] according to their age, income and psychographic profile. | can track
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functionalism, structuralism and interactionism. Typically, social theorists have
focused their attention on one of tv.vo‘poles of anaiysis: the structural cdhs‘traints and
systemic features of society, or the consciou® intentions and choices of free-thinking
human actors. These two poles are'seen to ‘b’e separate spheres of influence,
perpetually in conflict; analysts generally emphasize one over the other to explain
various social and historical phenoména. Giddens, however, argues for a duality of
structure, whereby all social structuttes require human agency, and all human action
involves social structure. As Richard Bernstein puts it: “[R]eflexive knowledgeable
human agents .... are always conditioned by and are constantly reproducing social
structures....Social structures {are] always both constraining and enabling” (Bernstein
1989, 24-25).

See‘g from this perspective, surveillance theory tends to emphasize the
‘structural’ elements of social analysis: surveillance is regarded as a system of
technological control imposed by impersonal organisations to maintain an orderly
functioning of trade, communication or personnel. This is somewhat of a g
caricature, of course, of the nuanced, sophisticated accounts of Weber, Beniger and
Foucault; but the emphasis on systemic contraints is present nonetheless. More
recent, popular accounts of surveillance (Gross 1980; Burnham 1980; Rothfeder 1992)
;are more guilty of this approach.

What Giddens accomplishes, by contrast, is a complex understanding of
reflexive human action enables and reproduces the legitimacy, continuity, and
power of social systems and institutions. “All human_interaction” he writes,
“involves the cdmmunication of meaning, the operation of power and modes of
normative sanctioning” (Giddens 1986, 46). Perhaps more importantly, Giddens
strives to reconnect the often separate disciplines of sociology an@'ﬁiétory by giving
the static, fixed categorieé of structural analysis a more fluid and éynamic'cha‘racter.
In particular, he is concerned with demonstrating how the perpetual lockstep of
human action and social structure ensures the éuccessive transformation of
institutions over time and across space. )

Despite his often difficult level of abstraction, Giddens further clarifies a,

number of problematic aspects surrounding surveillance theory. Two points

those responses, minute by minute, for everything that goes on in the mock trial.”
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provide especially useful insights. The first point cohéérns the integration of
systems via time-space relationships; the second is a discussion of how trust is
negotiated and managed amongst individuals, institutions and social systems. Both
points, as we shall se¢ below, show how surveillance has become a routinized and
integrated element’of everyday life. Surveillance has emerged as a dynamic

a sponse to the growth and complexity of modern institutions, interacting with.

- persons, organizations and information on many scales, and for multiple purposes.
Surveillance in neither static, imposed nor impersonal; it both transforms, and is
conditioned by, human invention, social strategies, and institutional structures.

In a number of his writings, Giddens positions surveillance as a central factor
in development of contemporary societies. He regards surveillance as one of the
four ‘institutional dimensions of modernity’ (Giddens 1985; 1990). (The others are
“identified as capitalism, industrialism and military power). Surveillance is defined
- as the “supervision of the activities of subject populations.” 'Giddens locates its
operations primarily in the political sphere, mainly via the control of information
(Giddens 1990, 58). As with Foucault and Beniger, this notion of ‘administrative
power is derived largely from Weber’s insights about rationalization and
bureaucracy. Giddens, howe&er, is especially concerned witﬁ how institutional
practices and structures, such as those of surveillance, are maintained and
legitimized over time. How, he asks, are surveillance practices reproduced?

For Giddens, “all s‘ocial systems are composed of patterns of relationships
between actors of collectivities reproduced across time and space;’ (1981,. 26). In
everyday life, relationships are established amongst individuals and institutions; we
speak, communicate and, interact on a face-to-face basis, co-present in time and
space. But today, as Giddens points out in The Consequences of Modernity (1990),
contemporary social life increasingly depends upon interactions with others who
are absent in space or time. Modernity is characterized, in large part, by the large
volume and widening scope of indirect and mediated interactions between
individuals and institutions. “The advent of modernity” Giddens writes,
“increasingly tears space away from place by fostering relations between ‘absent’
others, locationally distant from any gi;/en aspect of face-to-face interaction”

(Giddens 1990, 18).
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Giddens refers to this process as time-space distanciation and cites some key
instances of its historical emergence: standardized time; the railway tilﬁetable;' the
telegraph and telephone; transportation routes and trade linkages (Giddens 1990;
Calhoun-1992). These examples, of course, have been oft-noted by many historians.
But many writers, such as Beniger, tend to see them primarily as ’technological
* conduits of communication and economic progress, tightly.-bbund to the expanding
flow of information and commodities. This is, of course, very important. But for
Giddens, distanciation is a much more reflexive and integrative process. It also
encompasses the impressions and responses of local environments to external
forces and agents. All regions-and locales now feel the presence of far-distant places,

reflecting and absorbing those impressfons in very particular ways:
»

Even the smallest of neighbourhood stores, for example, probably
obtains its goods from all over the world. The local community is not
a saturated environment of familiar, taken-for-granted meanings, but
in some large part a locally-situated expression of distanciated relations
(Giddens 1990, 109).

In modern times, then, local existence is always marked by the .in;pressions of
distant processes and activities. Daily life is iqcreasingly became intertwined with
far-away agents and ofganizations; mail-order-yéirms, governments, credit agencies,
publishers, stock-brokers, farmers provide just a'few examples. For these
interactions and exchanges to take hold between mobile, diverse populations and
large-scale organizations, two key challenges had to be met. As we saw earlier,
institutions sought to gather information about clients and eustomers. More
broadly, they needed to measure and evaluate the composition of populations, as
well as the behaviour and tastes of groups and individuals. A;Beniger
demonstrated, new routes of ‘market feedback” were sought out, such as
demographics, market surveys and audience ratings; additional technical artifacts,
including credit cards and social insurance numbers, helped to augment these
informational systems. ‘

But a second challenge remained. People needed to accept, adapt and consent
to commercial and personal exchanges with far-off, impersonal organizations.

Traditionally, the conduct of civic and commercial business was intensely local and
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personal. How did people learn to rely on mediated interactions with distant. _
organizations? Or to put the question in a more current and relevant context: Why
do we disclose our private interests and personal informat_ion to the distant scruﬁgg
of strangers? The most common response-is that consumers obtain many benefits |
and conveniences from modern technologies. . These privileges allow us to
overcome any unease or ambivalence we have about the power or “control’ of
technologies. .

But Giddens insists that the acceptance of distant communications and
exchange required more than mere technological invention or convenience.
Giddens notes that “the nature of modern institutions is deeply bound up with the
mechanisms of trust in abstract systems (Giddens 1990, 83). Today, for example,
even the simplest of trahsactions might require a considerable level of trust in the
security of the phone system, the integrity of the order-taker, the reliability of the
computer systems connecting, say, the credit card company and retailer, as well as )
the efficiencies of prompt delivery. But we rarely give such concerns a second
thought. The lay person has learned to trust the intricate compléxities of abstract
systems in eyeryday life and activities. For Giddens, abstract systems consist of
‘symbolic tokens’ and/ or ‘expert systems’. These‘ may include media of exchange
and communication (money/ credit/shipping) technical systems (transportation,
electricity and sewage infrastructures) and professional forms of knowledge
(medical, engineering, scientists) (Giddens 79-88). | .

Trust in abstract systems or expertise does not come easily or automatically. -
Nonetheless, we come to accept that the perceived benefits outweigh the risks. Over
time, our relationships with distant companies or government documents are
“usually routinely incorporated in the continuity of day-to-day life and are to a large
extent enforced by the intrinsic circumstances of daily life” (Giddens, 90). Nor is our
trust ever complete or constant. It must be communicated or reasserted at
organizational access points, as in a phone conversation with company
representatives, or the issuance of monthly bank or credit statements. Trust can also
be assured via the ‘knowledge claims’ of technical experts. Few of us, for instance,
would challenge the internal integrity of a phone network or insurance company.

Moreover, people come to expect reliability in their relationships with far-away
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strangers and institutions. Without‘tw’hese distant connections, we would, ironically,
feel ‘out of place.” As Giddens puts it: “Whatever security individuals experience as
a result of the f:amilarity'-of place rests as much upon stable forms of disembedded
relations as upon the particularities of place” (Giddens, 109).1!

Trust in modern institutions, however, remains highly ambivalent. Our
skepticism about mediated relationships needs to be continually reassured. We may
recognize the efficiencies and benefits of computer systems or large, powerful banks,
but we still regard high them with suspicion or uncertainty. Giddens refers to this
as the ‘bargain with modernity” - a bargain governed by “admixtures of deference
and skeptmsm comfort and fear” (1989, 90).

A recent example can be seen in current discussions over lnternet security
and the future of electronic commerce. Can on-line surfers purchase goods securely
on the Web? When, and to whom, cag th’ey safely pass on their credit card
numbers? How can the reputation of virtual companles be assured? A number of
technologlcal solutions have been advanced, from encryption to dlgkfal firewalls.’
fh measures are meant to assure on-line shoppers and Internet surfers of security
and.anonymity. But no matter how technically proficient, these ‘abstract systems’
will only succeed if and when they gain the trust of computer users.

As I shall discuss f:u'ther in Chapter Fiyve, similar debates and reactions are
evident in the discussions over privacy and ‘dataveillance.” There is significant
public mistrust and uncertainty about privacy in relation to the trade and flow of-
personal information, both on the Internet and off. In response, many institutions
are scrambling to assure their customers and c.lients that privacy codes are in place,
or that technical systems are secure. The public’s trust must be earned and
communicated. All social systems - from electronic commerce to marketing
research - require ongoing negotiations and interactions with reflexive human
. agents.

Gidden’s theoretical project, then, gives us several fresh insights' into

b - . - -
contemporary consumer surveillance practices. First of all, marketing research can

%

t It 1s precisely this sense of in/security that firms such as American Express play on in their
promotional campaigns (“Can’t leave home without it”). Airline reservations, courier delivery, long-
distance phone calls, to name just a few, all rely on this dual sense of abstracted trust and security
expectations.
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be regarded as a ‘disembedded institution,” one which links “local practices with
globalised social relations, [and thus] organise[s] major aspects of day-to-day life”
(Giddens, 79). Marketing research is a quintessential modern institution, mediating

local interactions with distant organisations and agencies via the instruments of

communication and information. L

Over time, market researchers have gained a prominent pos;'ifion at the nexus
of consumer capitalism, able to present themselves as the holders of specialized
knowledges about the marketplace. But this powerful position is never monolithic
nor dominant. [t must be continually’éarhed, demonstrated and renegotiated, on ;1
number of fronts. Their specialized knowledge about consumers is one that is both
shared and disputed over. Thus, as we sha]l see in the following chapters,
marketing researchers depends upon a series of uneasy alliances with other agents
in the consumer economy. This is especially true with the advertising agencies,
who also laif‘claim‘to insights - albeit more intuitive and creative ones - about
consumers. The knowledge produced by market researchers also had to be accepted
by r;"lanufacturers: media companies, retailers. As producers and distributors of
goods, services and entertainments, such businesses were perpetually anxious about
consumer’s needs and desires, about prédjctions 9f demand, and about how
products might best be presented and packaged (Beniger 1986; Marchand 1989).
Marketing research served to ease those anxieties, assuring its clients that consumer
behaviour could be predicted, guided, stimulated and controlled.

As we shall see, market researchers achieved these goals through a string of
related and successive strategies. First of all, marketing research findings were
generally couched in highly scientistic modes of presentation. Through statistical
modeling, random sampling and other mathematical techniques, researchers
strived for the objective standards of modern science. Periodic borrowings from
various schools of sociology and psychology also provided an academic sheen for
their work. In time, marketing research would achieve professional status and itself
became an accepted academic discipline.

In other words, marketing research and communications slowly emerged as a

trusted knowledge system. Its smooth and efficient operations relied on.sound

judgement, technical expertise and symbolic communication. Established methods

*
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emerged to discover and describe consumer habits and trends. This involved both
instruments of measurernent - such as ratings systems,TV diaries and consumer
panels - as well as the codes and conventions of Ianguage descriptive typologies of
consumer values and lifestyles. Mutual and w1despread agreement on these
techniques ensured a relatively stable set of trusted relationships and economic
~interactions between mxket researchers and their clients. Moreover, these
exchanges of mutual trust needed to be further extended to consumers themselves:
surveys are routlnely prefaced with assurances of confidentiality, utlllty or reward
data collection (via credit cards er mailing lists, for instance) rely on complex but
roﬁinized interactions ‘between individual consumers, service workers, and |
technical infrastructures. As a knowledge system founded on technical expertise
and ‘symbolic tokens,’ rrlarketing research requires constant negotiation and
communication with its clients and subjects. By building up trust, marketing

research both extends its power and influence and ensures our consent.

- Mapping the boundaries of measurement |
Of course, this dynamic of trust and consent is ongoing and never complete.

Most immediately, the methods and strategies of marketing research and
communication are subject to considerable competition within the industry itself.
Competing firms offer varying claims to knowledge about consumers. As Celia
Lury and Alan Warde put it: “the different forms of information collection and
processing become themselves items at the centre of commercial competition |....]
Actors in the marketplace trade in informational tec.hniques, and their own success
and their legitimacy become bound up’in the special knowledges at their disposal”
*(Lury and Warde 1997, 96). In order to keep pace with economic and social change,
and maintain an edge over competitors, market researchers strive for constant
innovation in tracking consumer behaviour. Qualitative methods are added to
quantitative measures, more varied sources of data are sought out, new interpretive
categories are invented. More direct means of ‘’knowing your customers’ are also

introduced, especiaily via electronic vehicles of interaction and information:
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television diaries give way to people meters; 1-800 numbers are tagged onto
commercials; credit, debit and ‘smart’ cards begin to displace cash.

Marketing research and communications now consists of many specialized
activities dispersed across the consumer terrain, each offering a customized .set of
directions and signpostis for their clients. These ‘maps’ of the marketplgce are
produced via an established.range of “calculable and replicable’ operations and
strategies, conducted with scientific pretfnsion and precision.” This dispersal of
surveillance téchniques has deepened institutional knowledge about consumers,
and thus extended their power within the marketplace. But agaln it is necessary to
acknowledge the limits and boundaries of that power. '

Despite its attention to detail and technique, marketing researchers can never
be.unifbrmly perfect diviners of social reality. TKe strategies of mark-et.ing research
are always bound by a w/;[ciirange of subjective inferences and interpretations. Nor.
can they transparently reflect our intimate habits and personal values. The-power of
‘marketing research does not derive from some ominous and intricate integration of
perfect information. |

Rather, marketing research has created a persuasive and convincing method
for representing and reconstructing social life within the marketplace. The very
terms ‘market’, ‘consumption’ and ‘consumer’ are-fundamentalI;ﬁindeterminate,
each made up from indefinite boundaries, multiple activities, and fluid identities.
Yet marketing research rests on the premise that each of these subjects of research
can be fixed, measured and catalogued via empirical method or interpretive
technique. This utilitarian approach to knowledge perfectly suits the instrumental
needs of commercial institutions: retailers, advertising agenaes media outlets.
They want their data served up in bite-size chunks, plthy enough for their charts
and tables.

In a number of recent books and articles, communications scholar len Ang -
has taken up these issues. In Desperately Seeking the Audience (1991), she critically
interrogates audience research methods and strategies, highlighting its internal
tensions and contradictions. Her central claim is that media audiences cannot be
fully understood until we unpack the category of ‘audience’ itself as both an

institutional and discursive construct. Ang radically questions the nature of media
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audiences and the defining of their activities. J'.}(hile her arguments are geared
specifically to television audience research, I wéuld suggest that the same claims can
be made about marketihg research and the ca“tegories of consumers, consumption
and the marketplace.

In Ang’s view, all assessments of audiences or consumers are nécessarily
quantit'ativé - reduced to numbers and columns largely organized around volume
and attributes. Even the more qualitative methods are highly reductive, rendered
in imperfect generalities and broad characterizations. Viewers of a television .
program, for instance, are calculated as units of roughly equal value; detailing their
singular and subjective experiences and locations would make the ratings system
impossibly complex and unworkable. Instead, ratings and surveys inevitably
calculate and categorize the objects of research into simplified patterns and averages.
Ang further describes in detail how ’audirence measurement’ and ratings became the
economic and institutional foundation of commercial television. The progressive
sophistication of measurement methods and technologies - from diaries to people
meters - used by the industry is based, Ang argues, upon an assumption that the
‘audience’ is a “finite-totality, made up of subdivisions or segments whose identities
can be synchronically and diachronically fixed” (Ang 1996, 173).

Ang calls this a “necessary, empowering fiction....propelled by a desire to
produce a fully precise representation, a completely accurate map of the social world
of actual audience practices” (1996, 173). These desperate strategies, Ang claims, will
ultimately “reveal chaos rather than order....because the infinite, contradictory,
dispersed and dynamic everyday practices” of television viewing will always exceed
and spill over the bounded closure that ratings and measurements seek to impose
on it. Where it searches for certainty, it is bound to find contingency. And as Ang
acknowledges, this will “probably only r¥sult in further, more insistent agd more
desperate attempts to map it” (1996, 173-74). This mapping of audience practices and
attributes is dynamic, continual and increasingly instant; but no matter how |
accurate the statistical measures become, they will always be incomplete and partial.

This persistent but always contingent research program, 1 would suggest, has
now been extended to the marketplace as a wholé, and to consumers in particular.

The key institutions and agents in contemporary consumer economies require that
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the dynamic diverse and pluralistic ‘post-modern may}}tm’ of consumerv practices
and activities be tamed and bound. Armed with their statistical averages and
interpretive categories, marketmg researchers promise to do just that. But the forces
‘of consumer capitalism today also produce precisely those conditions of chaos, a
constant “uncontrollable plav; of social dlfferences of endless and indeterminate
consumer behaviour (Ang, 174). Already wndely differentiated by social and ,.
econontic upheaval, today’s ‘unruly’ consumer practices are further stimulated by
the multitude of options and choices made available to them: satellite TV, theme-
}‘)arks and shopping malls, new forms of electronic commerce and ‘entertainment,
“vast and minute dlfferentlatlon of products the mass merchandising of celebrity
and image, the mstant aesthetics of advertising, Just to name a few.

The marketing industry, then, is partly responsible for, and confounded by,
the dynamics of change and diversity in a media-driven and information-saturated
global economy. Marketing researchers have responded in a perfectly reasonable
manner. They have sought to contain and simplify - to make sense of - the
complexities of consumer markets. And as we shall see in the following chapters,
their efforts have been extraordinarily successful. For all its inherent limits,
marketing research has emerged as a formidable and powerful industry, one of
immense pragmatic purpose and strategic value. It has devised multiple tools to
survey and describe the contemporary terrain of modern commerce, pinpointing
the skittish mobilities and signposts of consumer experience and opinion.

The utilitarian operations of marketmg @arch serve as a kind of
‘organizational intelligence’” enabling corporate executlves and managers to ‘picture’
their markets.- their customers - in an empirical and systematic fashion. But as a
productive instrument of power/knowledge, the hold that marketing research has
over its subject is still precarious. As Ang puts it, “audience measurement is an
incomplete panoptic arrangement.” "Any form of marketing or audience research
can only be an indirect means of discipline and control. The objectification and .
subjection of the audience or market is always symbolic; it does not, Ang writes,
“effect the actual discipline of television viewers [or consumers], it only conjures it
up in its imagination” (Ang 1991, 87). In other words, the 'panoptic effects of

marketing research are inscribed not by the total behavioural control over
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consumers, but by the pursuit of an ideal form of control - “the constant theoretical
and practical searrch for the best mechanisms to do so” (Ang 1991, 87).

This dynamic interplay between instrumental utility and symbolic power of
marketing research is best expressed, I would suggest, by the metaphors of mapping.
Ang makes constant reference to the ‘streamhned map’ of television audiences.
Similarly, Daniel Czitrom calls the science of demographics a produqer of ‘crucial
cultural maps.’ ‘

The contemporary marketplace is a vast confusing terrain of diffuse
consumer activities, identities and experiences. By drafting multi-layered atlases of
these ever-changing markets, graphing the lineaments and boundaries of consumer
behaviour, marketing researchers have created a set of topographical guides and
symbolic legends to their clients and customers. These road-maps have multiple
uses. Corporations buy them to plan their stfategic itineraries, to determine the
optimum directions for their commercial vehicles. Marketers and ad\;ertising
agents can locate the most populous'and prosperous regions, and mark those paths
with appropriate promotional messages. And consumers Xhemselves can consult
these maps, orienting their positions within the statistical and symbolic grids of the
diverse social and economic landscape.

In many instances, these maps of commerce and consumption are more than
just metaphors. They have become literal and material artifacts. Researchers use
tools of software and information to create maps of the marketplace on computer
screens. The visual representation of numerical data - as with geo-demographics
and mapping software programs - are in themselves a lucrative sub-sector of the
industry. Personal information now flows from the bar code to the database to a
colourful digital map on CD-ROM. The aggregate sales potential of any and every
North American neighbourhood are now routinely projected on 3D color displays
on personal computers.

A But we should not regard this mapping of the marketplace as a mere technical
innovation. Cartographers, after all, have always‘ been the leading guides to the -
.exploration of new frontiers. Their maps have a long history as a technology in the

service of power. In his book, Mapping the Next Millennium (1992), Stephen Hall

describes how the “information encoded in maps, which we may call ‘map
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knowledge’ has historically become a form of power and a tool for the expression of

political and economic ideologies.”

Every map presages some form of exploitat{on Maps invite action..
Exploration, conquest, occupation, exploitation, administration and
organization - action seems always inflicted upon the bare outline of a .

map, and the action can take many forms. [....] The domains that

explorers chart, and the maps they produce, open up territories to

interests that view them differently, interests that inevitably consume,

exhaust and extinguish the resources that are discovered, be they gold

deposits or stands of timber or dispensable human cultures. The maps

serve as the ground plan, the blueprint, the graphic agenda for

subsequent exploitation (1992, 383, 386).12
Of course, as the philosopher and anthropologist Gregory Bateson wrote: ‘the map is.
not the territory.” Or in British writer J.G. Ballard’s more specific and apt phrase:
“The media landscape of the present day is a map in search of a terrifory.” [n other
words, the imperfect projections and imposed boundaries of a map can never
accurately reflect the actual realities of the terrain. Yet the very incompleteness of
any mapping project sustains the continual search for better maps and improved -~
cartographies. Despite these drawbacks, maps are still highly useful artifacts. We all
use maps to determine our location and look for directions. They help us plan our
travels, and avoid the risks of traversing new ferritory. So it is with the
cartographies of consumption drawn up in the name of the marketing research
professions.

The contemporary marketplace is a landscape crossed with informational
latitudes and economic meridians. Marketing research today has created a vast grid
of data trails and digital personas, laid out within a unfolding frontier of difference
and detail. These exploratory charts are commissioned and drafted by the most

prominent merchants of our day, each of them intent on extending and deepening

the reach of their market share. While these cartographies of consumption will

12 Hall’s book is primarily focused on computer-driven innovations in cartography for planetary,
astronomical, mathematical and animate ‘landscapes.” His final chapter - “The map as fallible
object” - however, is an excellent summary of the imperatives and consequences of maps for economic and
social power. The issue of ‘maps and power’ has also been the subject of much debate in the critical and
historical literature of geography. See especially Mark Monmonier, How to Lie With Maps (1991),
and J.B. Harley, “Maps, Knowledge and Power” (1988).

42 '



’
always remain imperfect éymbolic representations of material reality, they still serve

as useful instruments for pursuing power and profit.

L

43



. - CHAPTER TWO

THE POLITICAL AND CONSUMER ECONOMIES OF MARKETING RESEARCH

Theories of surveillance, power and ‘information control’ provide useful
insights irito how data flows help to managé relatidnships between:-large, dispersed
' c')r.ganization.srand diverse, mobile individuals in modern societies. Information
collectien has perinitted a rational and routinized means for administering complex
activities over time and across space. These information;l practices~ provide many
benefits in modern societies. Most people have come to rely on, and trust in, these
networks of information, and the institutions that manage' them; on the other

hand, there is also a widespread anxiety about the power that ‘information control’

gives to government bureaucracies and other institutions. Record-keeping practices,

social science research, political polling and demographic techniques each endow
vast cumulative power through the collection and organization of information.

In my view, marketing research;and communications must also be seen in
the context of these powerful but often mundane administrative efficiencies and
imperatives. This theoretical canvas of ‘power and knowledge allows us to see
marketing research and comsmarfications as part of a wider historical development,
an informational activity in broad alignment with ‘the consequences of modernity.’

| But this theoretical grounding i$ not in itself sufficient. It is equally necessary
to consider the unique characteristics and specific conditions of marketing research '
and communications. Most importantly, an ‘account must be given of the particular
~parameters within which the industry arose, what functions it fulfilled and how it

forged relationships with other organizational developments within modern

I3

society.

The chapter outlines these foundational operating conditions of marketing
research and communications, as they have developed‘through the century. Two
key inter-related processes are at work here; [ shall discuss them in turn. F{rst, |
outline the two distinctive periods in twentieth-century economic development;
second, | describe the contours of consumer society and its institutions. In my view,
this cultural economy of consumption forms the base structure upon which

marketing research first emerged, and then flourished.
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In discussing the param’feteré_ of macro-economic development in this chapter,
~ I draw on both liberal economic hjstorians and ne&M’arxist theory. Following the
work of David Harvey (1989), I use the terms ‘Fordism’ and ‘post- Fordlsm to
distinguish two distinct ‘regimes’ of twentieth-century capitalist development each
configured around a coherent set of institutions, processes and social formations.
Thesezperibdic regimes are marked by a relatively stable correspondence between the
processes of pfoduction and the conditions of consumption. This semblance of
order and sfability is achieved via a loose but coherent body of social rules, norms
_and institutional processes that help to balance and regulate a highly dynamic, and
Nen unstable, economic system.

In my view, marketing research has emerged as a key element in this ‘mode
of regulation’ - an industry that functions to monitor and coordinate the flow of
goods, services and information within the marketplace.l® In particular, marketing

. research has played a central role in ide;ltifying the shape and scope of modern
consumer cultures, archiving and cafalbguing the diverse habits and attributes of
the consuming population. In the Fordist period (roughly 1900-1970), these
activities were not as prominent as other ‘modes of regulation” - such as retailing,
advertising aﬁd other ‘consumerist’ infrastructures, (i.e. housing and roads).
Nonetﬁeless, the key institutional innovations of consumer and market research (a;
it 'was then known) all emerged in this period, and helped to define mass-market
economies.

Stretching from the early 70’s to present day, Post-Fordism has, on the other
hand, been a period of provenance and prosperity for the marketing résearch
industry. The almost instantaneous tracking of commercial trends and consumer

habits has proved highly suitable to the ‘just-in-time’ and information-driven

I3 At first glance, the ‘mode of regulation’ seems to broadly conform with Beniger’s notion of
‘information control.” But there are important differences. Beniger emphasizes the numerical measures
of ‘market feedback’ in sales and trade figures, and how such informatipn promoted technological
Annovation in production and distribution processes. In its earliest incarnations (as we shall see) market
research was indeed focused on such broad signals of marketplace activity. But as the industry
matured, the attention of researchers focused more on a wider range of consumption activities,
especially the attributes and behaviours of consumers. Marketing research sought to identify and label
the cultural and social formations that formed around the consumption éf goods, services and
entertainment. In other words, marketing research plays both a strategic apd interpretive function in
the cultural economy of consumption - a template for a whole range of consumer institutions such-as
marketing, advertising and communications firms.
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structure of today’s ‘flexible’ economies. It has served to spur innovation, and
anticipate.wider economic trends towards diversity and differentiation. Marketing
research, then, has come to prominence as economic processes have groWn ever
more intricate and complex. The industry has adapted to and integrated the diverse
sources of consumer demand with the dispersed nodes of production and
distribution in a globalizing econo;ny. Marketing researchers are constantly
mapping out latitudes and, meridians in the shifting winds and stormy currents of a
highly dynamic marketpléce. They provide a reassuring set of compass points, .
signals and directioné, not only for individual companies and entrepreneurs, but for
the economyv as a whole. ’

Of course, market researchers do not sketch out these ‘cartographies of
consumption’ from a blank slate; rather they have learned to read and interpret the
undulating contours of ‘consurher culture’ in all its socio-economic dimensions.
This “culture of consumption’ has been primarily sustained by the long-term growth
of ‘middle-class’ prosperity, mobility and independence in North America; by the
deepening impact of mass media, advertising and popular culture on d.ailyMe; and
by the increasing expression of individual and group identities through consumer
goods. It is these broad set of social identities, symlolic communications and
material lifestyles that marketing researchers have aimed to interpret and catalogue.

By positioning itself as experts on contemporary consumer cultures, the
: mavrketing research industry has gained a lucrative and essential foothold in the
vast universe of commercial enterprise. Strategically poised to provide advice about
market trends, consumer habité, and long-range business planning, marketing
research provides A'bellwether of reassurance in an_economic environment beset by
the risks and uncertainties of accelerating change, constant technological -

innovation, and increasing global competition.

Dynamics and development in capitalism
In The Condition of Postmodernity (1989), David Harvey sketches a powerful
reformulation of Joseph Schumpeter's na#on of ‘creative destruction.” Schumpeter

used the term to highlight the role of technological innovation in the gyrating
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growth of capitalism; Harvey extends the argument, positioning this unwieldy
vortex of dynamism as the central operating principle of capitalist dZvelopn;ent.

o i

Creative destruction is bmbedded within the circulation of capital itself.
Innovation exacerbates instability, insecurity and in the end, becomes
the prime force pushing capitalism into periodic paroxysms of crisis..

the life of modern industry becomes a series of periods of moderate
activity, prosperity, over-production, crisis and stagnation....

Capitalism in short, is a social system internalizing rules that ensure it
will remain a permanent revolutionary and disruptive force in its own
world history (Harvey, 1989, 106).

In many respects, this basic notion of constant dynamism and contradiction has
been accepted across the ideological spectrum. The radical post-modern kFrench.
theorists Deleuze and Guattari sum up the view in a (unusually) succinct phrase:
“capitalism is always neo-capitalism” (qpoted in Crary, 1984, 286). Writing of the
”triumph‘of capitalism” in The New Yorker, liberal economist Robert Heilbroner
nonetheless warned: “The economic enemy of capitalism has always been its owﬁf
self-generated dynamics, not the presence of an alternative economic system” (1939,
98). Heilbroner quickly summarizes these internal contradictions and discords:

LA 7 34

capitalism’s “propensity to generate both inflation and recession” “its intermittent

[ {4

speculative fevers” “threatening international economic imbalances” and
“intolerable levels of unemployment.” As Heilbroner reminds us, these cyclical
crises derive from several recurring and related problems: market saturation,
declining purchasing power and falling rates of profit - all “inherent conflicts [and|
contradictions between the needs of individual enterprises and the working
requirements of the vyhole" (99-100). This dilemma has long been a central concern
. of the great classical economists - Smith, Mill, Keynes, Schumpeter - and its many
critics - most famously Marx and his many adherents.

However, many of these early thinkers over-estimated the threats of market
saturation, gluts and over-capacities, failing to_see that the shocks of inflation and
waves of recession were recurrent rather than bérmanent conditions .of capitalism.
Even the more persistent difficulties, such as unemployment, rarely pose an

immediate threat to the economy as a whole. Capitalism, then, has proved to be a’

much more resilient and resourceful system than even its most prominent
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" defenders expected What are the prlmary reasons for capltallsm s continued
success" How does it manage to bypass the problems of saturation and other threats

to growth’ In Heilbroner's words: *

=

¢

...its driving impulse has continually extended the technological
frontiers of the economy and...the special province of capitalism has
always been finding ways of expanding its commodity frontiers by
moving activities from the sphere of personal life into that of
profitable business (Heilbroner-1989, 99)14

a

Of course, these expansions of enterprise and innovation often just perpetuate the
contradictions; for example, labour-saving machinery - from the loom to the
computer - tend to undercut the buying power of workers and consumers. Every
new advances is met by new upheavals, which are balanced off by a whirl of
resurgent opportunities, which again encounter a new succession of interruptions
and difficulties. Crisis, re-ex'aluation;and innovation are intrinsic to the very
development of capitalism, and they unfold on a multi-leveled scale - across
different sectors, in different countries, at varied times and increments.

For Harvey, the central engine in all this dislocation and reorganization is
what Marx called ‘value in motion,’ - “the circalation of capital restlessly and
perpetually seeking new ways to garner profits” (Harvey 1989, 107). The spheres of
capitalist production, distribution and consumption are constantly being |
reconfigured sc; as to stay one step ahead of its recurring conflicts, and thus ensure
growth and profitability. This persistent dynamic prociiuces‘a wide range of effects
and consequences, altering human habits and habitats, experiences and
environments; by exploring and inventing new spheres of commercial activity,
discovering and creating new commodities, and expanding the boundaries of
technological innovation, capitalism continually renews and reinvehts itself. As

Harvey put it in an earlier work:

Capitalism perpetually strives .... to create a social and physical
landscape in its own image and requisite t? its own needs at a

4 As examples, Heilbroner cites how the “once wholly non-economic pursuits [of] family entertainment,
meal preparation, housework and exercise have been ‘commodified’ by TV, precooked foods and running
shoes.” After noting how Sony Walkmans have shown how even “strolling along can be put to
profitable use” Heilbroner rhetorically raises an additional, if somewhat simplistic, question: “Who
knows what profitable invasions of our remaining privacy await us?” (Heilbroner 1989, 99).
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particular point in time, only just as certainly to undermine, disrupt
and even destrdy that landscape at a later point in time. The inner
contradictions of capitalism are expressed through the restless
formation and re-formatiog of geographical landscapes. This is the
tune to which the historical geography of capitalism must dance
without cease (Harvey, 1985:150).

Stages in capitalist development

For all this dynamism and upheaval, the historical character of modern-day
capitalism cannot be simply reduced to one of continual flux and amorphous
change. Crisis and innovation eventually settle down into relatively ordered
periods of growth and stability. Harvey outlines two main periods in 20th century-
capitalism: Fordism, originating in early in the century, and fully established by the
_post-WW II period; and Post-Fordism, which emerged early in the 1970’s, and
continues today. While there is much lively debate about the nomination of terms
and dates, the ‘Fordist’ conception provides a useful - and widely adopted -
schematic grid to map out the main economic transformations of modern industrial
economies!? |

A central claim of Post-Fordist theorists is that state policy, economic
management and productive labour relations-are not in themselves sufficient to
" ensure the smooth, long-term economic growth and continued profits. Capitalism
is always accompanied by, and to a large degree, dependent upon specific social,
cultural and political formations. Harvey’s work draws heavily on the French
’Reghlation School,” who sought to articulate the relationship between capitalism
and the conditions in which it thrives.!® What, they asked, are connections between
the eséential components of capital accumulation (as outlined by Marx), and the
historical forms and relations that these principles assume during a given social
period and place? What social structures, cultural formations, and ideological
systems develop so as to allow and encourage the continued evolution and viability

of capitalism? How do these structures and formations evolve over time and place,

15 [ do not have the space here to discuss the periodisation debates. Suffice it to say that the Fordist-
Post-Fordist shift in the early 1970’s shares most of the character of most other historical schemas of
social-economic transformation. These include the basic theoretical timelines of post-industrialism
and post-modernism. Barry Smart (1992) provides a clear, wide-ranging discussion of the connections
between these various schematic outlines.
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and how do they engage the cooperation and consent of human agents? Answering
M these questions permits us to see the complex social and structural web of relations:

in a capitalist society. As Martyr{ Lee writes:

The agencies of capital are ... compelled to turn their attention towards
the prevailing familial, kinship, gender and ethnic relations, the built
environment, mass-mediated systems of communication, and the

" complex weave of everyday cultural norms if they are to ensure that
both workers and consumers think and behave in a manner which is
at best supportive and at worst not antagonistic to the long term
reproduction of the accumulation process (Lee 1992, 68-69).

L]
Such an analysis aims to refine and avoid the-Marxist bugbear of economic

determination. Social and political conditions, in this view, are neither static orvtied'
exclusively to some economic foundation, nor do they follow some pre-determined,
fixed trajectory of historical laws. Economic processes do not determine social and
cultural norms, but rely on and work within those formations ’ nsure its
continued growth and viability. Moreover, this dynamic of m% reinfofcement
dbes, over time, take on a particular character and identifiable shape. Capitalist
development moves through various, slowly evolving periods of historical change
and social contingency, each phase effectively representing a “workable response tp
the material conditions within which it is situated” (Lee,_68).
To follow this view further, two terms are centrally important: regime of

accumulation and mode of regulation. The regime of accumulation describes the

- manner in which the mode of capitalist production “assumes, during a certain -
historical period, a particular industrial character adapting a distinctive productive
process and unique organizational features” (Lee, 120). These,productive features ~
can include the forms and status of technologies, particuiar deployments of labour,
hierarchies of administration, the composition of educational and training systems.
These collective processes prove to be “expedient for an-efficient and reprbducible
schema of accumulation and growth throughout the period in question” (Lee, 120).
Whenever certain geographical or political regions develop a unique composition

and organization of productive forces within a given historical period, particular

16 The core texts of the regulation school are Aglietta (1979) and Lipietz (1987). See Piore and Sabel
(1988)for a more optimistic discussion of Fordism and Post-Fordism in a North American context.
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social formations necessarily accompany and reinforce thosé*institutions in a
relatively stable and long-term fashion. | _

These social formations, it must be stressed, are not those strictly confined
within the sphere of produc;ior], but include both the material and non-material
dimensions of labour, community and culture, “so as to ensure a certain adequation
between transformation of conditions of production and transformations of
conditions of consumption” (Lipietz 1987, 32). A recognizable regime of
accumulation is established, in this view, when “there is a stable articulation
between the process of production and the mode of consufnption” (Aglietta 1987,
112).

-This long-term stability between production and consumption can only be
acheived via a substantive degree of social, political and cultural consensus, the
building of an elaborate social infrastructure to accommodate the active and smooth
reproduction of a particular regime of accumulation. This social infrastructure is
known as a mode of regulation. Lipietz defines the term as the “regime of
accumulation materialised in the shape of norms, habits, laws, and regulatory
networks which ensure the unity of the process and which guarantee that its agents -
conform more or less to the schema of reproduction in their day-to-day behaviour
and struggles” (Lipietz 1987, 14). The mode of regulation incorporates the economic
spheres of production, distribution, consumption, state intervention and policy, but
also various 'non-direct economic’ aspects of social life, such as political attitudes
and ideologies, cultural trends and social planning (i.e. welfare and education
systems). In short, writes Martyn Lee, “the mode of regulation finds its function in
the management and mobilisation of a number of institutionalized ideas, values
and beliefs which are shaped into distinctive cultural practices” all of which form an
“architecture of socialisation” (Lee 1993, 70).17

Heilbroner’s words are perhaps clearer, if more prosaic: “Capitalism is a social
order built upon a deeply embedded and widely believed principle expressed in the
actions and beliefs of its most important representatives.” Writing for a general,

‘non-academic audience, and using the term ‘regime’ more broadly, Heilbroner

7" Some members of the “Regulation School” such as Alain Lipietz, duly acknowledge how Gramsci's
notion of “hegemony’ complemer‘\}s many aspects of the “mode of regulation.” See also Martyn Lee
(1992).

-
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cautiously suggests that capitalism is best compared to “imperial or aristocratic or
Communist regimes” whereby the “largely uncritical worship of the idea of

economic growth” are similar to the “doctrinal orthodox1es Lf those earlier

T e

empires of faith and power, He continues:

Suggesting that capitalism can be likened to a ‘regime’ rubs our -
sensibilities the wrong way, but the word is useful in forcing us to

us |
consider capitalism as an order of social life, with distinctive
hierarchies, imperatives, loyalties and beliefs. This regimelike aspect of
capitalism turns....rational skepticism of its privileges into a
rationalisation of its rights and makes the working class....[its] stalwart
supporters (Heilbroner 1989, 102).

Harvey and others of the ‘Regulation’school’ argue that the relationship
between specific regimes of accumulation:aitd their modes-of regulafian ought to
allow us to identify “many of the major social transformations within the capital-
consumption-culture nexus during the twentieth century” (Lee 70). As Harvey
himself puts it, such a view i‘focu,sessour attention upon the complex ir{terrelations,
habits, political practices, and cultural forms that allow a highly dynamic, and
'C(;nsequently unstable, capitalist system to acquire suffident semblance of order to
function coherently at least for a certain period of time” (Harvey 1989, 122).

In other words, a proper balance between a regime of accigmulatrion and a
mode of regulation results in relatively stable and efficient phase of capitalist
dévelopment. Most observers place the ‘golden age’ of Fordism in the boom years
from the late 1930’s to early 1970’s, a sustained period of growth and general
prosperity. Harvey rightly argues that the crucial foundations of Fordism were laid
much earlier, with some nascent elements going back asv far as the 1890’s (Harvey,
125-127). By the mid-sixties, however, the first signs of instability and uncertainty
became evident, and in 1973, and oil crisis, ‘stagflation” and the recession signaled
the end of the ‘Fordist compromise.” In Harvey’s view, the breakup of Fordism |
“since 1973 has inaugurated a period of rapid change, flux and unceﬁainty...a
troubled period of economic restructuring and social and political readjustment”
(Harvey, 124-145). Following this difficult period of upheaval and crisis, a new and

distinctive phase of capitalist development has evolved.



Post-Fordism and flexible specialization

Over the last twenty-five years, a vast array of altered conditions and
directions in consumer capitalism have signaled a significant transition phase.
Starting in the early to mid-70's, a distinctive shift towards more flexible and highly
adaptable economy became evident. Harvey, again following the lead of others, uses
the terms ‘Post-Fordism’ and ‘flexible specialization’ to describe this néw and still
evolving regime of capitalist accumulation and organization. '

Of course, any number of designations have been ascriqu to the widely felt -
technological, social and economic disruptions and opportunities in the last 25
years: post-industrialism, the global economy, an information society. Other
analyses with similar parameters as the Fordist/Post-Fordist have come under the
rubric of the ‘Second Industrial Divide’ (Piore and Sabel 1985) or ’disofganjzed
capitalism’ (Lash éz Urry 1987).

By whatever name, most of these analyses highlight a similar list of related
technological, economic and organizational developments: the pervasiveness of the
com‘puter; the growth of telecommunications; the relative decline of the
manufacturing and resource sectors; the growth of the service industries; the rise of
~ information/knowledge as a commodity; deregulation of the pri;ate sector;
privatization of the public sector; the global mobility of capital (esp. the
computerization of financtal trading); the move from mass to small-batch
production; a shift from full-time, ‘secure’ jobs to more part-time and contracted
labour; the relocation of multi-national factories to low-wage countries; continuing
automation of production; the increased efficiency and lower cost of
communication services (Lash & Urry 1987; Harvey 1989). oo

In sum, all these changes have radically altered the way goods and services
are produced, distributed and consumed over the last 25 years. These new -
circumstances and conditions are widely recognized across the ideological spectrum:
the business press and visionaries such as Alvin Toffler and Kenneth Ohmae herald
the opportunities of global economies, while neo-liberal and Marxist critics take
varying, but decidedly darker views. Despite these different outlooks, there is mucl;
agreement on the basic operating elements and principles of new globalizing

economy. Foremost amongst these terms is “flexibility” - most commonly used
| 4
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regarding innovation and adaptability in labour processes, labour markets, the

production.of goods, and patterns of consumption. Harvey writes that flexibility is:

characterized by the emergence of entirely new sectors of productjon,
new ways of providing financial services, new markets, and, above all,
greatly intensified rates of commercial, technological and
organizational innovation (Harvey 147).

Much of the impetus for flexibility has come from technological and
organizational processes which allowed the global expansion of production and
distribuiion. ’Globaliza.tion’, of course, is another shorthand term for the recent
transformations in economic life. Modern commerce traverses and erases national
boundaries; there has been innumerable and often anxious discussions of the
‘borderless world” and even the ‘demise of the nation-state.” Computers-and
telecommunications, in parficular, have enabled the centralized control of
distribution and management systems halfway across the globe. Large firms such as
Bennetton and Nike are often cited as illustrations: both companies are largely
marketing enterprisesythat manage and coordinate the functions of design,
production, packaging and distribution at multiple sites around the world (Harvey,
145). | S

One of the best recent examples of flexible specialization on a global scale is
Federal Express. The couﬁer company Has become high-tech specialist in
orchestrating the flow of goods and information between customers, retailers and
suppliers. Starting in the 1970’s, it rode to success on the back of three important
trends: the rise of information technology; the deregulation of airline and trucking
industry; and the shift to precise targeted distribution systems and markets. For the
package delivery business, those fransformatiqns provided a springboard for
revolutio.nvize the logistics of distribution. The company delivers 2.5 million
packages daily to 211 countries with a fleet of 37,0()6?35 and trucks and 562 planes.
It processes 45 million transactions daily and delivers 99% of its packages on time
(Lapin 1996). Much of this massive operation relies on a rather mundane

technology, the barcode:

Couriers are equipped with portable barcode scanners that function as
the primary interface between FedEx’s physical network of jets and

?
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vans, and its information network of computers,' databases and
operations management tools (Lapin 240).

Of course, the success stories of globalization have their darker side. These same
tools of efficient transport and communications have enabled many large
transnational companies to easily relocate their primary factors of capital
investment and labour to areas of low wages and cheaper land. Lower taxes, laxer
environmental regulations, minimum union presence, and compliant worker ‘
habits have supplemented the movement of industry to Third World countries or
‘export processing zones’, a trend Harvey calls the geographical dispersal to ‘zones of
easy labour control.’ - '

Closer to home, the new economic landscape has produced considerable
unease and rapid changes in working lives of North Americans. Flexible
specialization has produced a growing - but low-paying and insecure - service sector.
The traditional large employers - from auto producers, banks, steel plants, have shed
millions of working and middle-class employees. The precision of just-in-time
manufacturing and inventory control has vastly reduced the middle tier of
managers and ‘middlemen.” Union presence in the workplace has dramatically
declined; the benefits and security of ldng employment displaced by less secure
contract, part-time, and outsourcing. The net result for the average worker has been
falling real wages in an economic arena of rapid change and upheaval. Combined
with a greater burden of taxes and a weaker social safety net, the majority of Western
consumers are beset by economic uncertainty, inequity, anxiety and stress.!s

Of course, from the point of view of producers and capital investors, these
changes are necessary and fully rational responses to prevailing market conditions:

intensifying global competition, heightened structural innovation,.advances in

18 Of course, standard economic analysis points to continued growth per capita agfidst all this activity
and upheaval. But conventional economic measurements such as GDP — so often cited by the business
and mainstream press - fail to account for many aspects in the social and economic arena. More subtle
measures of growth, such as the Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI), indicate a much more troubling picture
over the last 25 years, with a rash of downward trends in social security, employment, human and
ecological health (Cobb et al, 1995). Certainly, ‘globalization’ has unsettled the traditional ‘Fordist’
working sectors with a triple whammy of wage reductions, unemployment and technological change®
But the insecurities are evident across the social body, has been much noted, with some commentators
proclaiming the death of the “middle class” (Ehrenreich 1991; Cassidy, 1995). This in turn has led to
dwindling consumer confidence, with the resulting flattening of growth in aregs of the economy, such as
retail sector.
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technology, new organizational efficiencies and market niches. This new regime of
flexible specialization has renewed the tensions between monopolistic tendencies -
and intensifying competition in capitalism, between the‘fentrallzatlon and de-
centralization of.economic power. On this point, Harvey finds fault with the
analyses of Offe (1985) and Lash and Urry (1987), who argued that capitalism is now
less reliant on systematic or conglomeratecgp_pwer centers, and more ’disorganized’
in its overall command and control structures. Harvey disagrees, claiming that
“capitalism is becoming ever more tightly organized through dispersal, geographic
mobility and flexible responses” in production proc'esses‘, consumer and labour
markets, technological and institutional innovations (Harvey 159). A similar
analysis puts it more succilictly: “Flexibility has been gained in production and

administration without the loss of control” (Robins and Webster 1989, 55-57).

‘Marketing intelligence’ and information technologies

According to Harvey, this “tighter orgarnization and imploding
centralization” has been largely achieved by two crucial and largely parallel -
developments. The first, and for Harvey the most important, is the aforementioned
reorganization, coordination and enhanced power of the global financial system
(Harvéy 160-165). The second is the creation and distribution of “accurate and up-to-

*
date information” and its transformation into a ‘very highly valued commodity.’

Access to, and control over, information, coupled with a strong capacity
for instant data analysis, have become essential to the centralized co-
ordination of far-flung corporate interests. The capacity for
instantaneous response to changes in exchange rates, fashions and
tastes, and moves by competitors is more essential to corporate
survival than it ever was under Fordism (Harvey, 159).

Managing the operations of a dispersed units of a global corporate organization
requires flexible production methods and instant modes of communication. As

Barry Smart puts it:

[ 4

Information and knowledge have become crucial variables in so far as
they permit large corporations to decentralize or ‘demassify’, and yet
‘continue to exercise effective administrative or organizational control
over an extended production network. Decentralized and flexible
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productipn systems require continuing streams of information on
patterns of consumption in order to meet existing requirements, and
anticipate if not stimulate changes in tastes (Smart 1992, 54).

This point needs to be underlined. Smart hits upon an aspect of
‘informational intelligence’ largely overlooked by Harvey: the integration of
information nodes and streams for the purpose of monitoring consumer tastes and
‘market trends. Harvey does note that the promotional spheres of advertising,
public relations and media have “become vital weapons in competitive struggle”
(160). But Harvey seems to understand ‘information flows’ from a largely macro-
economic angle, defining it primarily as “scientific and technical know-how” or
broad statistical data on commodity distribution and demand (159). For instance, his
comments on the “wide array of specialized business services and consultancies
capable of providing up-to—the-lﬁinute information on market trends,” refer
primarily to business-to-business data in the manufacturing, resourcé and finance
sectors. Such ‘economic intelligence’ of course, is widely evident today, in lucrative
services such as research consultancies, think tanks and me(;lia outlets such as The.
Economist and their ‘intelligence unit.’

Harvey, however, barely acknowledges the role of marketing research in the
contemporary ecbnomigs. Post-Fordism, he writes, has been “accompanied on the
consumption side....by a much greater attention to quick-changing fashions and the
mobilization of all the artifices of need inducement and cultural transformation
that this implies” (156). Here Harvey joins Galbraith (1973) and others (Ewen 1977) .
who see advertising as a form of ‘demand management’ - a means for producers to
‘induce needs’ in consumers. While these observations are certainly relevant, they
“fail to see how ’‘quick-changing’ and diverse consumer-formations also spurred on a
parallel process: the need to organize conduits and flows of information from
consumers to advertisers and producers.

Mafketing intelligence has thus become a central input into production
processes, product design and technical innovation in the post-Fordist era. But as
Susan Cornish (1995) and Robin Murray (1989) point out, such developments in
marketing intelligence or research originated largely in the retail, media and service

sectors, arenas of consumer-oriented activity that the bulk of Fordist literature tends ~
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to overlook. As I will argue in the next section - and demonstrate in Chapters Three
and Four - this push to analyse and differentiate customer or audience segments via
~ marketing research has been a key engine‘of ‘flexible specialization’ in the post-
Fordist era. ' A |
A final point about the role of information technologies should also be made.
Transformations in economic and social organi;_ation - such as flexible
specialization - are driven not technologies per se, but also by the preceding or
commensurate needs of powerful institutional actors: Similarly, the ‘revolution’ in
marketing research - or the ‘information economy’ for that matter - did not spring |
wholesale from the design of particular computing technologies, but rather emerges
"in conjunction with particular prevailing historical and social conditions. Many
. accounts of the ‘marketing revolution’ tend to place technological inventions at the
forefront of change. But we must be-wary of such ‘determinist’ theories of historical
and social change (Winner 1986).1° In my view, technology has been just one of
many forces spurring on the growth of marketmg research industry. As | will show
in chapters to follow, other interrelated factors were just as important: increased
sotial mobility and demographic shifts; the emergence of large commercial
manufacturers and retailers; the extension of indirect social relationships between ’
institutions and individuals; and a continuing reliance of social-scientific and
rational methods of administration.
With such caveats in mind, current marketing research activities are properly
- -seen gs deepening accelerations of already established orientations and structures in
capitalism. One of most fundamental characteristics, from early in the century
- through to the present day, was the symbiotic - and symbolic - relationships that
developed between consumers and the material commodities they purchased and
used. The shape of those relationships, and the personal and social experie-ﬁces they

engendered is widely referred to as the ‘consumer culture.” These ‘cultures of

-

19 The writer Steve Talbott puts it this way: “The computer does not suddenly transform the
corporation into a computational ‘device’ calculating the bottom line; the corporation was becoming
such a machine long before the computer happened along-due to many of the same impulses responsible
for the computer’s eventual development. In other words, the ‘determining forces’ that seem to sweep us
along originate more fully within ourselves than we sometimes appreciate. When we launch one of our
technical creations into society, and when this creation meets a world substantially shaped by other -
expressions of the same creative impulses to which it owes its own birth, the results can indeed be so
explosive that they seem to arise from the ‘objective’ machinery outside us” (Talbott, 1996).
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consumption’ too would have a significant impact on the processes and contours of
the marketing research industry.
Fordism and the middle-class consumer ¢

Most observers‘éssqciate the Fordistsperiod with the long post-war boom, the
“happy configuration of carefully managed Keynesian economic policies, job growth,
and commercial opportunities. It was characterized by on-going innovations in
mass production, standardised products, T. ayloriét’ forms of work organisation,
tightening concentrations of capital and a range of coherent, stabilizing coalitions
‘between the forces of labour unions, state power and corporate capital (Harvey 125-
140). Equally important were the technocratic efficiencies of state infrastructure
programs in housing, road and education. The majority of Western populations
enjoyed, p‘a“rticularly in the post-War period, widespread general growth and well-
being, unparalleled rises in incomes, and a vast network of housing, health and
welfare systems. The result was a widely-felt mood of buoyant optimism, progress
and consumer confidence. _ ¢

While North America was at the centre of these developments, the Fordist
model would be both exported and copied in many other countries. Mass media and
entertainment propagated the successes and benefits of middle-class America, a
democratic nation of free-to-choose consumers prospering in the abundanc€ of free
markets. This equation of individual freedom and consumer cho;ce continues to be
the core ideology of capitalist societies. A strong base of well-paid (and often
unionized) workers formed the core of a consuming population in North America.
The general middle-class prosperity spurred growth in many sectors of the mass
consumer economy, such as the retailing of “white goods,” electronics and
automobiles (Robins & Webster 1989b, 334-336). But general prosperit.y and a stable
Keynesian coalition of economic and state powers do not in themselves explain the
rise of “consumer culture.”

In the sections that follow, I shall briefly explore the social and cultural
aspects of the emerging consumer society during the Fordist period. Such a
discussion must move beyond strictly economic or political analysis. Why did this

ethic of consumption become so important? When and how did the consumption
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of material goods and services moved to the centre of daily experience for the inass
of the population? How is it that the purchase, use and display of goods has become
_the primary conveyor of messages and social cues about ourselves, our experiences
and social interactions? Understanding the ever-changing symbolic relationship
between material goods and individuals in a consumer culture is a necessary
prelude to exploring the emergence of the marketing reasearch industry - which
today has become the crucial cartographer of modern consumer environments and
experience.
‘ (U :

Critiquing the culture of consumption .

- Marx famously began Capital by addressing the “immense accumulation of
commodities” in capitalist societies. One hundred and thirty years on, we live in
market economies “where a truly enormous assortment of goods confronts the
individual - and where the characteristics of those goods changes constantly” (Leiss,
Kline and Jhally 1990, 49). Certainly, one measure of a consufner society is the sheer
volume, variety and availability of goods. But to understand the true imprint of
our consumer culture, we must also address our relationship with these goods, their
impact on our daily experiences and.environments.

In a consumer society people purchase and usé goods to satisfy a vast array of
human desires and wants, not just the basic necessities of survival. The security of
mldd/f -class incomes permitted increased leisure time and discretionary spending
for many people This relative abundance of wealth and free time gradually made
consumption, not work or-domestic obligations, the focus of everyday life.
Consumer artifacts and lifestyle pursuits began to form the common goals and
- aspirations of middle-class existence: shopping malls, cars, the suburban single-
family dwelling, electronic gadgets and entertainment, and a panoply of household
appliances. |

To be sure, more complex factors underlied the security and satisfactions of
middle-class existence; housing subsidies, widespread infrastructures for urban and
suburban development, accessible forms of communication and transportation
allowed wide mobility, leisure time and travel for the majority of the population.

Of course, the modern lifestyles of work, leisure and consumption often eroded
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older bonds of extended family, ethnic and religious communities, as well as ..
handicraft and other work traditions. In the consumer marketplace, everyday life
slowly became oriented to relationships and social identities based on material ,
goods and the pursuit of the ‘good life’ (Leiss, Kline and Jhally, 47-54; Ewen 1976;
1982, 41-81; Featherstone 1991, 14-21), T ‘

In sum, an evolving culture of consumption is inconceivable without the
rising incomes, abundant material goods, secure systems of employment, social
welfare and subsidized infrastructure p;ograms - all central elements of the
Keynesian/ Fordist post-war period. The security and satisfactions of middle-class | &
lifestyles provided a key base of support for Fordist phase, of capitalist organization.
But the pillars of the politica_l!and‘ economic base were reinforced by an array of

cultural, social and political formations. The stable renewal of capitalist operations,

¥

then, are not solely ideological or economic achievements, but also requires a wide
range of cultural institutions';md social developments: mass media and advertising,
the vafues of mobility and individualism, domestic leisure and family life, the
promising enticements of ‘progress and a better life.’ _

To briefly return to the language of the Regulation School, these values and
institutions provided “a mode oflregulation" - “a body of interiorized rules and
social processes” that suppofted and reinforced the dominant Fordist “regime of
accumulation.” Put another way, the success of $ost-war consumer capitalism lay
not only oh the political and economic infrastructure, but relied on a complex set of
personal habits, social practices and cultural forms that allowed “a highly dynamic,
and consequently unstable, capitalist system to acquire sufficient semblance of order
to function coherently at least for a certain period of time” (Harvey, 122).

This “culturalist’ conception of consumerism is-an important corrective to the
often narrow interpretations in many classical and Marxist accounts of modern
economic life. Those traditions typically positioned consumption as a by-product (so
to speak) of productive forces of industrializing economies. As Fine (1995) and '
Miller (1995) point out, they tend to view consumption in purely functional or
rational terms; conceptualize broadly and abstractly, as in “aggregate demand;” they
regard all consumers as actors motivated by self-interest, uninfluenced by external

factors such as advertising.
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Other views take an opposite tack, elppha‘s'izing the powerful promotional
influences on consumers. Some liberal commentators, such as Galbraith,
highlighted the role “demand management” in modern economies - the cultivation
of consumer ethic through the mass media and, the advertising, retailing and
marketing of goods. In this view the successes of commodity production were
augmente‘d and supported byulinprecedented efforts in image production (Leiss,
Kline and Jhally 1990; Ewen, 1988). Adveftising, especially,'is singled out for its role
in creating a consumer-led economy, inducing often unnecessary wants, and thus
distorting the real needs of individuals and society.

Other analyses follow related rhetorical trajectories: mass-market
consumerism is said to produce a stifling conformism, an immense waste of
resources, or a harmless liberation from dull daily routines. Many critics have
railed againstr’cultural imperialism,” the ‘coca-colonization’ of non-Western
countries by mass-produced Western goods and entertainment. Another approach
disdains the ephemeral nature of mass consumerism, its enforcement of novelty,
planned obsolence, ever—chahgin‘g fashions and styles, disposability and waste (Ewen
1988, 233-258). Leading environmental critics take many of these points further,
highlighting the important issue of over-consumption, in which the Weét
consumes 70% of the world’s goods, while comprising only 20% of its population
(Durning 1992). '

Many of these critiques are valid and urgent.. But they often seem to elide a
central aspect of their subject of study: the consumer. A key achievement of
consumer-oriented economies has been its inexorable.insinuation into our
everyday lives, often displacing - or intervening - in primarily independent arenas
of family, community or civic relationships. Any cofnpleté study of our consumer
culture must examine the symbolic attachments and identity formations that
individuals and grbups have created around the abundance of consumer

experiences and material goods in modern life. " oot
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Consumption and symbelic markers

“I'm vulnerable to Jdentity changes because | am desperate to find a
niche. I'm like Crystal Pepsi.”
: Software programmer Daniel Underwood
; in Douglas Coupland’s Microserfs (1996).

Material commodities make a deep, and often symbolic, imprint in our
everyday lives, and play a significant role in reinforcing the dominant institutions FV
and formations of capitalism. In recent years, newer studies have begun to give
consumption its due as a realm of activity rich in social and individual meaning,
replete with historical and sociological significance. According to these scholars, the
study of consumption demands an integrated and interdisciplinary approach, one
that would rescue it from the abstr:acting web of econor‘r}';gs. Examples of such work
encompass many disciplinary traditions: anthropology (Douglas & Isherwood,
1978), geography (Sheifds 1992; Sack 1993), history (Lea;h 1995; Marchand, 1985).20
The newer fields of communication and cultural studies have also foregrounded
studies of consumption, placing it firmly within the nexus of media, commodity
production and mass culture that made up modern societies.2! I shall draw on this
work in what follows.

Beginning at the turn of the centlury, the consumer marketplace inexorably
moved to the centre of social interaction and personal experience (Ewen 1988).
People began to think of themselves as consumers, in addition to, and. sometimes
displacing, more traditional identifiers like workers, family members, ethnic or
religious groupings. Equally important, the marketplace began to explicitly address
consumers as individuals (Leiss, Kline and Jhally 1990). Industry managers and
leaders found the al;stfact equations of market conditions increasingly inadequate
for their needs. They began to asked more finely-tuned questions: how and why are
certain goods consumed? What type of consumer is most likely to purchase a
particular product? Marchand (1988) demonstrates how ad agencies and retailers

relied on broad stereotypes and their own urban preconceptions in trying to

20 For an excellent round-up of new interdisciplinary studies in consumption, see Miller (1995). Miller’s
introductory chapter to this volume is particularly persuasive in its claim that consumption has been a
neglected field of study, and only recently is getting the in-depth treatment it deserves from scholars in
geography, anthropology, history and other disciplines.
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comprehend consumer behaviour. Nonetheless, as business operations began to
reach out to distant regional and national markets, they required information about
potential consumers and their characteristics.

Stuart Ewen and others have notedA how over time, mass-market, consumer-’
oriented economies tend to “produce consumers.” Such a phrase captures the -
alignment and identification of individuals with the goods and services they
purchase - the symbolic association of self.hood with the products of a consumer
economy. This process is often individualized, but extends to groups of people as
well - what Daniel Boorstin (1973) called “consumption communities.” Soci‘al‘
formations develop around popular styles, spending patterns, taste cultures and
habits, and become a means of identity and cohesion in the modern era. William
Leiss has referred to the “doubly symbolic” aspect of goods in contemporary Western
societies: symbolism evident both in the marketing, imagery and design of product.s,v
and in the way the symbolic value of goods are used and negotiated to mark
differences in lifestyle and taste (Leiss, 1988). ‘

Leiss is careful to point out that all cultures have both material and symbolic
needs and wants, and that they vary from time and place.2 Accbrding to Leiss and
Grant McCracken (1993), this started as early as the sixteenth century, but has
accelerated in modern times. By mid-century, most of our daiiy needs were
increasingly satisfied through market transactions and the consumption of goods.
The stable continuity of symbolic objects and gift exchanges in traditional societies

»

began to fade.

The market society broke with the fundamental proposntlon of
traditional cultures, that there is virtue in fixed and stable forms of
satisfaction, and instituted the radically different idea that enhanced
satisfaction could be found in discovering new wants and
experimenting with new products and consumption styles in order to
gratify them (Leiss, Kline and Jhally 1988, 57).

One implication of this view is the questioning of the term “mass consumption.”

The ephemeral and dispersed nature of consumer habits and interpretive ‘styles’

2l See, for instance the work of Bourdieu (1984), Ewen (1976;1988), Featherstone (1992), Leiss, Kline and
Jhally (1990), R. Marchand (1985) and D. Miller (1987).
22 See especially, Leiss (1988) and Leiss, Kline and jhally (1990, 55-57).
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" breaks up the notion of consumer homogeneity. Thg word ‘mass’ is certainly an
imperfect descriptor of consumer culture. It is perh;ps useful as a simple shorthand
term to capture the post-war spread of {mostly American) media and commodities
across the world; but in many instances it has led otherwise valid crmques into
monolithic condemnations. Certainly it should be clear that consumensm does not
simply transmute all populations into'a vast homogenous culture of like-minded
consumers. |

Over the last 30 years, there are many indications that the ‘mass age’ is over, if
indeed it ever really existed.2> The sheer quantity of goods, widespread locales,
cultures and traditions, social and technological innovation, and wide variation in
consumer practices have, in fact, formed a seemingly infinite range of consumer-
commodity relationships. As Mike Featherstone put it: “consumer culture does not
encourage a grey conformism in the choice of goods....rather it seeks to educate
individuals to read the differences in signs, to decode the minutiae of distinctions in
dress, house, furnishing, Ieisﬁre lifestytes and equipment” (quoted in Tomlinso*n
1990). ’
. Many observers, such as Douglas and Isherwood (1980) and Bourdieu (1984),
have r;1ade similar points. The use of symbolic goods as social and cultural markers
requires a degree of competence in judging information, goods and services, a
“lifelong investment in cultural and symbolic capital and in time invested in
maintaining consumption activi_ties” (Featherstone 1991, 18). As the circulation of
commodities and images become more ingrained in contemporary societies, the
ways in which goods and symbols demarcate social relationships intensifies,
becoming more complex and ambiguous. If, in our own time, the symbolic
associations of cultural and material goods has become more fluid and fragmented,
reading and interpreting those differences of taste and lifestyle becomes all the more

imperative.

=3 There are good reasons to believe that the term has always been inappropriate and ideological.
Raymond Williams reminds us, for example, that the term “mass” has confusing origins with

“actively opposite social implications.” Williams shows how the word derives from suspicions of the
mob, or the unruly crowd, but also from the revolutionary potential of the people (Williams 1976, 192-
197). The German poet Rilke adds this provocative statement: “Is it possible that the whole history of
the world has been misunderstood? Is it possible that the past is false, because we’ve always spoke%f
the masses?” .
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For Bourdieu, this is especially trie for those social groups for whom
cultivating self-improvement and ambition, managing relationships and lifestyles
through the signals of consumption is singularly important. The economist
Thorstein Veblen made similar obsefvations a century ago, and there is little doubt
that ‘conspicious consumption’ continues today amongst the affluent and middle
classes. Bourdieu, however, makes an impoftant extension to this argument, giving
special position to the ‘new cultural intermediaries,” those professionals in media,
design, fashion, advertising and other aesthetic and informational occupations.
These individuals perform many of the services surrounding the marketing, design
and dissemination of symbolic goods. Contemporary economies provide fertile
environments for these ‘cultural specialists’” who can provide new and creative
interpretations of consumer préctices and values (Featherstone 1991, 19). Many
mainstream observers, from Daniel Bell (1974) to Robert Reich (1988) have noted
the crucial function that these ‘symbolic analysts’ now play in contemporary
economies.

In summary, the vast array of novel and differentiated gdods produced in
capitalist economies are invariably wrapped in symbolic and psychological
associations, which in turn serve as distinctive markers of consumer taste and
lifestyle. As Bourdieu (1984) writes: “taste classifies and classifies the classifier.’
Lifestyles decisions and habits, of course, are formed against a general béckdrop of
cultural, demographic and economic conditions. But the formative agents in this
complex and.continuous process are multiple and intersecting: the trend-‘rinakers of
advertising, fashion designers and entertainers, as well as various regional
formations and local styles initiated by consumers themselves. The sites and spaces
of consumption, modes of distribution and exchange, product design and media
dissemination also play intggral roles in shaping consumer habits and behaviour.
In total, each of these factors contribute, to greater or lesser degrees, toward the
constant remaking of consumer identities and relationships. As Mike Featherstone

writes:

Consumption and lifestyle preferences involve discriminatory
judgments which at the same time identify and render classifiable our
own particular judgment of taste to others. Particular constellations of
taste, consumption preferences and lifestyle practices are associated
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with specific occupation and class fractions, making it possible to map
out the universe of taste and lifestyle with its structured oppositions
and finely graded distinctions which operate within a particular society
at a particular point in history (Featherstone 1991, 18)

This last point is crucial. We all make ‘distinctions’ in our social judgments |
and opinions. As the consumer éulture matured, péople began drawing upon the
symbolic and social value of consumer goods to make those distinctions.
Understanding these social readings and meanings soon became ari;ﬁnportant task
for the ‘cultural accountants’ of the consumer economy - particularly for advertisers

. and the nascent professions of marketing and consumer research.

Producing flexible consumérs

Through to the middle of the century, researching and classifying consumer
formations was a secondary and largely unfocused occupation, a primarily
experimental activity engaged in by media, advertising, retailing, and !
manufacturing firms. Nonetheless, the basic building blocks of marketing research
were put in place in the 1930’s and 1940’s: these included statistical surveys, ?
information processing and commercial applications of demographic data. But by
the 1960’s, marketing research began to emerge as a fully independent industry. The
marketers and managers of consumer research became central functionaries in an
increasingly intricate economy, charged with ‘mapping’ all the complex
constellations of lifestyles, tastes, trends and habits in an expanding consumer
society. : .

The impetus for improVed and more detailed marketing research emerged |
alongside the break-ug of Fordist economic and institutional arrangements,
beginning in the early 197(0’s. This period also saw a much-noted fracturing (;f mass
markets. Traditional categories and boundaries of consumption began to break open
into multiple and often overlapping consumer formations. Of course, these
changes took place over an extended period of time, in the context of many
interacting forces and conditions. The most obvious factors - the broadening,
diversifying social and demographic conditions of North American life - started in

the 1960’s and have accelerated into the present day. Marketing research also

developed on the coattails of academic applications of the social sciences -
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particularly psychology and sociology. More recently, it has made significant
advances as a legitimate business tool with the adoption of sophisticated corxnputing}
_technologies. ﬁ )

This is the nexus where contemporary marketing research agd
communications has set up shop: an immensely profitable-juncture v_vhere‘
innovations in informatior’\'téchnology, social and statistical sciences, and newly
'variegated consumer markets intersect. As a result, we have witnessed a flurry of -
economic activity: new companies have formed, established ones improved their
data storage and collection, specialty services arose, all determined to get their own
corner on -this lucrative market. Marketing research became highly ‘informatized,’
more accessible, cost effectjve and adaptable. It sought out new methods t@§massage
consumer information, to find and filter unique slices of data, and to.convert it'into
practical action. For consumer-savvy companies in the new economy, access to
detailed market research data enables quick response to changes and trends ina

volat:le marketplace, reducing their risks and 1mprovmg their opportunities for

success and profits. As Rohan Samara)wa puts it: -

In the new flexible-production economy, persuasion continues but is
more customized, based on surveillance of the consumer. As the
advertising-supported press and broadcasting resolved the crisis of
consumption in the mass-production economy, computer and
telecommunication technologies are being utilized to resolve the crisis
of consumption in the flexible-production economy (Samarajiva, 1993).

Té-sum up, marketing research and communications firms are engaged in a
‘mode of- regulatlon a process of organizing the marketplace - and labeling its
componeMs so as to exploit and manage it. Research has moved from bemg a
descrlptlv!é\éld to advertisers, to being an active and productive shaper of consumer
culture and gconomnc strategy. It is an industry that ‘produces consumers,” shaping
and namiz’ng them in accordance with the needs of its clients and the dominant
orientation of the economy. But consumers are also active particiiaants in the
economy, and every act of consumption alters their experience of the market, shift;
the level#®nd tastes of consumer demand, which in turn are noted by astute

marketers. In Susan Cornish’s words:
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The market is a moving target that producers must constantly learn
about through the continuous acquistion of market intelligence in
order to develop the next round of production innovations. It is the
market intelligence component of marketing, therefore, that makes the

- product-consumption cycle dynamic, due to the iterative and
interactive process of mass negotfation that develops between
producers and consumers (Cornish 1995, 332).

~

Strategic collection of consumer information have thus made marketing a subtle
and shrewd énterprise, one able to constantly assess consumer demand and target
highly specific slices of increasingly fragmented markets. As Harvey outlined,
capitalism derives its power from constant dynamis;n and ‘tontinuous innovatioh.
Marketing research has now become a key generator of dyna;nic innovation in a
consumer-oriented global marketplace. It has become a powerful mechanism
promoting perpetual change in both production and consumption processes - a
éjrcular process of market intelligence and consumer response that expands and
intensifies the trends toward increasing produd differentiation, market
ségmentation and ‘flexible.specialization.’

Of course, the institutions and specialists engaged in marketing research and
communications do not see themselves in such grand terms. And there is little
doubt that these grand ‘economic and cultural contexts” are not felt in any
immediate way by marketing researchers. For them, their practices are much more
prosaic and technical in nature. They are simply following the short-term pressures
of commerce and demands of management. Indeed, many of these technical
innovations and institutional arrangeménts tell a féscinating story - the largely
overlooked early history of marketing research.

In the two chabters that follow, I shall provide a sketch of how the marketing
research industry arose alongside developments in the retail trade, the advertising
business, information technologies and the social sciences. Chapter Three will trace
~ the evolution of marketing research through the Fordist period, from the turn of
\ the century through to the late 1960’s. Chapter Four picks up the history of the
industry as it establishes itself as a specialized profession in the late 1960’s, and
highlights its ever-more prominent influence in the current era of post-Fordist

economic organization and ‘flexible’ consumer formations.
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| CHAPTER THREE o
FORDISM AND THE EMERGENCE OF MARKETING RESEARCH

Over the course of its century-long development, the marketing research
industry has introduced and adopted a wide range of strategic innovations and
technical practices. In my v1ew these mnovatlons have come to play a crucial role
in mapping and shaping.the contours of consumer demand and capltallst
economies. But it took many decades for marketmg research and communications
to reach its current phase of widespread influence.

This chapter shall provide a largely descriptive account of early developments
in consumer and market research. This period of growth and innovation stretched
roughly from the beginning of the century to the late nineteen-sixties. Throughout
most of this period, the nascent industry of market research had a marginal presence
in the economy as a whole; its greatest impact wguld be in the field of advertising
and mass media, each of which required information about their audiences. Related
research activities also erﬁerged in the retéiling and consumer goods industries, as
managers came to recognize the value and efficiency of careful research and
planning. Considerable technical assistance emerged from advances in the social
sciences, and related research methods being used by governments.

In most respects, then, marketing research augmented, and borrowed from,
already established commercial and technical institutions. Each helped to create and
mobilize mass consumption within a rapidly growing industrial economy.
Marketing research practices and strategies tended to follow and reinforce the broad
parameters of the Fordist regime - seeking to identify and catalogue the overall
patterns of consumer demand and demographics in a mass industrializing ‘
economy. But as market economies expanded, encompassing a wider and more
diverse set of products, customers and activities, the old problem of coordinating
capacity and demand became more complex and multi-faceted. The mest
enthralling - and efficient - solutions were provided by the emerging professional
ranks of marketing researchers, and their specialized combination of social scientific

expertise, technical know-how, and psychological insight.
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Making sense of mass markets

The advances of nineteenth-century industrialization had a wide range of
effects. Large factories sprouted up; the extraction of resources quickenéd; workers
moved to the cities, their lives ticking to the rhythm of time-tlocks. Fordist
production methods also .illcreased the flow of goods ahd the scope of t{ade.
Commercial exchange between distant strangers and organizations expanded, eased
by roadways, railways, canals and commercial credit systems.

These changes also encouraged new forums and methods for the
merchandising of consumer goods. Mass production of standardized products were
assembled and packaged in unprecedented volumes. This veritable parade of goods
signaled a new era of progress, a dazzling display of invention, luxury and variety. -
For consumers, the choices before them were marvelous, but also overwhelming
and confusing. The sheer volume and range of goods thus confronted
manufacturers and merchandisers with some difficulties. Business and sales
managers had to convince consumers to purchase these new and often strange
commodities.

Of course, a number of strategies were already in place. The large urban
retailers turned consumption into a colourful féast of pleasure and display.
Advertising proved to be an effective means of promoting new goods, often making
frivolous seem desirable, the novel necessary. Advertising and commercial
promotions were distributed via the new vehicles of mass comAmunicatior)..
Powerful rotary presses permitted large printing runs of newspapers and catalogues
by the mid-nineteenth century. Mass mailing by rail and the expanding postal-
system permitted wide distribution of catalogues and promotions.2* Popular books -
and movie theatres also experimented with early forms of advertising. With the
arrival of radio, the basic blueprint of relations between media, advertisers and the
promotion of consumer goods was laid ofit.

Advertising served two main functions within the growth of national
commerce: a valued source of revenue for the new media of communication, and a

means to inform consumers about new products and businesses. A&vertising

4 Montgomery Ward mailed a 540-page catalogue throughout the continent in 1887; Sears mailed over
75 million general circulars and sales catalogues in 1927 (Boorstein 1973, 128). In Canada, Eaton’s and
the Hudson Bay Company also had long established catalogue divisions.
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invited and encouraged consumptioh, communicétiné information about gvoods
and services to national audiences in order to ;timuiate orcl:einforce overall demand
for these products. Few would dispute this last point: advertising allows producers.
to create demand for'goods. 2

However, the precise degree and level of influence of advertising and other

~ promotions on consumer behaviour was - and remains - a matter of some dispute

and debate. The large advertising agencies were installed in big city offices,staffed
*large'ly by urban educated men, distanglfrom the spreading national markets or the
concerns of working families. Roland Marchand (1988, 52-87) describes how the
agencies faced the constant dilemma o‘f> “keeping their con;umer audience in focus.”
In practice, their anxiety translated into a range of stereotypical portraits of ‘mass’
and ‘class’ consumers, depictions of the “typical consumer’ and stumbling attempts
to understand the ‘mass mind’ of the ‘simple folk.” In drawing these pictures of
their audience,‘advertivsers relied on informal observation and intuition - and on
the media in which they placed their ads. Given the economic relationéhips of the

industry, this last approach was problematic:

..... Media portraits of the typical consumer were often skewed by the
desire to entice the advertiser..... Newspapers and magazines [were]
bent on convincing manufacturers and agencies that their readers were
ideal consumers, with modern ideas and plenty of purchasing power
(Marchand 1988, 77).

Nonetheless, the need to describe - and circumscribe - consumer markets became an
important task for advertisers. Their clients expected them to ‘take the consumer’s
pulse.” The agencies began :o spearhead research efforts on behalf of both the media
and manufacturers. Advertising, in other words, was of limited utility, unless
accompanied by equal effort in measuring the reach and effectiveness of
promotional messages.

These early research activities marked the beginning of very significant
development: the transference of information control and statistical measurement
onto a much broader social field - the enormous consumer economy. Whereas

surveillance techniques were previously applied within specific institutional sites

for specific functions, now the rational calculus of statistical measurements would
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be cast across the entire array of commercial activity and cpnsumér behaviour. Over
the long decades of its evolution, marketing research and communication would set
its sights squarely on consumers everywhere, from the broadest demographic and
market trends, to regional variations in taste and atfifude, to the unique habits of
individual households. S . |

Marketing research, then, served to bridge two previously distinct arenas of
control: rationalized information gathering, and censumer persuasion or worker
management. Weber and Beniger, as we saw, highlighted the role of rationalized
bureaucracies and the technical control of information flows in streamlining t
organizational efficiencies. Workers were supervised, their daily tasks monitored
and coordinated; citizens were registered and docﬁmented, so as to ensure the
dispersal of state benefits; modern administration also enabled communication and
trade of goods across vast distances. _

Political economists generally point to other methods of worker coercion and
compliance, many of them functioning as corporate policy. David Harvey (1989,
126), for instance, notes the Henry Ford’s famous implementation of the ‘five-dollar,
eight-hour day’ at his factories. This not only egsu}ed ‘assembly-line discipline’ but
was also meant to provide ‘sufficient income and leisure time’ to consume
automobiles and other mass-produced goods. Ford also relied on social workers and
moral persuasion to encourage a modern ethic of ‘rational consumption.” Other
economists such as Galbrajth, as we have seen, pointed to the role of advertising. In
Stuart Ewen’s words, “the functional goal of national advertising was the creation of
desires and habits” (Ewen 1976, 37). . |

The unique feature of marketing research was, and rehains, its melding of
strategies: information flows and management were now directed to the everyday
habits of customers, their responses to promotional messages, their identities and
status as consumers. Information collection began to emerge as a importa#nt factor
within commercial environments and organizations. Of course, many of these
early efforts were amateur, incremental and awkward. But they nonetheless
signaled a significant and coordinated instance of information control with
specifically commercial objectives. Consumers were now séen to be Iegitimate{

subjects of research and objects of scrutiny.
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Once the field and objectiVes of marketing research had been broadly
determined,‘data sources and technical assistance emerged from many corners:
media audience surveys; retailing research; social sciences such as psychology and
sociology; government statistics; the nat‘ignal census; inventory systems of leading
manufacturers;vinformabtion processing systems. In the sections below, I will outline
some of those innovations, and their role in building a professional marketing ~

- ~
research industry. A

Consumer and audience research

The demand for research and information on markets and consumers came
from many qu‘arters. Sociil scientific surveysyhad already engaged researchers in
academia and ‘government at the turn of century. Historical accounts of the period
(Bartels 1962, 1976; Pope 1983; Beniger 1986) agree that the key innovations in
“commercial research” or “trade investigation” began around 1910; by 1935,
marketing research had become a serious enterprise, specialized and differentiated
around a wide arsenal of techniques and methods.

James Beniger lists the various initial appearances of the technical research
practices: ad testing (1906), systematic retail.statistics (1910), questionnaire surveys
(1911) coded mailings (1912) publisher’s circulation audits (1914) house to house
interviewing (1916) saturation (1920) and dry waste surveys (1926) sampling theory
for large surveys (1930) retail sales indices (1933) (Beniger, 379-380). Each-of these
techniques and methods remain familiar today, and many of them are still in use by
commercial or specialty firms. ~

But marketing research in this early period was not restricted to
questionnaires and information gathered by commercial researchers. Quantitative
research by government and academic institutions also gained a fo;)thold in this
period, often under contract for industry. Thus in 1910, a systematic collection of:
statistical data on retailers had been published by the Harvard University Bureau of
Business Research and the National Retail Dry Goods Association (Bartels 1962, 117).

Nonetheless, it was the media and advertisiné agencies who had the most

interest in gathering information on consumers. By the 1920’s, vast monies were

being spent on new and experimental advertising forms, but there was little notion
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of how effective these new}-fangled promotions actually were.> The formulaic
appeal of the new national magazines were clearly oriented to specific audiences; the
storles and itlustrations were pitched with various appeals to emotion and interest:
romance, luxury, politics, business, celebrity. Yet it remained unclear how readmg
habits and lifestyle traits were related to purchasing behaviour. How did the mass of
consumers respond to advertising appeals? What products sold best? What types of
packaging, displays and sales pitches most influenced purchases? How did sales
vary in different regions, cities, or stores? ‘Would effective advertising alter or -
improve'the sales of certain products?

The advertising agencies.had always proudly claimed ‘special’ knowledge
about consumer behaviour. But the creative advertising elite wel:e often
confounded by the consuming masses, whose tastes and intereéts were often so
different from their own. The wide appeal of new products and retail palaces put
into question many of their earlier intuitions or assumptions. The urban
copywriter could only guess at the tastes of distant regional markets. Anxious to
defend their professional reputations - and justify their billings - advertisers turned
to more scientific methods for “measuring, evaluating and responding to the -
inscrutable consumer audience” (Marchand 1988). In general, these new avenues of
consumer research took three forms: secondary data on the sales of products or of an
ihdustry in general; individual or group interviews to gather consumer resp(;nses to
products; surveys of mass media audiences or P_articular groups of consumers.

Dedicated research departments had béen established by Curtis Publishing and
the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency by 1910. Both firms pioneered the use of
market statistics. Curtis, the publisher of the Ladies Home Journal, the Saturday
Evening Post and other magazines, helped launch-the research career of Charles
Parlin. In 1911, Curtis hired Parlin to collect data on agricultural implements; he
spent six months interviewing manufacturers, retailers and farmers and issued a * .
460-page statistical report. In subsequent years, Parlin went on to complete similar
volumes such as Department Store Lines and Automobiles. Each of these helped to
predict industry trends and increase trade advertising in Curtis publications (Bartels

1962, 108-109). ]. Walter Thompson commissioned national surveys of retail

2 The department store maven John Wanamaker pronounced: “I know that half of the money I spend on
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businesses; their rneports described the makeup of consurﬁer‘populations' in the»
major US cities and listed retail stores by state and type (Beniger, 381-82).

Many companies wanted to be assured that their advertising budge not
being wasted in inappropriate or dverlapping media. Audits and ‘keyed” |
advertisements emerged to reassure clients. Coded coupbns‘were atfached toads
placed in different magazines, and agency researchers tabulated the ietumed
coupons. But questions rt.aniained about how representative these re}ﬂqs were
(Marchand 1988, 75). A group of national advertisers led by Kellogg's started a mail-
out questionnaire survey of mégazine readership. As advertisers began to seek
independent means to verify circulation numbers, the larger publishers sponsored
and funded the Audit queau of Circulation in 1914; within two decades 90% of
American magazine circulation figures were audited through the bureau (Beniger,
382-83). o

But these audits would not work with the newest advertising medium:
radio. “While a publisher could identify his subscribers and locate his newsstand
sales, the radio broadcaster could only guess who might be listening” (Boorstein
1973,.154). In the early years of radio, stations orchestrated free giveaways so as to
draw responses and thus a ‘picture’ of their audience. But by 1930, the ‘Crossley
ratings’ were introduced, named after a rr{aiket researcher who based his system on
random phone calls. Five years later, Arthur Neilsen installed ’audimeters; in a
random sample of radio households; these devices could record listening times and
stations, which could then be tabulated to determine the popularity of specific
programs. This ratings systems did not make money for Neilsen until they were
applied to television; however, his creation of retail-sales indices were earning him
over one million dollars annually by 1937 (Beniger, 382-384).2¢

In Canada, the first marketing research operations began in 1929 at the
Montreal advertising agency, Cockfield Brown, and was followed by the Toronto
agency McKim in 1932. The same year Ethel Fulford and Associates became the first

Canadian firm to do radio audience measurements. The firm changed its name to

advertising works. The problem is, I don’t know which half.”

2 In the words of Frank Webster and Kevin Robins, Neilsen cast his company “in the role of the
Frederick Winslow Taylor of retailing and communications. Time and motion study was applied to the
movement of products across grocer’s shelves, and to the movement of viewers across broadcast
advertiser’s programs” (Robins and Webster 1986, 36).
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Canadian Facts in 1937, found major clients in Proctor and Gamble and Lever
Broth}ers,h and continues to operate today. Media surveys of readership were
" conducted by Maclean’s in 1928, and the Toronto Star in 1930 (Blankenship et al
1985). . . |
Canadian efforts were strofigly influenced by - but still lagging well behind -
research innovations in: the US; many Canadian researchers had learned the trade at
American agencies like Ayer & Son. Neilsen set up a Canadian subsidiary in 1944,
and proved-an immediate success with its new concepts of ‘market share’ and ‘test
marketing.” The same year also saw the founding of the Bureau of Broadcast
Measurement, collaboratively sponsored by media, advertiser and aggncy;
associations. In 1941, the Canadian Institute of Public Opinion was formed,
instigated by the American survey pioneer George Gallup, who had been asked by -
the Toronto Star and Southam Newspapers to set up a polling operation

(Blankenship et al, 35-36).Z

Innovations in retailing and credit

- As the nascent forms of research and forecasting were established by
* advertisers and media, related “scientific’ feedback techniques began to migrate into
the world of retailing. In-store surveys were already commonplace. Soon less
obtrusive techniques were employed. In 1932, Henry’C. Link heralded the use of

cash registers and computing cards to measure sales transactions:

The most highly developed technique for measuring buying behaviour
is that made possible by the electric sorting and tabulating machines.
Thése ingenious devices have made it feasible to record and classify the
behaviour of the buying public as well as the behaviour of those who
serve that public, on a scale heretofore impracticable (Robins and
Webster 1989, 335).

Link’s effusive prose marks the first visions of the highly sophisticated electronic

and computerized systems so common in supermarkets today:
‘ 4

Z Gallup, of course, went on to found his own research and polling firm. Beginning as a professor of
advertising and journalism in the 1920’s, Gallup began to survey newspaper readers about editorial
features and advertising recall. His findings made an immediate impact. He was hired by the Young _
& Rubicam agency, staying for 16 years, where he initiated large-scale survey techniques to collect and
evaluate marketing data. -
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Whereas by ordinary methods hundreds of transactions may be
recorded, by this method thousands may be possible but, what is more
important, the deduction from these records of important summaries .
and significant facts have made relatively easy. The technique
developed by various merchants, with the use of these devices ... is the
quantitative study and analysis of the human behaviour in the nth
degree (Robins and Webster 1989, 335).

While Link’s technical vision was slightly ahead of his time, he was clearly .
animated by the poésibilities of rational control and observation in the retaii context.
The push to quantify purchasing behaviour arose in the context of new forms of
retailing: the department store and the supermarket.

In her history of the department store, Counter Cultures (1986), Sheila
Benson cites a whole range of innovations that spurted the growth of these
pioneering ‘palaces of consumption’: increased store sizes; division of space and
labour into departments; diversification of goods on display; adoption of the one-
price system; promise of refunds and no obligation to buy; the introduction of,
limited credit. These developments, however, were not conscious attempts to build
a “new kind of store” but rather tactical decisions made in the face of a quickly
changing social and economic fabric.

Department stores sought to attract the demands and desires of a new class of
urban bourgeoisie; according to Benson, these large urban retailers became “the
followers and shapers of taste, dynamic museums of a constantly changing way of
life attuned to style and propriety” (Benson 1986, 22). The appeal was aimed
primarily at women, both as customers and as workers. The number of saleswomen
across the US jumped from under 8,000 to over 58,000 between 1880 and 1890; in
Macy’s New York store, womeh comprised 80 per cent of-its work force (Benson, 23).
As customers, women were enticed by the dual promises of PT&me comforts and the
sophistications of modern life. The department stores emphasized personalized,
attentive service, and offered a range of new ‘domestic’ goods. They also encouraged
loyalty and devotion to modern fashion and lifestyles via the instant gratifications

of consumption (Benson, 83-86).28 ,

s
p
7

8 Women consumers were largely seen tobe unruly and irrational, subject to easy persuasion (Marchand
1988, 66-69). The response from most quarters was to make consumption rational; purchasing behaviour
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- technology in general, and thus contributed to the ideological outlook of ‘the information sociel;y

» P —'—""

~ Another significant reorientation of merchan,disingkoccurred with the .,
introduction of retail credit.- Consumer credit was spurred by national advertising
campaigns, and the spread of urban retailing in department stores, grocery chains,
franchises, and variety stores.  Credit and installment plans stimulated interest in
new and expensive goods such as furm’tﬁre, appliances and cars. But by 1920, food
and clothing could also be purchased on credit (Aren-a 1996). Acquiring goods on the
promise to pay required the introduction of credit reporting, which in turn
formalized the introduction of information and quantification in consumer
transactions. As Joe Arena puts it: “[Credit reporting] marks the historical moment
when individuals were quantified as consumers, an identity they exercised daily”
(Arena, 424).

The emergence of retail credit reporting had several - and sometimes - ;
paradoxical;-‘consequences. First, traditional and localized virtues such as character,
reputation and trustworthiness were submitted to quantification. and
authentication; in many instances, this had ‘democratizing’ effects, for credit
extended access to goods for the working classes. But credit reporting also
‘institutionalized a deeply embedded system for rhonitoring the economic
behaviour of the new middle classes by the business elite” (Arena, 424). This gave "
powerful authority to distant agents of commerce - who promised that ‘character’
could now be measured with scientific detachment. Consumers were reassured that
credit reporting only affirmed the hard-working honesty of most citizens:;and
would reveal only the ‘deviant’ few who abused credit. Over time, most consumers
were persuaded to “overcome their reluctance, rooted in strong norms of privacy

and propriety, to reveal themselves to strangers” (Arena, 426).2%

needed to be controlled and orderly. “The housekeeper of today... must become a trained consumer and
an etficient ‘purchasing agent,”” wrote Christine Frederick in her 1920 book, Household Engineering:
Scientific Management in the Home (Ewen 1976).

2% Joe Arena provides a fgscinating account of how popular culture and the mass media helped
consumers overcome their reluctance to the credit system and its requirements for disclosing personal
information. In his view, ‘popular discourse not only eased the acceptance of credit but of surveillance

n

{(Arena 1996, 423). ‘
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Proéessing'the consumer
If the credit system began to move economic exchange into the abstracted
realm of information, the new retailing outlets still had to pay special attention to
| managing physical spaces and the movement of consumers. By the 1890's the |
.department store ”Was the leading force in American retailing” (Benson, 31). These
large stores had unique problems: the downtown real estate they occupied was
enormous and very expens?Ve; the bigger stores were burdened with costly storage
anet delivery spaces, complex inventory, financial and administrative functions;
large work forces had to be managed even as daily operations handled the
unpredictable ‘hordes’ of customers flowing through the aisles. In 1904, .Marshall
Field's had as many as a quarter of a million people pass through in a day (Benson,
27, 28). | ' .
- _ Design innovations helped solve many of these operational problems..
+Elevators, escalators, and cash registers were introduced. Store fixtures, aislés and
departments were redesigned; products were displayed in a more orderly and
colorful fashion; custom made fixtures replaced tables and ordinary shelves; excess
stock was removed to storage rooms. Even simple items like coat hangers, drawers
and sample cards were important components in making service more functional

and efficient. The arrangement of goods was explicitly tied to sales goals:

The most valuable selling space went to those departments which
promised the greatest productivity in terms of sales revenues. Diligent
controllers closely calculated the revenues produced by each square foot
of selling space and regularly reallocated space according to profit
showings (Benson, 44-46).

The flow of both customers and cash was carefully analyzed, and came to shape the
design of physical spaces. Department stores were no longer mere palaces, but also
factories, with daily operations laid out in predictable system of scientific control.
Monitoring and channeling consumer movements became an important tool for
store managers.

Similar design principles were taken up by other retailers, such as the
supermarkets and chain stores. In 1916, Charles Saunders opened his first Piggly

Wiggly store. This grocery outlet was explicitly designed to process people through
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the store; Saunder; channeled his customerE through turnstiles and a single maze-
like aisle, forcing them past every shelf of products. The journey was completed at
the exit turnstile, ‘manned’ with one employee and a cash register.

" Such ‘self-serving’ stores showcased goods for inspection by consumers. The
aisles, shg¢lves and fixtures of the new chain stores became “avenues of display,”
which pr;)mpted a new visibility for packaging. Commodities became increasingly
standardized by weight and size, and were designed to provide a communicative Y
function; in the absence of salespersons, the packages would “have to sell \
themselves....the ‘"dummy carton’ began to play a leading role in store windows and -
on counters” (Boorstin 1973, 445-46). The National Biscuit Company had already
moved away from bulk production consumer packa;;ing, and effectively used

»
trademarks, brand name labeling, and national mass advertising in a coordinated

marketing s";trategy.30 National advertising and brand loyalty gave the larger
manufacturers enormous leverage over retailers, as they centralized production, -
charge lower prices, and controlled entry by competing firms. -

As the retailers lost direct control over the demand, volume and prices of the
goods they stocked, they turned their full attention to the customer. They now
sought to directly attract the consumer to thé goods. This reinforced the already
growing interest in systems control and design, ‘flow’ analysis, and inventory
management. The net effect of all these innovations allowed the supermarkets to
sustain unprecedented turn-over of stock and customers. The retail business '
becathe an “open-processing system,” concentrated on turning high profits with-
large volume at low margins. Many of these retail innovations were tecl{nigal and -
mundane - from the shopping cart to thgbar code - but proved to be very effective.

Customers, on the other hand, remained the unpredictable variable. Store
interiors were carefully designed to make shopping a positive and pleasurable
experience formcustomers, efficient and controlled for managers. But individual
purchase decisions remained a mystery, and consumer behaviour contim‘J‘ed to be

inscrutable. Retailing had become a kind of consumer laboratory, but many .

LY

1
3 Nabisco’s Uneeda biscuit - its octagonal shape being another innovation, using arbitrary physical
differentiation to distinguish an ordinary product from its competition - was the subject of the first
million-dollar ad campaign. Within a year of its introduction, the soda cracker was selling at a rate of
ten mullion boxes per month (Beniger 1986).
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queshons remamed unanswered. Were purchasing declsmns impulsive or

: dehberate7 What messages informed their bufing patterﬁs’ What exactly

' motivated the mass of consumers? Too busy with their dall\¥ tasks to delve deeply
into such questions, advertisers, retailers and business mana%%i\mcreasmgly turned

to an emerging professional cast of marketing spec1al|sts and experts
. N\

AN
\

Managing inventories wnth information control N

Many large manufacturing firms also had to deal with unwieldy 0perat10nal
functions and inventory flows. They struggled to manage their widening groups of
sales forces, suppliers, distributors and merchandisers. National markets we}é\\
lucrative, but carried with them a special set of problems. Monitoring market
demand and sales trends was especially difficult; the perennial problem ofyover-
capacity loomed. A sharp recession following World War | left many North
American companies with overstocked inventories; there was a unforeseen crash in
automobile sales in 1920. This gap in knowledge precipitated crisis in the auto
industry. General Motors was close to bankruptcy; the company set about to
restructure its organization.

As both Beniger (1986) and Alfred Chandler (1977) have shown, the key'
element of thig reorganization was Alfred Sloan’s careful effort in monitoring sales
for predictive purposes. His plan was essentially a system of sales forecasting - the
first systemasic industrial abplication of ‘market feedback’ principles in modern
manufacturing. In 1924, Sloan instituted regular estimates of the current and future
demand for automobiles. This allowed for careful coordination amongst the newly
s;eparated sales, distribution and production di(/isions, and foregrounded the
importance of information inputs from dealers and consumers. Deliveries, orders
and inventory were analyzed and forecasted, and this information was used to align
inputs with outp}Jts (Beniger 1986, 310-11; Chandler 1977, 150-51).

Sloan was an electric engineer by trade who “appreciated the value of
communication and feedback for control” (Beniger, 313). He understood that the
vast reach of modern industry required wider and continuous inputs of

information. The growing automobile industry had already revolutionized factory

and administrative operations of modern industry, carefully controlling the
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processes of p;'oduction through a yariety of new techniques and innovations:
Taylorism and sc1é‘nt1ﬁc management Henry Ford’s assembly -lines; quality control
the saencés of human and industrial relations begun by Elton Mayo; automatic
control - "*’the process of replacing human tasks with machine functions” (Beniger
291-317). : o ; - _

The idea of gathering statistical information via market feedback, then, was
just one in a leng line of innovations in the automobile industry. But it:signaled an
important shift, nonetheless, moving the imperative for control to the more

abstracted realm of information. Moreover, market feedback extended technical

rationalization beyond the production floors and into the streams of consumption:

Sloan’s new system extended control of production from the faeiory <

through his distributors and dealers to the consumer himself - toward
the ideal that literally no automobile would be built unless a customer
had already agreed to buy it (Beniger, 311). o

Sloan’s reforms allowed General Motors’ to recover quickly from the
recession of the early 1920’s; by 1924 its market share had more than doubled. This
growth came at tpe considerable expense of Ford, who refused to fine-tune his
productlon lines accordmg to consumer demand (“any color, as long as its black”)

GM survived the Great Depression of the 1930’5 in much better shape than Ford,

*and never again relinquished its lead in the lucrative automobile market. Sloan’s

multi-divisional and integrated structure - coordinated through long-range market
forecasting - became a model for other large industrial enterprises in the 1920’s and

1930’s.

The science of numbers: statistics, polls and surveys

Of course, other market feedback methods had been experimented with for
many years. The term questionnaire entered general public discourse in 1908, the
samie year that saw the Pittsburgh Snrvey, the first American social science $urvey of
the general population. House-to-house interviews ran from casual to_systematic.
J. Walter Thompson had sent copywriters to interview housewives to get a feel for
consumer tastes; the Chicago Tribune did standardized door-to-door interviews for

its advertisers in 1914; Curtis Publishing ran saturation surveys with up to 97% of all
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households in towns in Kansas and New York. Curtis also conducted a series of
innovative “National Pantry” and “Dry Waste” surveys, 'inveritoriesj of cupboard
silelves and trash in selected towns and states (Beniger,¥363). Advettising agehcies
were compiling indexes of buying power by area, and canvassing consumer attitudes
in retail si)res. But as Marchahd--poinfs out, these surveys were infrequent, often
crude and “of questionable value in providing market feedback” (Marchand, 76).

Market studies and surveys were clearly aiming for scientific measurements.
~ Their aspirations were aided by the U.S. Census Bureau, where mathematical
statisticians such as Morris Hansen were adopting sampling techniques in large-
scale-surveys. Sampling theory showed large saturation surveys were a waste of
time and resources: smaller samples would yield roughly the same results (Herbst
1993, 43-68). Sampling methods provided the impetus for the proliferation of
national public opinion polls, and specialized market surveys; random sampling
enabled market research to be reasonably accurate, economic, and accessible to many -
more firms. The private sector began to enter a domain of large scale research that
had previously reserved for governments.

Statistical research and census taking had been proceeding apace in
government departments for some decades. The 1880 U.S. census collected
information on 215 subject areas, up from five subjects in the-previous census; the
sheer amount of data spurred such innovations as the adding machine and other
tabulating devices. Herman Hollerith’s punch cards were used in the 1890 census,
allowing for massive savings in time and cost, as well as improved accuracy.
Information processing became a central activity of state bureaucracies, applied to tax
collection, maintenance of employment records, and automobile registration
(Beniger‘408-412). Information on manufacturers and retailers were collected in the
1890 US Census. In Canada the Dominion Bureau of Statistics was formed in 1918,
and by 1940 jw}?lsfpu_blishing reports such as Consumer Market Data, which included
“some of the salient facts of population, production, and distribution, broken down
into small geographic units convenient for the market investigator” (Blankenship
et al 1985, 37).

These market ‘investigations’ reveal how government agencies aided the rise

and growth of commerce. As Robert Heilbroner puts it: “ordinarily the
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government endorses the aims and objectives of the business community and bends .

a great deal of its efforts towar'drcreatin.g a framework with which busi/neés can
operate smoothly” (1989, 103). In his book The Visible Hand (1977) historian Alfred
Chandler shows how much of the spread and,t;reéd.th‘-of ‘managerial government’
in the US was directed towards the ec»onomy.‘ Substantial administrative efforts
were directed specifically to the gathering information on markets and consumer
behaviour. Ironically, many of these initiatives were initiated by governments
generally hostile to state intervention in the economy. l

Why was.the deployment of state sponsored statistics and surveys so
important for commerce? Generating data on distribution and consumption helped
alleviate the unstable cycles of overproduction. As Secretary of Commerce-in 1921,
Hubert Hoover had sought to pht off: the problem of overcapacify by. “adjusting our
economic processes so as to make dormant demands effective.” By irﬁprov'ing
distribution and “securing i%s diffusion into consumption” Hoover believed he
would eliminate “the barriers between goods and’people” (Leach 1993, 355-356.
Noting that “we are almost wholly lacking in the basic data of distribution,” Hoover
created a labyﬁnth of research offices within the Commerce Department “to
investigate domestie, commercial and industrial problems with particular emphasis -
-on marketing.” A number of divisions were mandatéd to “study consumer habits
and preferences for all types of commodities...to discover what the consumer really
" wants” (Leach 360). _
The Bur%eau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce was the most important to
these research;divisions. From 1921 to 1930, its budget grew from $100,000 to $8
million, and ';;ersonnel grew from 100 to 2,500. Run by a Harvard economist and
historian, ]u;lfius Klein, the Bureau aimed to provide cémplete and continually
updated data on distribution systems, consumer markets, pricing changes, and the
purchz;sing power of both local regions and foreign markets. As Klein wrote, “in
these days of highly sensitive commercial organisms, of closely knit, almost magical
_ systems of communications, of instantaneous economic repercussions around the
world, precision of information is of paramount importahcé for every merchant,

manufacturer, banker and shipper” (Leach, 363).
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“Governrpe,nts today continue to follow this formula of servicing the
information needs of economic activity. This type of research data, however,
" generally addressed large-scale business conditions and the broadest of consumer
preferences. D{etailed consumer and market research would require a more

sophisticated group of specialists and professionals.

Marketing theory and professionalization

If the basic elements of marketing research were beginning to be understood,
they remained unevenly applied. While statistics, surQey sam[;ling, market
forecasting provided a empirical picture of markets, more difficult questions about
conéumer behaviour remained. Copywriters and advertisers often preferred to rely
on inspiration or intuition in design their promotional pitch or appeal. The
marketing business had conflicting strategies and techniques, ranging between
rational calculation and creative impulse.

For many businessmen, thé application of scientific methods to marketing
problems was ‘appealing. Already in 1916, a new business text devoted a chapter to
market research, and a full book was published on the subject in 1919 (Bartels 1962,
| 112). In the early 1920’s, Percival White developed concepts such as the |
”measurabilit? of markets” to enable market prediction and control, and became the -
" first widely known marketing research theorist. In 1931, he published the first
manual for field workers in marketing research, entitled Marketing Research
Technique. 3

On the other hand, many advertising agencies still presumed that consumer
behaviour was irrational and fickle; the best advertising strategies still required
emotive and imaginative approaches. But égaip the insights of ‘modern science’
were hard to ignore. The emerging discipline of psychology seemed a particular
good fit. Walter Dill Scott’s Psychology of Advertising, first published in 1908, had a
major impact on the profession. Scott argued that humans were “creatures of
suggestion,” and so he stressed advertising concepts such as "the appeal’ “association’
and ‘persuasion’ (Leiss, Kline and Jhally, 138-139). Working with data gathered from
coded mailings in 1912, William Shryér confirmed this view: consumers responded

to suggestive stimuli and images. Reason may be peculiar to human beings, he
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wrote, but this doesn’t mean it is their prevailing guide to action; rather, they are
“creatures of habit” (Beniger, 386).

Determinations of psychological traits and consumer mot“ivatifons were of
considerable interest to advertisers and their clients. Behavioural psychology lent
its methods and experiments to marketing, and came to be known in the trade as
motivational research. In contrast to statistical and scientific methodologies, -
motivational research “rooted the selling act w{thin' the human persona‘lity by
directl)’/ applying psychological constructs to advertising” (Leiss, Kline and Jhally,
144). The overriding assumption again was the irrational consumer, suscepfible to
suggestion and hidden associations, and as such it came under substantial criticism
for its presumed exploitation of people’s hidden desires and insecurities.
Nonetheless, proponents of motivation research - such as Ernest Dichter - achieved
much success, and leading agencies like McCann-Erickson applied the research to
great effect. Some agencies complained that over-reliance on research stifled
creativity and imaginative design in advertising. While the most successful
agencies seemed have generally settled on a combination of both strategies, in many
respects, the debate continues today (Leiss, Kline and Jhally, 145). \

The social sciences - including psychology, anthropology, and sociology - had
a very strong influence on marketing and advertising. Consumer behaviour itself
became a serious academic pursuit, and by the 1950's and 1960's, hundreds of
textbooks and research studies had been written on the subject. Some of the more
pl;ominent titles included: Science, Technology and Marketing; Consumer Buy{ng
Habits; Drugstore Brand Switching and Impulse Buying; In-Store Traffic Flow;: '
Toward Scientific Marketing; Household Decision-Making. Two raridom quotes
from Consumer Behaviour, a collection of papers published in 1968,‘indicaté the

ongoing orientation of the marketing sciences:

-

With the advent of sophisticated mathematical models, renewed
interest [has been} shown in conducting experimental studies leading
to an explanation of the process of brand preference behaviour. To date
the most important of these studies have been their reliance on
realism and their emphasis on brand loyalty as a probability process
(Stafford 1966). :
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Customer satisfaction with a product presumably leads to repeat .
purchases, acceptance of other products in the same line, and
favourable word-of-mouth publicity. If this presumption is correct,
then understanding and control of factors influencing customers'
satisfaction should be useful for marketing management (Cardozo
1964). : A ,

These quotes reveal the emerging concerns of markegés as consumer culture
matured through the 1950's and 60’s: brand preferencgé and loyalty; maintaining
customer satisfaction over time; the value of repeat purchases and product lines; the
concern to monitor consumer demand and preference over time. With those goals
in mind, research efforts continued to been refined and coordipated: media research
includegi‘circulation audits and audiengeél;atinfgs 'systéms; market surveys indicated
personal“preferences, spending habits and leisure pursuits; advertising research
utilized consumer panels, ad testing and other methods of screening prospective
" messages. Combining these efforts allowed ad(fertising design to proceed in the
broad context of “detailed and accurate knowledge of consumers and audiences”
(Leiss, Kline and Jhally, 143). A

The convergence of these strategies was codified’by the marketing concept , a
notion first proposed by business theorist Peter Drucker.” Over the next.two decades,
the marketing concept was broadly accepted and adopted by brand managers,
academics and marketing practitioners. The basic goal of business marketing,
argued Drucker, is to continually strive to provide greater consumer satisfaction.
For too long, he claimed,, companies have been absorbed with production processes
or product refinement; marketing had been seen merely as-asales tool to push
product, a view both limited and short-sighted. The aim of m!arketing, wrote.
Drucker, was to }’&wke selling superfluous.” The central idea was to pull customers
in and satisfy their needs so as to ensure repeat purchases. The emergence of the
consumer movement - that is, dissatisfied consumers - was the “shame of
marketing” (Drucker, 1986).

Most marketing{exts cite the early and successful implementation of the
marketing concept at General Electric and Pillsbury Foods i;m the late 50’s (Darmon
1989, 5; Oldland 1990, 25). In the decades that followed, this broader‘v%ision evolved

into the “marketing management concept.” Now marketing was redefined further
/ .
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as ;n integrated commuhifations process in which )researéh, design, promotion and
service are all precisely pilanned and tracked (Leiss, Kline, Jhally 1988; Stanton et al,
'1985; Darmon 1989). Marketing, in this view, subsumed the more limited and
traditional activities of advertising and selling. Even the advertising agencies, for
instance, came to recognize that concerted efforts at research, strategy and design
were much more effective than intuitive or untested promotion and selling.
Advertising slowly becafne‘integrated with other marketing functions (Leiss, Kline,
Jhally, ﬁ4—129). Just as important, the customer was now repositioned as the centra‘l'
concern of business.! C

In essence, the marketing concept signaled the further integration of
advertising with other marketing functions such as research, strategy and désign. By
. the early 1960’5, this integrativé approach was being heralded in the trade press, and
/By the advertising agencies, who saw an expanded role for their skills and activities.
Above all, the marketing concept implied reciprocal communication with and
research about consumers and audiences. As a contemporary historical overview of
advertising agencies put it, the marketing concept was “a reaction to public needs
and desires, sometimes even before those needs and desires have been stated....1t
means listening to the public, primarily through research, and providing what it
will buy, and buy again” (Harper et al 1963, quoted in Leiss, Kline Jhally, 129).

As these co}lcepts and theories were put into practice, marketing research and
communications emerged as a respectable professioh across the business landscape;
by 1959, one in five advertising agencies in Canada had a research department
(Darmon 1989, 11). In 1960, the Professional Marketing and Research Foundation ’

. was founded in Canada; by 1970 it had 150 members. Of course, relative to the vast
range. of business activity, these numbers are small; marketing research had name
" recognition, but its ideas and practices would take some time to fully permeate the
modern commercial enterprise. Nonetheless, the 1950’s and 60’s were a crucial
period of innovation - particularly for its technical methods and conceptual

theories.

Even so, old habits die hard. As late as 1970, a survey of business executives and managers found that
0% of the executives agreed that marketing concept had been adopted by their companies, while only
32% of the marketing managers expressed the same view. Clearly, top executives could speak of lofty
goals, while actual business practice lagged behind (Oldland 1990, 25).
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The stage was set for the full maturation of i;r\arketing research and
communications; the industry began to prove itself after decades of toil and
experiment in the shadows of the ad agencies, mass media and manufacturers.
Then, beginning in the early 1970’s, accelerating economic and demographjc change
began to set off an extended period of often unsettling diversity and transformation
in a widening global marketplace. All these multiple transitions pli_o'vi'dgdhnew
opportunities for marketing researchers; perpetual commercial chaﬁge demanded
continuous and innovative research strategies. In an era of flexible economies,
marketing research firms (and its various communication and promohonal

offshoots) were well positioned to pitch their ideas, technologies and strategies

across the consumer arena. It is to this period of tumult and opportunity that 1 turn

to in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER FOUR | ‘ -
MARKETING RESEARCHIN FLEXIBLE ECONOMIES

[y

- ) ~

Over the past several decades, we have witnessed a whirlwind of
technological advances, rapid social éhange, vast and growing diversity in wolrld"
markets and local cultures. Starting in the early 1970’s, the steady economie gi’thh‘
long enjoyed in Westérn economies began to stagnate and stumble, stunted by
inflation, overcapacity, global competition, as well as crisis and shake-ups in
virtually every sector of business. As we saw in Chapter Two, this: period of
prolonged economic uncertainty and readjustment has come to be called post-
Fordism. It has been marked by regular cycles of recession, changing émployment
patterns, de-industrialization and the restructuring of production processes. The
resource and manufacturing sectors were hit particularly -hard. But the stimulations
and threats of global competition and technological change also presented many
opportunities. | '

As many observers (Harvey ]989 Piore and Sabel 1988) have noted, two
factors - flexibility and specialization - have become emblematic of economic -
innovation and vitality in the post-Fordist era. Companies needed to be quick to
adopt to changes in market demand, and to satisfy narrower segments of the, ‘
- marketplace. Goods were manufactured with increasing speed, in smaller and more

varied volumes; product lifecycles shortened, inventories were sup;)lied ‘just-in-
time’ and labour was sub-contracted or outsourced. Batch production and short -
runs were easily achieved with computer software and programmabfe assembly.
The key elements of flexible specialization - 'downsizing, restructuring, outsourcing,
organizational and technical innovatipn - have taken place acrdss the economid .
landscape, from steel mills to supermérkets. ‘

- Most analyses of post-Fordism, however, have tended to brjvilege t’_he
production and trade-oriented aspects o‘f flexible speci;alization: the dynamics of
global competition, and sectoral change§ in industrial processesf: quufacturer;
have moved off-shore, service businesses have expanded, Western companies have
de-industrialized and réorganized: The role of new technologies and organizational

innovation has also been much noted. Shakeouts and reinvestments have sparked

-
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rénewed growth in key Western sectors and,companies. Computing, tele-
| communications, and transport are most often »cited as prime examples.

But few have noted how the matrix of marketing research innovations and
technologies have also played into, and reinforced, flexnble spec1allzatlon This
chapter shall examine ongoing transformations in marketing research and
communications in the context of post- -Fordism. As in the Fordist era, the.
connections to the media, marketmg and consumer goods industries have beer:
crucial. But many analyses of post-Fordlsm overlook the consumer sector of the
economy. Contemporary consumer economies have been marked by evolving
demographic shifts, more varied consumer formations, greater product assortments,
and new sites and avenues for commercial exchange. All these changes required
tighter coordination and communication within organ;'zations, and beyond to
suppliers and markets. As the currents of supply and demand flowed at multiple :
scales - local, regional and global - swift access to accurate market data became
essential forﬂexnble business decisions and responsnveness

The adoptlon of information systems for lnventory control proved especially
important, reducing costs and improving productivity. Capturing this data for b
marketing purposes was the next logical step. Monitoring consumer demand and
tabulatihg their preferences emerged. as a fine-tuned predictive tool for many
markeiers and retailers. Busipesses increasingly sought to integrate consumer
communication and response into all aspects of commercial exchange. Direct
marketing, affinity cards, coupon programs and bar codes all arose or re-emerged
with a view to collecting detailed consumer data. The marketplace is now laced by a
network of information. Marketers create ‘digital personas’ - statistical and symbolic
reflections of consumer interactions and activities. These ‘data shadows’ hover
over, and influence, many commercial transactions, particularly those conducted
with distant organizations or by electronic means. The emergence of the Internet
and electronic commerce seems certain to exacerbate these tendencies.

Post-Fordism, then, has also been marked by a decisive shift from aggregate-
level demographic analysis to a much fin‘er-grained level of marketing research.
Conceptions and strategies of ‘market feedback’ ‘demand manageme'nt’ and

‘information control’ have been utterly transformed by the parameters of flexible
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specialization; consumers, too, are now ‘processed’ in small batches’ and short rur‘\s
Niche markets and targeted groups are packaged and labeled, dehvered to clients
who need to re-orient their business strategies, re-locate a retail outlet, or excavate
new markets. By pinpointing precise signposts within di\;erse, ‘elusive and

expanding consumer markets, marketing researchers have emerged as the pre- .~

eminent mapmakers of post-Fordist economies, measuring the latitudes of cultural’

trends and meridians of consumer tastes.

L
W ¥

Marketing management and planning

By the mid-1960’s, the marketlng industry was. mature and established
enough to warrant a sense of its own history. Typical marketing textbooks outline
three stages of its historical develobment: production-oriented (1900-1930), sales-
oriented (1930’s-1960’s) and marketing’;}nanagement (m'id-60£ to present) (Bartels
1976; Stanton 1985). The first stage is characterized by its emphasis on production
planning and control, where the sales departmé}lt-simply sells company output, at
prices often set by production or financial ex’écuﬁves While many of the tools of
research and promotion are in place, marketing - as an mdependent entity - barely
exists at this point. The post- depressnon era placed more urgency upon sales staff. In
the second stage, sales forces were larger, better orgamzed and given more:
responsibilities and status. Promotion andi:_.sales gained new respect, but are still
faulted for ‘hardje_fi”approaches, where tﬁe needs of the customer were ighored or
misunderstood. . J

In the third ‘mature stage’, marketing managemént rises to a new
prominence in blgsiness planning and strategy. 'Sale‘s comes under the direction of
marketing executiyés and management; other divi;(;ns such as inventory control,
product planning ahd design begin to be_stricﬂy coordinated with marketing
f'esearchl. As marketing gets reconceived a$ a function of management, its findings
and concerns are introduced at the beginning of the production cycle; marketing was
no longer relegated to end-of-the-line sales and promotion. Marketing, irfthis view,
has achieved its full potential, integrated info all company operations, influencing
all aspects of business organization, policy and direction (Stanton 1985; Darmon

1989).
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This periodisation-of marketing history, of course, betrays a self-regarding

notion of progress and advanéément, but nonetheless positions the industry’s "
. growing 'promi;enlce within the historital‘annals of b_us'iness enterprise. This on-
going self-promotion and redefinition of the goals and direction of mafketing |
research is furthered as well in the popular and business press. Partlcularly since the s
1980’s, an astomshmg range of ]ournals and books have dispensed advice on the
techniques and tools of ‘the new'marketmg. The marketmg industry, not

surprisingly, knows how to sell itself exceptionally Awell,‘and packages its every -
innovation with newtwists and pitches: ’guerrilla marketing’, ‘after-marketing’
‘one-to-one marketmg ‘customized marketmg |

Beyond those multiple labels a few common directions in marketmg

o 2
AN

management can be detected. First, the 6ustomer-or1entatlon concept has been "',,
extended and refined. As we saw, Peter Drucker had long argued that “the first

order of business is‘to.create and keep a customer” (Drucker 1986). Consumey needs
and interests come fifst,.in this view, and business planning and management

should alwags monitor consumer satisfaction and*respond to customer wants and
needs. Thus, virtually every marketing textbook distinguishes marketing from

~ mere selling in its first pages. Thomas Levitt put it simply: “Selling focuses on the-
needs of the seller, marketing on the needs of the buyer” (Levitt1983). Customer
service became the new clarion call of smart marketers; good service required

~ efficient means _to track consumer tastes and preferences.

Secondly, marketers discovered that the simplest way to tabulate consumer
interests was to group and categorize them. A vast and w1dgly -differentiated
marketplace needed to be brokené’own into identifiable divisions. Market
] segmentation (the term was coined in 1954) proposed that all consumer markets
could be segmented into a number of basic demographic and behavioral groups,
defir;id within a limited grid of tastes and traits: income levels, family size,
neighbourhood types, leisure habits, interests, and purchasing behaviours.32 By the Q
late 1960’s, a handful of psychological, cultural and lifestyle categories were added;
this came to be known as pyschographic profiling (Sampson 1992). By the mid-

32 Market segmentation was first introduced into Canada in 1964 by Market Facts (a subsidiary of the
American firm), along with a mail panel of over 12,000 families and the first tracking studies in the
country (Darmon 1989, 11).
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: 1970’5 segmentahon and psychographlcs were lndustry orthodoxy (Shaw 1993;

Stanton 1985)
' Of coursé, segmentation strategies required the constant and on- gomg
collectlon of information about consumers. The methods for gathermg consumer

>

data quickly expanded. Public sources of mformatlon from the Cengus.to land-title 2
records, were made more accessnble, whlle commercnal data flrrps proliferated and * “
- specialized. Pollsters.branched out into marketing research, designing focus groups
and telephone questionnaires. Contest entries and warronty cards were explicitly
designed with information retrieval in mind. Magazine publishers and other firms
discovered that subscription lists and other similar databases of consumer

information were a goldmine of ‘ma'rketing intelligence.’

These three factors - a renewed consgmer focus, market segmentation, the
collection and sorting of consumer data - each keyed perfectly into the ‘marketing
management concept.” Marketing research provided feedback on design ideas,
promotian strategies and ser\fice functions (Stanton 1985; Darmon 1989). For .
instance, detailed research enabled strategic decision-making about the ‘marketing
mix’ - how to find the most effective balance of promotional efforts to target the
most desirable consumers. In this manner, advertising strategies were slowly '
subsumed under the umbrella of.marketing management. Both product and
campaign planning could be fully pre-tested, refined at each step of production

(Leiss, Kline and Jhally 1990, 147).

Fabricating fragmented markets

The biggest proponents of marketing management were those companies that
produced, sold and promoted goods to the consumer through the traditional media.
The consumer goods industry - groceries and foodstuffs, health, hygiene and '
drugstore products, household electronics, automobiles - commanded very large
advertising budgets, and controlled numerous product lines and brand names.
They were especially concerned with business-to-consumer relationshirps, and had
extensive media and public relations departments to communicate with the public.

L]
The consumer goods industry, and their advertising agencies, were very sensijtive to
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consumer opinion and trends. This made them the leading innovators in the
marketmg profession, a training ground for the best executives (Oldland 1990, 25).
" On the other hand, the entrenched tactics of marketing professionals would
prevent many of them from detecting some on-going shifts in consumer
environments. Most agenéies and media-buyers had long acquired a dependence on’
the broad appeal of brand4r§aines{ prime-time programming, and standard methods
of audience and market measurement.  ‘Beginning in the 1970s, the shift away: from’
mass markets began to be evident on a number of fronts. Product labeling, design
and marketing broke away ifrom the one-brand-for-all into produét differentiation;
consumer products brandished ‘new’ ‘improved’ ‘special fc;rmulas,’ and product
lines were repackaged to appéal to varied regional, generational and lifestyle tastes.
Network media audi_énces declined and fragmented with the appearance of cablé;
., satellite and pay-per-view systems. ~ |

, For many observers, the specialization of the magazine market in the 1960’s
was the forerunner of media and marketing fragmentation in the decades to follow
(Neumann 1992; Barnes and Thomson 1994). Such transformago:; are now
evident across. the cultural and economic landscape. The mid-century stimuli of
mass-consumption (large-scale advertising, broadcast media, department stores,
suburban lifestyles) have éiven way to a much more complex and mobile hybrid of
consumer activities, practices and structures (niche retailing, spectacular shopping
malls, discount warehousers, digéct mail and home-shopping). New marketing
ventures and experim’enfs have p:foliferated: telemarkéting, infomercials, product
placement, ads painted and-postered on buses, buildings, bathrooms. Institutionally,
marketing firms have globalized and specialized; large firms haVe merged, with
active éccounts on every continent; smaller ‘boutique’ firms fill (egional differences,
‘3 * sectoral industries,_or-_ ge;qerational niches. Adver}ising campaigns, in furn, are
- spread over a larger world-wide canvas, but remain attentive and adaptable to .
regional tastes and lifestyles. Globalizing post-Fordist economies, in other words,
has been accompahied, especially in Western markets, by the ‘demassification’ of
media delivery systems and the splintering of marketing strategies. The

composition of corgumer markets is remeasured with new instruments, monitored

= .
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at varying scales and grids, depending on the particular aims and expectations of
clients. Ca

As len Ang (1991) and Barnes and Thomson (1994) have shown, the o,
development of new audience measurement techgi'ques illustrates the ongoing
institutional tensions across the television industry, especiélly with regards to the
divergent strategies of mass appeal and specialization. In 1987, u;\}er pressure from
competitors and the new cable networks, the Neilsen company introduced ‘people
meter’ technology. It provided data on the television viewing behaviour of
individual audience members. The cable networks contended that they were
delivering demographically attractive audiences with their narrowly targeted
programming; but they complained that aggregate household data, even that
collected by Nielsen’s combination of diaries anqr audimgters, underestimated the
reach and specificity of their audiences. On the whole, people meter data confirmed
the suspicions of the cable industry; advertisers preferred their target audiences, and
cable revenues rose. . The main networks, to their consternation, found that people.‘“.-"Z
metering suddenly confirmed what many had long suspected: VCR'’s and cable
channels had drained their audience share, and their most loyal viewers were, in
the main, not particularly attractive to advertisers (Ang 1991, 80-81).

‘The people meter example demonstrates that the means and methods of
audience measurement emerge from the interplay of multiple forces. So-called
‘advances’ in ratings systems are not merely the result of a few companies and their
desire for more accurate measurements. Ratings are determined by client interests
and influences (in this case, those of the lratings firms, media companies and
advertisers), by the active cooperation of ‘actual” audience members, and by existing
perceptions of the al\Qays evolving marketplace. Togethef these influences help
fabricate tentative representations of given audience segments. The constitution of
audiences and markets is never merely an untainted empirical project; modern
consumers are socially-constituted in ways that are institutionally effective, that
have social meaning am}' economic value within a particular time and place. The
‘reported figures’ of an given audience or market are shaped via a complex set of
cooperative alliances and institutional negotiations. Whenever market conditions
change, or as new technologies emerge, a fresh set of .institutional alliances and
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strategies must be arrangéd. This includes assuring an acceptable degree of - .
cooperation and consensus from the subjects of measurement: audiences and Y
consumers. To return to Giddens’ phrase, a negotiated set of ‘trust relations’ is
required to sustain and expand mechanisms for measuring ma;kcts.

In other words, the flow of data, and the portraits it forms, both reflect and
cement the institutional relationships within the ratings industry. As Barnes and
Thomson put it: “the logic of the [media] specialization process - that smaller, more
homogeneous audiences offer audiences more value per person than larger, more
heferogeneous audiences - 'requires acceptable audience data to operate. Without
that data, the audience has no reality for advertisers, and, consequently no value”

(1994, 91-92).

Surveillance with a smile : ¢

Various forms of ‘consumer surveillance’ have profilerated across the entire
spectrum of modern economies. The ‘metrics’ of measurement are now applied to
consumers and citizens, not just TV audiences. And as len Ang has noted, the
research industries are always pursuing more detailed.and more perfect methods.
Tabulating consumers has become more extensive, more precise, and more routine.
Innovations in information technologies have certainly enabled and extended
consumer communications for marketers and businesses. But these streams of data
must also require professional mediation: customer information must be creatively
interpreted and organized, and then translated into operational decisions. The
collection of consumer data is more than technologicalr invention. It is also a vital
resource for business, a key professional specialty, and thus an intégral part of
contemporary marketing management.

Of course, the industry sees these transformations in very pragmatic and
positive terms. The Harvard Business' Review puts it simply: ”éffective marketing
relies on a two-way information flow between the marketer and the prospect”
(Bessen 1993). Tom Guald, a Vice President of marketing at Canadian Tire, spins it
this way: “It's essential today to know your éustomer and pay mor%é attention to the
individual. To be competitive, you’ve got to create and build a relationship and

reward the customer for shopping with you” (Simms, 1994).
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For industry insiders, then, modern marketing strategies are meant generéte
and reinforce ‘improved customer service’ and ‘closer consumer relationships.” By
the mid-1990’s, these tactics have largely converged around the term ‘relationship* .
marketing and management.” Building better relationships with consumers has:
again been predicatedon'manage‘ment and marketing theories promoted by Peter
Drucker, Philip Kotler and many others (Shimp 1990). The central notion here is
that it is much cheaper and mc;re efficient to keep current custbomershthan to bring
in new ones: “customer retention is far more important than customer attraction”
(Drucker 1993; Kotler 1994). Customer loyalty, interest, and repeated purchases, in
this view, are best maintained by superior customer service, and preéise attention to
their individual needs and wants. Over the last decade, then, marketers l}ave ‘been
prompted to deeper investigations of consumer attributes and purchasingr i
preferences (Sellars 1993). |

As the motivations of marketing have evolved, traditional tactics and
methods have reemerged in new forms. The remarkable resurgence of direct
marketing is a case in point._Relegated to the 'margin“s during the mass-m‘edia4era,
the responsive capacities of mail-order and catalogue companies are now major
advantages. Direct-lﬁarketing methoeds have since been adopied by‘banks,
advertiSers, and large retailers. The key material advantage for most direct-
(marketers were their mail-lists, a template of customer addresses and purchases. As
Somputers became cheaper and more accessible, the form and content of these lists
became highly ada.ptable. Relational database software vastly enhanced the volume
and speed in which consumer information could be processed and.éorrelated. By
the early 1990’s, database marketing had spun off into a formidable marketing °
specialty in its own right, complete with professional associations and trade
journals.

Both direct and database marketing have, in turn, provoked voracious ‘- ’
appetites for consumer and market data. The sources and conduits for this
information comes in all forms, from standard surveys to credit card records. The
most remarkable of recent changes, however, is the streaming of sites of commercial
exchange into nodes of transactional information. Again, the model here is the

credit card, the first broad attempt to precede, accompaﬁy or mediate consumer
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transactions with information. Combined. with the capacity of comphters, electronic
tools such as bar codes, scanners, ‘frequent-shopper’ or membership cards provide
retailers and other businesses with detailed portraits of customer purchase habits
and histories.

_-In the following sections, I will oufline the parameter of direct and database
marketing, and two of their most prominent progeny: affinity cards, and electronic-
point-of-sale systems. But as I will argue below, these electronic mediations of
commercial exchange are the mere foreshadowing of a more extensive
transformation: the emergénce of the networked marketplace. The leading edge of
this frontier, qf course, is the Internet and the rush to establish a world of electronic
commerce. Smart cards, and other stored-value identifiers, are further indications
of this trend, ;

Again, these innovations.provide key b$|efits for the modern, time-

pressured consumer. Prime among them are acéessibility, mobility and
" convenience; consumer interactions are quicker and easier. For tompanies and

their executives;,*on the other hand, these informational systems provide substantial
cost savings and further control within the marketplace. Data collection again
facilitates the prediction of sales, and thus the reduction of risk in a highly uncertain
and elusive marketplace. Information erases the often dauntiﬁg distance between
customers and suppliers; the more companies know about their customers, the
better service can be provided, and the more loyal customers will become. ‘Getting
close to the customer’ as the Harvard Busmess Review puts it, “now has a definite

high-tech ring” (Bessen 1993). Consumer surveillance, in other words, is being sold

as customer service.

Direct marketing

In its earliest incarnations, direct marketing was largely conceived as a non-
broadcast promotional practice, concentrating on postal services such as direct mail,
flyers, inserts and catalogues. The key advantages of direct marketing are its ability
to “build a two-way, long-term relationships” with the consumer. As a vehicle of
commercial communication, direct marketing provides both an “offer and a

response mechanism” which can yield immediate concrete measurements of
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effectiveness and evaluanon (Shimp 1990: Stewart 1992, 2). Proponents of the
direct-marketing approach consistently draw out the distinctions between general
advertising and- direct marketing. ‘ 7

In their view, mass advertlsmg is an expensive, dated and often ineffective
medium. It relies on one general message for everyone, and uses repetition and -
saturatlon to ) puild awareness over time; with few reliable methods for response or
evaluation. By contrast, the primary ob]ectlve of direct marketing is to channel
information streams and collect immediate responses from individuals. This
allows for continual refmement and targeting of offers. The ke?y goal is to build a
relationship with the consumer,.so-that customer loyalty and value can be
cultivated over time (Shimp 199Q). Of course, some of these so-called distinctions
and advantages are rather self-serving.’. For instance, mass media advertising has
been primarily responsible for brand-name recognition and customer loyalty.

Nonetheless, by the 1990’s, the bop’ndaries between traditional media,
advertising and direct marketing were becoming very blurred. Traditional media,
from _telev}sion to bi}Jlboards, increa’siﬁgly ineorporated direct response mechanisms

* - 1-800 numbers, for instance - into their campaigns. Despite this merging of

activities, three basic categories of marketing can be roughly drawn:

®
P

e Direct response advertzsmg dlrect mail, catalogues and telemarketing.

» Direct response mass advertzsmg newspaper inserts, unaddressed mail, private
delivery, direct res_ponse television, controlled print circulation.

e General advertising tnedia: newspapers, radio, television, magazines.

The first two streams of direct marketing practice stretch across the terrain of
traditional broadcast media, general print delivery, and direct mail systems. With
these multiple practices and media in mind, the Canadian Direct Marketing

Association (CDMA) now defines it activities widely:

a range of activities designed to offer information, goods or services to
members of the public and the business community by mail, telephone
or other direct means, based on prior knowledge, or assumptions
about, the addressees interests, so as to elicit a direct, measurable
response and establish a mutually beneficial relationship (Canadian
Direct Marketing Association, 1993).
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By the mid-1990’s, this hlghly specnallzed field of marketmg had made a

substantial mark in the world of commerce and promotlon

*“In 1995 Canadians bought over $10 billion in goods and services through direct
- marketing, up from $7.1 billion in 1988, and $4.5 billion in 1984 (Stewart 1994,
Alaton 1996).

e In 1995, Canadian businesses spent over $2.5 billion annuallv on purchases
through direct marketing (CDMA 1993). '

* The direct marketing industry employs over 200,000 Canadians (CDMA 1993).

* Direct marketing share of all net advertlsmg in Canada has risen from 20 per cent
to almost 25 per cent in 1995 (Alaton 1996).

 Direct mail revenues are consistently larger than revenues for totals for all
television advertising, in both US and Canada (Stewart 1994).

e In the United States, 1995 sales reached $53 billion in the telemarketing, dlrect
mail, catalogue and TV shopping sectors (Alaton 1996).
il :

Database Marketing 4 ‘

In 1990, two:\prominent American direct marketers defined their business
activities simply and succinctly: “An interactive system of marketing which uses
one or-more advertising media to effect a measurable response and/or transaction at
_any location”*(Hoke & §tone 1990). This seems an all-encompassing definition, up-
to-date and sigm'fying its technological maturity and confidence. Two years later,
the two marketers felt compelled to update their definition in Direct Marketing -
magaziné, adding the phrase: “with this activity stored on a database.”

This seemingly banal addit.;ion signaled a crucial shift in marketing
communications. The potential of relational database systems was suddenly being
recognized. In a widely noted spoech in 1992, Joe Cappo, the publishing director of
Advertising Age, declared: “We are in the midst of an uphooval that is tearing apart
the framework of marketing. It's a revolution” (Feschuk, 1993). For Cappo and his
colleagues, this ‘revolution’ was a serious threat to traditional ad agencies. The
threat arose directly from two “alarming” trends, according to Cappo. The first was
widely recognized: the ongoing fragmentation of network television audiences; the
second was just beginning to dawn on the industry: the substantial shift of

promotion expenditures away from big agencies and media outlets to other non-

*
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media marketing systems such as direct mail, coupons, and telemarketing (Shaw,

1993).

The solution, Cappo declared, lay in the emergence of database marketing.
“This is marketing intelligence,” he said. ”Agencies;should have gone into this20
years ago.....This is the way-things are gding to be in the future. The application of )
computer sciences to marketing is a long-term trend that will profoundly change the
way advertisers sell their products” (Feschuk, 1993). )

What do databases add to direct marketing? On the face of it, not much. In
his book MaxiMarketing (1993), Stan Rapp positions database markefing within the
traditional concerns about service and sales: ”Any marketingyprocess in which
useful, relational information about prospects or customers is stored in the
company’s database and is used to continue the relationship or’stimulate sales.”
Others, such as Stephen Shaw, a leading ciatabase marketer in Canada, deliberately
highlights the management opportunities afforded by databases. His definjtion,
outlined in a detailed article in the Canadian Journal of Mizrketing Research (1993),

[

focuses on the technical finesse of database marketing:

.

By collecting data about individual customers and distilling it into
actionable marketing intelligence through segmentation analysis and
profiling, one can develop strategies and programs to maximize
customer value and build loyalty, using targeteuersonahzed
communications to maintain an ongoing interactive dialogue with the
most desirable existing customers (Shaw 1993).

This description amply highlights the loné-term aims of modern marketing, and
marks the pfesent pinnacle of its three central goals: the emphasis on customer
satisfaction and retention; the precise segmentation of customers in micro-
marketing environments; the translation of vast volumes of available data into
intelligible and actionable information. |
Database marketing, then, is simply a giant technological leap into thé future;
it has merely accelerated and automated already well-established marketing .
strategies and goals. Transactional networks routinize the collection of data and
enhance its'scope. Relational databases, in turn, quickly ‘merge and purge’ vast
overlays of aggregate aan,,iﬁdividualized data in huge volumes. Databases can then

create a vast array of multiple, customized cohorts and fields of data, casting tightly-
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“meshed informational webs at different scales, from regional groupings to city ..

profiles, from nelghbourhoods portraits down to character sketches of individuals.
But the basic marketmg motivations remain the same. For market
researchers, consumer data facilitates cost-effective and measurable decision-making
for businesses and clients: It reduces uncertainty, enables predictability ;f demand,
increases the proBability of sales. Marketers have long understood that past
behaviour is the most reliable predictor of future behaviour. Repeat customers are
extremely valuable - it costs three to five times more to attract and find new
customers. One marketing specia.lty,ﬁ known va;iously as syncho-graphics or life-
éycle analysis, points up there strategic concerns. Using data-drawn from hospital
and school records, land-title and real- estate firms, marketers plot out household
lifecycles, notmg b1rthda€es and anniversaries, or specific ‘life-events and spending
milestones,” such as house pur_chases or new-born kids. By timing their
promotional pitc}‘\es or gifts to specific dates and events, marketers believe they can
ensure customer loyalty and satisfaction.® y
In sufn,= the five central pillars of an integrated database management

program can be isolated as follows (Shaw 1993).

s Monitoring consumer behaviour: transactional networks and databases provide
a ‘virtually limitless capacity’ to store customer purchase histories. Tracked at
both summary and individual level, personal preferences are monitored,
enabling strategies to influence consumer decisions.

e Predicting consumer behaviour: disaggregated data is mined for predictive
variables through regressive analysis and other statistical techniques.
Consumers can be ranked from-high to low, based on the desired propensities
and characteristics. " ‘

o 'Segmenting customers: fﬁrther statistical methods, such as cluster analysis,

allow for much more refined consumer profiles and segments. Such analysis
will draw on external publlc and private sources, as well as customized,
proprietary data. :

* Maximizing customer value: the precise value of future earnings from
individual customers can be estimated, and used to “guide the allocation of

3 Anitem in one of a series of reports on database marketing by the Globe and Mail illustrates how
this works in the banking sector. Canadian banks are composing ‘complete picture of their clients”
through predlctwe modeling’ that analyses ‘customer life cycles.” This allows the banks to track
customer’s “major financial decmen‘pomts like getting married, buying their first home and so on,
through to retirement.” “We do know an awful lot about these customers,” admits a Royal Bank vice- -
president, “but it allows us to get a better focus and viewpoint of that customer” (Simms, 1994).
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marketing resources. The cistomer base can be stratified by lifetime value in
order to idenfify the best performing, or most promising, segments.”

» Managing customer relationships: the careful integration of consumer
information into marketing strategy enables continuing and hopefully beneficial
communications between companies and customers. Messages can be tailored to
individual needs and preferences, and further refined through the monitoring of

response.

‘Databases and other informational marketing programs have been widely
adopted across many types of industry andenterprise; an explosion of companies
and consultancies have éppeared on the scene, many providing specialty services in
list brokerage, cluster analysis, mailing services, and software designers. Many |
companies combine these’.services, providing vertical integration in the database
industry. Dun and Bradstreet is one such company in the US; Blackburn Polk
Markeﬁng Services and Compusearch are comparable Canadian firms. Other
companies have found extremely small niches in the database marketing; one such
firm supplies mailing lists of gay homeowners in North America, others specialize
in specific regional areas or income brackets. Increasingly, consumer information is
rented and sold across different industry and ownership groups. A recent US survef.
by Donnelly Marketing Inc. revealed that 85% f manufacturers and retailers believe-
they will need database marketing to become competitive past the year 2000; 56% are
currently building databases and 10% plan to do so (Berry, 1994).

Marketing research and management has now become deeply dependent on
information, sourced from databases and other computing systems. Many irijtial
sources ofadata are much more mundane and paper-based: contest entrjes,
magazines subscriptions, coupon redemption. Each of these banal daily exchanges
are inc;éasingly destined for database crunching. Many new spaces and avenues for’
consumption are now explicitly designed ‘to facilitate electronic and automatic |
monitoring of transactions. While many small and medium-sized companies can
run modest database programs,-building a comprehensive network of consumer
information requires substantial investment effort. The database industry is already
dominated by just a handful of ma;or companies:. Dun and Bradstreet; MetroMall
Information Resources International; R.C. Polk and TRW. US-based MetroMail is
known primarily as a list broker. The firm draws “information from over 3,500
sources to trace the affairs of 85 million households.” Their database holds up to 25
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pieces of data on every identified individual, including ownership of credit card;
responsweness to mail-order and pohtlcal orientation (Larson 1992). In Canada
mos4 of these firms operate through subsrdlarles such as Blackburn- Polk Ma;ketmg
Services. ) .

»‘ 1}4 )

Two pioneering innovations in database marketing are affinity-card programs -

and electronic point-of-sale‘systems.
 Affinities of information o o
Perhaps the most prominent database-driven marketing programs are the-
frequent-flyer plans introduced by Canada’s national airlines in the mid-1980’s.
Introduced to minimize customer erosion in arf era of deregulation and fare-
slashing, these programs quickly helped identify which customers and regions
provided the strongest revenue base. Full-fare business travelers, it was d(iscoyered,
were a mere fraction of card holders, but were significant contributors to total
revenue. This information allowed the airlines te stratify their membership base,
and provide incentives to their most‘desirabl?:}yners. These prc;grams soon
became an integral part of airline marketing strategy;'by 1992, Canadian Airlines had
over 2 million members in its program, while Air Canada counted over 1.5 million
Aeroplan members (Shaw 1993). .-
By 1996, frequent-flyer programs had been linked to a vast range of firms and
industries. You can collect Air Miles with gas purchases, credit card use, and long
disltance charges. One hundred and fifteen Canadian companies now sponsor
Loyalty Management’s Air Miles program, which now has over 5.2 million
Canadian member households. In Western Canada, up to 80% of the population
~ actively collect Air Miles. Loyalty Management collects and sorts’data on spending
habits, and uses it to tell sponsor companies where to build new stores and how to
stock them. The information also allows companies to refine their mailing lists and
direct marketmg strategies. A Loyalty Management VP claims that they can triple
the normal 2% respsnse rate for direct mail, and in some cases reach an 18% or 20%
response (Belford 1996). |
Aptly named “loyalty” or “affinity” programs, these marketing systems are  «

designed to encourage repeat purchases, and thus loyalty to the sponsoring company

-
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or brandname Propnetary, or in-house afflmty programs have proved particularly
succe_ssful for some time, particularly in the retall ‘trade. Zellers launched the Club Z
program in 1987; by 1993 they had over 7 million members, with almost 80% of
- transactions using the Club Z card (Southerst 1993; Shaw 1993). Other large retailers,
including K-Mart and ’IKEA, have entered the database game; Sears Club has 4.7
million members, the A&P chain 2.5 million. J

.A number of cross-sector database alliances and programs have é{uickly,,
followed suit. In 1992, GM paired itself with MasterCard, and within two years built
up a database of 12 million members. In recent years all of Canada’s major banks
have realigned and correlated their many record-keeping systems through powerful
parallel-processing computers. The Royal Bank’s Marketing Information File
required a four-year investment of $15 million, and was put into full operation early
in 1996 (Wilson 1996). Telephone companies in both the US and Canada now offer
long-distance rewards programs; MCI’s Friends and Famlly progfam has 8 million
members. "Consumer goods manufacturers such as Kraft and Philip Morrls have
each built databases wnth over 25 million names (Berry 1994). 5,

Many of these compames have amassing customer names and puréhase
histories for decades, but are only now converting them into marketing incentive
programs. A whole new techno-savvy industry called data-warehousing & data- i

mining has sprung up to service companies who need to make com;;any
information intelligible and useful. “We don’t have any more information than we
did 10 years ago” says a Royal Bank executive. “It's our ability to access that
information, to listen to.that and put pertinent offerings in front of clients and
proposals that are meaningful” (Shaw, 1994). &

Of course, these ‘loyalty relationships’ make it inconvenient for consumers to
switch to a competitor. Amassing ‘AirMiles’ with Canadian discourages future
flights with Air Canada or other non-affiliated airliners. Many of the long-distance
dtscounts only work if the customer invests time and energy to form a network of
friends and family to sign on. As one marketer noted, changing long-distance
carriers means “reinventing one’s relationships” (Berry 1994). There is plenty of

reason to cast a skeptical eye on the supposed benefits and discounts of loyalty
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programs as well; even the most meagre free gift or flight can require years of
weekly gas or, credit Eard purchases.

"= Nonetheless, the success of these programs is undeniable. They have
achieved a kind of digital version of brand-name loyalty. In doing so, they ensure
the retenti‘on of the most valuable customers and promot.'e ‘frequent shoppers’.
Moreover, these technologies permit an intimacy between customers and
companies; they allow corporations to declare that they know and understand
customer needs. The Royal Bank declares that it serves “one customer at a time.”
Closer consumer relationships are indeed at the heart of contemporary business

practjces, but the intimate dialogue is primarily one-way. Marketers want to know

all about us; but how many shoppers have heard of MetroMail or Blackburn-Polk?

R?l by detail '

The average grocery store carries ove{ 20 thousand items. Over 10 thousanc{
new products are introduced every year. Shoppers are spendmg less time in
supermarkets than they used to, down to an average of 21 minutes from 28 minutes
10 years ago (Bessen 1993). For many decades food and snack manufacturers leased
out the optimum space in grocery stores and kept strict control over promotional
dlsplays and coupon programs. Every year since 1990 in-store promotional ’
expenditures have grown by 25%. These companies now buy ad space on shopping
carts, at checkout counters, on TV's in the aisles. Supermarkets are a primary site of
consumer research; designers have determined the optimum layout for premium
sales; manufacturers routinely pay incentives for the best diéplay areas and shelf
space. In many respects, retailers are in the ‘real estate business’ (Hitt, 1996).

At the core of the retailing revolution sits a innocuous but remarkable piece
of technology: the bar code. A tiny piece of black and white information, the
Universdl Product Code (UPC) is seemingly everywhere, imprinted on virtually”
every packaged product on the planet. At onca-generic and unique, the bar code is a
data machine, a digital language read only by computers. A generic rectangle of
pure, unadulterated information, the UPC forms the foundation for efficient

inventory control and the precise tracing of individual purchase histories. While

developed for the retail and grocery trade, it is now commonly used in warehouses,

t
»

108



¥

" security gates, libraries, foﬁ'personal ID cards, and as we saw earlier, byFed Ex
couriers. o : Lt .
In the retailing industry, bar codes are integrated with electronic point-of-sale

terminals (EPOS), allo'weiﬁg for flexible, ‘just-in-t‘ime’ distribution:

With a full EPOS system, as goods are purchased by the consimer,
within-store stock levels are adjusted, orders for deliveries are made -
automatically, goods are made ready for dispatch form automated
warehouses, fresh supplies to the warehouse are requested, and -
invoices are matched and paid by an automatic accounting system.
Moréoever, up-to date sales information is available on-line to
management, and sales can be analyzed line-by-line, store-by- -store,
region-by-region, and informed decisions regarding shelf allocation,
stocking policy, product promotion, new store location strategy etc., can
‘be taken (Wrigley 1990, 18).

~ More recent experiments combine grocery scanner data with affinity cards and set-
top boxes. For instance, participating households key in personal codes while
watching television ads, and also present ‘member cards’ at local grocery stores. Thls
allows compames like Arbitron and BehaviourScan to preasely correlate viewing
habits with supermarket purchases.

For many analysts, scanning systems have helped to tip the balance of power
in consumer ;étailing. The benefits largely accrue to retailers over manufacturers,
big retailers over small retailers, and also promote the growth of independent data
brokers. Point-of-sale data are a primary resource for many of North Ametia’s
largest information firms, such as Dun and Bradstreet or Information Resources
International. In Canada, grocery-store data is largely controlled by the A.C. Neilsen
Co., and is estimated to be worth $70 million annually (chker 1993; Strauss
-1994). | ‘

Database management has transferred knowledge ‘about sales and customers

back to retailers, who can use it as leverage with manufacturers and distributors. As

leading management consultant Peter Drucker put it:

The only information about the marketplace we have is what the
customer buys, and now we have it in the form in-which it
immediately becomes operational information. [t can immediately

transform |tself into orders to the manufacturer, into decnslons to
~ }
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discontinue this item because it doesn’t movye, or to increase our
promotion of said item. It immediately becomes an operating decision.
What that gives the retailer basically is power. Information is power
now (Drucker, 1993).

» , ‘
The classic gxample‘fu:re is Wal-Mart. By combining centralized-buying with
detailed customer information systems, Wal-Mart can demand steep price discounts
" on Specific_product lines, and apply further pressure on manufacturers through the
introduction of private-label brands. ‘ \ T
Moreover, as one retail consultant argues in the Harvard Business Review
(Bessen 1993)‘, similar forc’es provide substantial advantages for the large chains over

regional ones. The example used here is A&P:

By combining the frequent-shopper database with demographic and
life-style data, central-office analysts_can further understand customer : e
needs. In cooperation with store managers, merchandise buyers at )
company headquarters select products and prices tailored to customer

= preferences at each store and region. An individual A&P store now
refletts its locale, including shelves of ethnic foods, and, at the same
time, it offers cheaper prices than a regional competitor (Bessen, 155).

Y

-

In other words, database programs allow large firms to actlike local ones.
“Micromarketing techniques...are critical to the survival of large players, since they
allow big companies to own niches in the manner of smaller, more flexible
competitors (Bessen, 151). But they also retain the advantages of big firms.

- “Complex customer-information systems .may require investments of up to $100
million, and it may take years to build the technology and collegt the data....small or
even mid-size competitors-will find it difficult, if not impossible to play this game”
(Bessen, 159-160). |

On the other hand, more recent advances in microprocessors increasingly
allow even small stores and chains to manage and méin,ta%n their own POS or
database systems. The Globe and Mail reported on a Vancou\ver firm that markets
on-line loyalty programs for a network of participating restal’Jrants.ﬁ But the trend
clearly runs in the other direction, where even the largést companies can “function
like the smallest ones, creating a bond with customers by 6¥ffer'ing personalized

services tailored to individual needs” (Wilson 1996).
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-Micro-marketing the media ]

) Contemporary marketing research is widely considered a perfectly legitimate,
necessary and progressivg function in.today’s capitalist mgr_kéfplace. Its operative
strafegies and benefits ha?e become economic orthodoxy. Prominent journals such
as the Harvard Business Review routinely feature lengthy articles on realizing ‘your
customers’ full "proﬁﬂt potential’ by building ‘behaviour profiles’ and ‘maintaining
transactional streams’ (Grant and‘Schlesinger 1995). Bookstore shelves sag heavily
with businéss textbooks and popular tomes touting the wonders of ‘informational

capital’ ’relationshif) marketing’ and ‘data mining.” The bottom-line advantages of

~ . marketing research and communications are clear. Barbara Canning-Brown, a

Totorto business consultant, makes the point this way: “It's a way of building a

, liﬁtﬁ%&r‘elationship instead of a one-time transaction. [....] The key to using data-

base'marke'ting is to link your customer with their purchase history. Because then
you can calculate the value of your customer base. And you can calculate the value
“of each stage of the cusiomer management cycle” (Arnaut 1995).

Markéting research and communications is now a multi-billion dollar
industry. [t has split off into a panoply of specialty services, methods and labels:
geo-demographics, syncho-graphics, ‘customerization’, computer matching,
predict.ive modeling. Executives predict a bold and prosperous future. Joe Cappo,
the publishing director of Advertising Age, believes that ‘databases will replace
media as the primary marketing vehicle of the next century’ (Cappo 1993). Futurist
guru John Naisbitt insists that “direct marketers are at the forefront of where
everybody is going to be” (Rothenberg 1997). Marketing research <;perates across an
ever wider and diffuse arena of activity; it is used by ‘mom and pop’ 'stores,
universities, lpanufaqturers of all size and type, governments, arts organizations,
home-based businesses.

The growth of personaliied services and products - via the precision filters of
databases and other research tools - is perhaps most evident today in the media and
creative arts industries. As we have seen, the specialization of some sectors, such as
magazine publishing, have been on-going for some time. Television infomercials

and cable specialty channels are more recent examples. Now, however, media
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companies are poised to make\thé"ﬁieap from mere narrow-casting to a kind of hyper-
specialization, where programmmg and products will be designed and mixed for -
particular individuals and households. The much-heralded convergence of cable
computer and telecommunication networks form the technical framework of lthese
developments: digitized delivery systems will permit distribution of what cyber- .
futurist Nicholas Negroponte call ‘the daily me’ (Saunders 1997b). But again, the
entire concept rests on an intimate and constantly updated knowledge of consumer
habits, tastes and interests. ‘

As | will outline shortly, workz;ble prototypes of the ‘daily me’ are already
available on the Internet: PointCast and other ‘push technologies’ béing the primé
examples. But the precise personalization of content delivery is also apparent in the
more traditional media. The publishing industry, for instance is now absorbed by
the trend to ‘mass-customization.” It has transformed the editorial content, design
and distribution of some of North America’s premiere magazines. Publications
such as Time, Newsweek or Maclean’s no longer strictly aim to reach the greatest
number of readers each week. Increasingly, they seek to deliver a ‘smaller, carefully
selected group of readers to an increasingly fickle group of advertisers. Where once
these magazines “boasted of their enormous readerships....today they flaunt the
high incomes and consumer habits of their readers” (Saunders 1997a).

- Asaresult, Time mégazine now produces hundreds of distinct editions every
week. Using advanced printing techniques and satellite communications, Time
alters and re-edits its content to reflect various national, regional and demographics
tastes or interests. Typically, this involves changing the ‘standard edition” and
inserting, for example, Canadian content. This creates the illusion of an all-
Canadian edition. It is this ‘split-run’ technique that has ereated such angst and
anxiety for Canadian publishers and policy makers.

The motivation behind this dissection of audiences, of course, is the battle for
advertising dollars. Maclean’s offers advertisers 21 distinct editions, “including a
‘platinum edition’ directed at the 80,000 readers who earn more than $75,000 a year.”
Similarly, Time magazine subscribers “can ea’ch get their own custom-printed

edition, with articles and ads aimed at their personal interests” (Saunders 1997a).

-~
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Television, too, has been fractured by the‘splintering of audiences.
Broadcasters now tailor both their'stations and shows at spec1f1c age, gender and
income groups Specnalty-cable networks, in partlcular are customizing
programming using database research techniques, drawmg on information from
census studies, mail-surveys, TV-ratings and scanner data. This allows advertisers
to both design and place their ads for the right target groups. Conversely, it allows
. them to avoid inappropriate or low-spending secters of the population. Television
advertisers now regard mass heterogeneous audiences as inefficient, a ‘waste’ of
promotional effo‘rts, especially give the cost of production and air-time. Pinpointing
very specific audiences is much more lucrative; not only can databases and surveys
identify the most responsive audiences?and those with the highest disposable ‘
incomes, but they also demonstrate segmentation strategies are the most cost-
effective method for retaining customers, recruiting new ones, and thus increasing
sales. The risk of product launches, program production, or marketing plans are
thus reduced; such strategic advances, of course, accrue only to those firms willing

and able to absorb the expense of extensive research.

Tracking some trends _

It seems certain that audiences and markets will continue to fracture - botbas
a result of broad social and demographic change, and the ’continuing desire of
researchers to identify and label new market segments. This prompts consideration
about what direction the marketing and media industries are headed. While always
speculative, the signposts in today’s communications landscape point in s;>me fairlyv
clear directions. In my view, three key trends can be highlighted; each is already
well established and accelerating. The first concerns the blurring of adveljtising and
content amidst the proliferation®of media and programming. Closely related is a
second issue, the growing influence of marketing research on creative expression.
The third examines the tracking of consumers in cyberspace. I shall take up each of
these in turn.

The first trend is most evident in the growth of infomercials and
sponsorships in cultural and media programming. As both programs and audiences

converge upon very narrowly defined interests and topics, the margins for profitable
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return will also decrease Media producers will be more llkely to seek out creative
alliances with toplc-appropriate sponsors Corporate funiders will move beyond
mere sponsorship, and assume creative control of programmes Similarly,
producers could create custom programming for certain’companies, featuring - :
appropriate subject areas, complete with corporate advef‘tising and product. Trade
and specialty magazines, and newspaper ‘advertorials’ are established examples.
The trend is now spilling over into television. The Life'Network recently broadcast
three episodes of their ‘Just Ask’ show to financial topics, each show fully sponsored
by the Royal Bank. Another show on Life, ‘Sue Warden’s Craftscapes,” was created
by the craft-supply store, Micheal’s of Canada, and features only crafts from that store
(Saunders 1997b). As cable television breaks out into further tiers of specialty
programming - from the Home and Garden channel to the Sci-Fi network - the
once-clear distinctions between prograngning and advertising seems certain to blur.
The same process is emerging quickly on the Internet: advert{sers are working hand-
in-hand with publishers to co-produce Web-pages (Voight 1996). k

Not all media productions are steered into specialization by databases and
consumer surveys; mass-appeal entertainment seems certain to prosper in various
forms. In many such instances, marketing research will move beyond the’
constitution of audiences. Its effects will be more strongly felt throughout the
production process, from the scripting of programs to the casting of characters. A
second consequence of marketing research, then, is its infiltration into the very
processes of cultural production and expression.

Such changes are likely to be both subtle and far-reaching. Marketing research
can radically alter the relationship between audiences and performers, between
markets and producers. Hollywood studios now routinely test-market their films,
questioning preview audiences about the preferences for actors, plot elements and
multiple endings. Samplings of;’public opinion and market research techniques
intervene in and re-shape the creative process. Public engagements with and
imaginary responses to cultural entertainments and events are now screened
through the ‘scientific’ apparatus of market research.

The creation of theatre extravaganzas as ShewBoat, Ragtime and Sunset

Boulevard provide some evidence of this. Produced by Garth Drabinsky’s Livent
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Corporation, thesé large musical entertainments are predicated on large audiences,
multi-city tours, and ex}ensivg ‘brand-name’ promotions. And like most
entertainment event producers, Livent routinely engages in post-show customer
marketing and communications. This service, what marketing professori Terfy
Vavra would call ’after-ma,rketing’ enables the theatre company review audien&e

responses to shows, to promote the new season, and build up their annual
v

-~

‘r

subscriber l_jst.

But:Livent has also taken marketing techniques into new realms and

¥

directions.’ “We never do anything without doing thorough market research,” says
one of Livent's producers. “It determines the eiasticity of prices, the awareness of
cast, the po;sibility of repeat customers.” Drabinsky’s “most striking addition to the
world of theatre” writes Doug Saunders (1996), is the “constant and overarching use
of consumer research, polling and focus groups.” Livent has even brought
“consumer research and marketing strategy to bear on the creative process, placing

advertising agencies at the very centre of the show.”

Lo
S,

‘These techniques are employed not just as marketing tools, but as the
very muse that-drives script development, staging, musical .
arrangement and virtually everything else in the launching of the play.
[....] "We do huge amounts of research’ Drabinsky said. ‘You do enough
research to get a show written, to rid yourself of risk.” At every stage
even before the scriptwriting has begun, audiences and potential
customers are polled and their responses are use to rewrite scenes, alter
special effects cues, and create what Drabinsky calls ‘applause moments’
and ‘tear duct activity.’ {....] ‘During the previews of our show in
Toronto, every night we will have researchers at the theatre’ [....] By the
time the show opened in New York, it was at least 20 minutes shorter,
lines had been excised and scenes altered - all the result of focus-group
research (Saunders 1996).

It is hard to say how far this market testing and pre-programming will go. But as
John Seabrook noted in a recent New Yorker article about how marketers are
‘bullying content providers,’ the trend is clear:

In an increasingly cluttered marketplace, the content, which the creator
supplies, and the idea about the content, which the marketer confects,
become harder to distinguish from each other [....] There seems to be a
new kind of creator emerging, whose job is execute the wishes of
marketers and the executives in a creative way - to synthesize various
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ri‘bbons of creative input- rather than to be a solitary auteur (Seabrook
1997). ' '

Does the constant scientific probing of audience perceptions and preferences
represent a subsantila drain on our individual and collective creativity? Does every
creative act and idea have to be pre-tested by consumer panels and statistical
surveys? Will the rush to avoid economic risks - to meet the imperatives of the
bottom line - crimp our public and private imaginations?3

Point and Click: tracing web surfers

The third trend spins off the mass-customization of products, programming
and lifestyles that | assayed earlier. As noted, this has been apparent in the selective
binding of magazines, in pay-per-view and cable television, and in the quickening
pulse of seasonal fashions and sub-cultures. Now this hyper-ind,ividualization has
found its apogee in the Internet. The digital interactive network has proved to be a
fertile environment for constructing and expressing the myriad circus of
contemporary culture and social communication. As a communications medium,
the Internet is peculiarly attuned to the micro-slices and marvelous minutiae of
‘post-modern’ lifestyles and interests. For'many, it is also the medium best suited to
the precision and personalization required by contemp.orary marketing research and
communications.

In its early years, the Internet appeared to be a self-perpetuating display of
social expression, cultural obsessions, and personal idiosyncrasies, from the banal to
the bizarre. Graphical interfaces afid ‘search engines’ soon appeared, organizing and
‘taming’ the Internet, making it more attractive and accessible for wider audiences.
Most importantly, the unique advantages and opportunities of its interactive
networked architecture were becoming widely recogniied7, especially by commercial

interests.

M An additional example may help to illustrate the point. When the test pilot for the TV series
Seinfeld was screened, the NBC research team declared it was the ‘worst testing pilot of all time.” Test
audtences rated the show very poorly; most executives thought the show should be abandoned. But
then NBC programming head Brandon Tarkitoff understood that many of the ‘greatest breakout hits’
test poorly ‘precisely because they are different’ (Fecan 1997). Will other cultural executives be so
daring and visionary?
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But from the beginr_ling, as The_ Wall Street Journal has noted, the Intérnet ‘
“has been aymedium in search of a viable business model” (Bank, 1996) For
powerful industry stakeholders, the most compelling dream was that of
" ‘convergence:” a melding of television, computers, and telecommunications. Of
course, other'equally compelling visions were also held up: broad utopian notions
. of on-line ciemocracy and communication, or an anarchic digital renaissance of
creative expression. Elements of all three visions continue to-evolve, compete and ‘
co-exist. It seems evident, however, that the vast - and largely untapped - pofential
for selling, marketing and diétributing goods and services on the Internet is slowly
edging out other uses. In very short order, ‘electronic commerce’ has evolved from
dream to rumour to viable experiment. How exactly ‘convergence’ and ‘the
business model’ will proceed remain an open question. But a number of directions,
limits and pressures are already becoming clear. Already these changes are shaping
the constitution of Internet hardware, content distribution and users.

The debate over the Web ‘business model’ comes down to a very basic )
question: how does one make money by creating Web sites or by generating
transactions on the Internet? By the mid-90’s, three basic options were apparent:
charge-per-use, paid subscription and advertising. But as Hunter Madsen, VP of
business strategy for Hot Wired, has pointed out, the first two quickly became ‘non-
starters’. Both those options require an infrastructure and a loyal audience that does
not yet exist. Moreover, the culture and design of the Net ensures a constant
spillover supply of ‘information that wants to be free’ (Madsen 1996). Advertising
has thus emerged as the principal revenue generator for Web publishers and
content providers.

By 1995, corporate web sites and commercial advertising were spilling across
the World Wide Web. The presence of advertising and commerce on the Web - as
well as the sheer growth and novelty of the medium - prompted feverish efforts to
track net surfers’ attention and interests. Internet service prbviders began to
monitor the number of ‘hits’ or visits to Web sites; banner-ads were designed to
note the number of “click-throughs.” More ambitious tracking methods soon

~ followed: Netscape creatéd a piece of software, known as ‘cookies,” which

automatically created logs of Web surfing activities, including the duration of site
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visits, resources acéessed, and transactions made. Cookies provided a key advantage:
they tracked usage across many sites, not just oné. Even so, the nét reSu1f (soto
speak) of these measuremeﬁts remained vagle: Th'e‘significance of Web site “hits’
was uncertain; in many éseé, such numbers were litfle more than bragging points.
" The call for accirate and standard measurements began‘in:earnehs't (Hoffman and
Novak 1997). | o
These calls grew louder as on-line advertising became more prevaiént. Web
marketers and ad agencies moved swlftly to define and design the nature of dlgltal |
promotions. The first ma]or effort was the ad banner: a narrow slice of digital real-
estate, squatting unea§11y on Web page corners. Banner ads boldly wave brand “
slogans and icons at computer users. But most observers regard: them as |

unsatisfactory creative spaces and sluggish generator of revenue. As obli;;lue-

occupiers of promotional space, banners make a weak impact with surfers. As pale

‘click-through’ invitations, they fail to build brand image and positioning within the

infinities of cyberspace. Consequently, banner ad rates vary widely; on their own,
they do not provide sufficient income for most dlgltal publishers. Other r
experiments in Web advertising have emerged: corporate web sites, brand modules
co-branding. This last, as noted earlier, threatens to “separate the church and state of
ads and editdrial.” Many commercial web sites are grandiose, sprawling messes;
more recent designs tend towards modesty and subtle messaging (Madsen 1996).
Given the vast array of experiment and possible placements, advertisers -
| increasingly demand evndence that Web marketmg works. They want effective Web
ads to make a lasting 1mpact with attentive audiences. They want to see the
‘metrics.” Here the Internet stands on firmer ground. Web sites and ad banners
offer “sophisticated targeting strategies that no other medlum can match.” They can
find an “audience accordlng to the target's domain, ISP browser platform, time of
day, company, search topic, nation of origin and cookie trall” (Madsen 1996, 208).
With these figures in hand; agencies and marketers have been reevaluating on-line
advertising, looking to additional economic models and promotional concepts.
Web designers and marketers are streamlining sites, or piaying with animation,
software ‘applets’ and other enhancements. These experiments are certain to

continue for some time (Taylor 1997). But at this point, Web advertising seems to be
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setﬂigggomewlfere betvé‘een ciigitized direct marketing and pe;'sonahzed narrow-
* casting. Again, finding the right ‘business model’ is key.
- * Three recent Internet innovations - web—au‘diting, push media and software
| agents - provide a broad indication of where on-line marketing is headed. All three
efforts are already widely used and well-capitalized. They further illustrate the
direction, shape and speed of convergence op the Internet: the how, whé\t and where
of Web content delivery. On all of these issues, the ongoing constitution of Web
audiences, and the methods by which they will be tracked and profiled, is crucially
important. C

Web auditing is similar to traditional ratings services. Advertisers use media
~for the delivery of audiences, in predictable quantiﬁes, at standard, comparable and
efficient prices. As Web designers sought more ad revenue, proven access to stable. -
that is, measurable and predictable - audiences became absolu}ely necessary. In early
1996, a number of independent firms appeared on the scene, offering digital auditing?‘-
services. A firm called DoubleClick created software that built profiles of Internet
surfers: their email addresses, physical locations, 'surfing habits and transactions. By
March 1996, it ﬁad already identified the ‘cruising préferences’ of 10 niillion Web
surfers, adding 100,000 more per day. The company has contracts with 55 Web sites
including GE and USA Today; it also has deals with over 100 advertisers, such as
IBM and Nissan (Voight 1996). Caught off-guard by these quick-step upstart efforts,
old-line firms such as Neilsen have moved into web auditing, complete with their
own digital yardsticks and off-shoots. 4 7

Push media takes the Internet closer to the model of television. From its
inception, the’Web has been a ‘pull’ medium: visitors actively point and click
through information and images. New services such as PointCast and Backweb
turn this structure on its héad: they 'push’ content to viewers, delivering
customized information and advertising straight to the user’s screen. A personal
menu of data, news and entertainment pops up directly on the computer’s platform,
on the start-up screen or as a screen-saver. The success of ‘webcasting’ provoked a
virtual stampede of experiments and alliances: Philips, Sony, IBM, Time-Warner,

AT&T, Viacom, NBC, and, of course, Microsoft have all’ crossed strategic strands and

wires in 1996 and 1997. The resulting acronyms - WebTV, MSNBC, PCTV, ITV - are
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the first true working models of the convergence dream.3 Each of these services
consciously draw on the broadcast model: schedules, channels, programs, vdigitally
delivered to a péssive viewer on a screen. The difference, again, is the personalized
stream of choices, pre-programmed to an in;iividual’s profile and preferences.
Following the push-media model, companies such as Microsoft are programming
digital channels for diversified lifestyles and activities: travel, classified and real-

* estate listings, technolegy, music and automobile sales. These myriad avenues into
on-line commerce will broaden and deepen: the negessity for tracking'cc;nsumer
profiles and transactions. o '

Software agents jump-start the abili‘fy to trace Internet surfing into the world

-

of artificial intelligence. Software agents are pieces of compu‘ter code that enable
people to navigate thro:{gh the Internet, helping them make decisions and k
transactions as they surf. The agents act like discerning personal assistants.“that
over time can learn a person’s tastes - in music or nebws topics, for instance - and
start making useful recommendations” (Lyons 1997). Consumer-surveillance aga{n
meets customer service, this time in the form df a digital servant.

v Until recently, such technologies were the stuff of science-fiction and
futurists. Now, however an American company called Firefly. has actually created
software agents, tested them in prereleage markets, and sold them to firms such as
Barnes and Noble and America Online.  There is no telling how far this might go. ‘
But the market for the ‘metrics’ of on-line habits and transactions is heating up.
Firefly already has a dozen competitors, including IBM and Microsoft. With web
technology primed for personalized services, the automated sorting of individual
preferences and tastes has enormous potential. A mini-industry has quickly sprung
up around these digital ass;stants and the data they file (Lyons 1997).

But there are a number of stumbling blocks. First of all, software agents

require the cooperation of people. They need some initial training. Web surfers are

S Of course, most of these technological innovations,are subject to often dizzying hype and expectation.
It is worth recalling that some earlier experiments in convergence - such as interactive television -
qaickly failed. Much caution is thus required. Radical media revolutions in media téchnology are
being declared almost monthly. Push media is one of the latest. See, for instance, the March 1997 issue -
of Wired magazine (Keily and Wolf 1997). Nonetheless, push technologies and its variants will make
up a key sector of the new media market for the foreseeable future.

R
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first asked to rate their preferences for services and products. You submit a list of, ‘

'say, your top ten jazz CD’s. Your picks are instantly compared to preferences of -

others, additional selection lists are bounced back, you again select more favourites.

- After numerous iterations and updates, new CD’s or music promotions are sent

your way. Additional applications are plentiful. Over time, agents would be able to
plan travel itineraries, booking the cheapest fare, and recommendlng restaurants
and hotels according to your tastes and needs. Sounds great. Or does it? For Firefly
to work, users have to learn to trust the process. Software agents requires training
and trust, from both parties, in both directions. |

The concern about trust also extends to ‘the issue of privacy. “Software agents

can keep track of ever Web site you visit, every product you buy, every photograph

~ you download” (Lyons 1997). That data could be shared or sold to anyone. But

because agents will, in theory, help to boost sales and brand impressions, companies
tend to highlight the benefits - ‘it saves time, it’s helpful, it's free’ - and downplay
concerns about implicit consent and contracts. To assuage these fears, and restore
trust, Firefly, Netscape and Microsoft have recently proposed to establish an ‘open
profiling standard’ that aims to “balance privacy concerns of individuals with
corporate desires to use personal information for one-to-one marketing.” Internet
users would allow their personal information to flow to a visited Web site, but
“users will be able to decide what, if any, part of their personal information can be
distributed” (The Globe and Mail, May 2, 1997).

As we shall explore in the next chapter, the privacy challenges are indeed
complex. For marketers, technology firms, consumers and policy makers, the debate
around privacy and personal information flows has multiple dimensions. Both
solutions and conflicts regarding privacy crossover with issues of economic
ownership, access to information rights, the accuracy of data, copyright concerns,
consumer rights and persbnal freedoms. Privacy is an arena of contested space, a
zone of negotiation that lrequires consent and trust from multiple parties. -
Moreover, Internet data flows are just one of many radiating vectors of information

in ever expanding ‘networked marketplace’. Every node and conveyance of

% Nicholas Negroponte called them ‘knowbots’ and “intelligent agents.” More imaginative and
sophisticated versions were dreamed up by the speculative writers William Gibson and Neal
Stephenson: both writers refer to them as ‘avatars.’

121



LN

L}

ommercial exchange now becomes a site of paradox and promise, looming with
lucrative potential and uncertain threat. Only one thing seems certain.- The future
of marketing research is coming on Very’ fast, spreading across an intensii:ying

environment of highly personalized commerce and communication.

Conclusion: scanning the future ‘ L -

We sit in Television City cubicles, VR rigs strapped to our skulls.

grokking people’s Profiles in n-dimensional Demotainment Space,

where demographics, entertainment, consumption habits and credit

history all intersect to define a weird imaginary universe..... ' )
Neil Stephenson, “Spew” Wired Magazine (Oct.1994)

£

The concerns about marketing research and communication ¢éannot, however, be
simply restricted to those of personal privacy. In this chapter, | have attempted to 2
demonstrate the multiple contexts within which marketing research has developed,
and pointed to some of its consequences and effects.

Post-Fordist transformations have been marked by processes of flexible re-
-organization and increasing specia]izatibn in the production and distribution of
goods and services. The marketing and media revolutions of past decades has
followed a similar trajectory.. But as | have argued here, these changes are not only
the result of technological innovation, expanding markets or increased channel
capacity. A central force in these changes has been the redefinition and
reconstitution of audiences and markets. This slicing and dicing of consumers
reinforces - and recreates - an ever-evolving matrix of ‘post-modern’ consumer
formations and identities. Béyond that, the precise mapping of consumer trends
and market data has utterly transformed the means by which goods and services are
designed, produced, distributed, advertised and sold. Marketing research is now an
essential link in the circular chain of contemporary capitalism.

Over recent years, marketing research has also splintered into myriad forms,
techniques and industries. It can operate on a vast scale - sector-wide data mining ’
and warehousing - or be used for very particular tasks - tfacking the purchasers of
vogurt at one grocery store. The management of consumer data proceeds across a
plethora of commercial sectors and businesses. Closely related techniques are used

for political campaigns, fund-raising drives, and academic research. In most
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instances, computer-driven relational databases and ‘customer information systems’
form the technical core of research operations. But the prevailing motivations are
ones of precision and persqpalizatior{. Institutions gathgr detailed information
.about consumers and markéts in order to ‘know cﬁsiomersg better.’ Moré
knowledge, they say, means better service and greate'r efficiencies. Everybody wins.

But as Foucault'reminds us, knowledge-is always intertwined with power. As
with other ‘scientific’ systems of knowledge/ power, marketing research engages a
“network of writing” which inscribes’and integrates individuals into cumulative —
categories and serial averages. Such detailed dossiers give corporations added
m'eans\tfc\) exercise control over the marketplace. This control is never absolute; but
the capacity to collect and sort information extends one’s ability to predict behaviour
and direct decisions within a given arena. The construction of consumer data can be
converted into real material advantage. It can influence human action, shape the
built environment, alter creative expression. Marketing research today routinely
affects and sustains product designs, advertising campaigns, combetitive strategies,’
public relations efforts, service relationships and pelicy agendas. |

The ‘dataveillance’ of consumers méy very well imbrove customer service,
encourage technical innovation and drive economic efficiencies. But we should not
be sanguine about some of its other consequences, however subtle or indirect. |
noted how highly-targeted media programtthing is especially susceptible to special
‘interests and corporate influence. Excessive reliance of market testing and
consumer research may also be crimping the public imagination, and stifling the
creative and cultural arts. Some observers worry that ‘image tril}gs’ - as they are
“ defined by masket researchers - are tearing apart social cohesioh and national
communities (Turow 1997). Commentators of the post-modern persuasion woutd
see marketing research and ‘dataveillance’ as a rationalized reification of the field of
signs, simulated expressions, and ‘play of differences’ in contemporary social-
cultural practices'and experiences. In my view, marketing research likely plays a
partial and perhaps substantive role in each of those arenas. But it can only.be one
of many factors, interacting in complex matrix of social and economic forces. lt:gd

ironically, too early - and too difficult - to ‘measure’ the effects of consumer
]

£
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surveill‘anc(,e on many aspects of social change and transformation. More ‘research’
will need to be done.. . ' i

But there is little doubt, to my_way of thinking, that marketing research has
become-a significant tool of economic and social power in bontemporafy societies.
By plaéing human subjécté under routine scrutiny, and converting those
observations into statistical and symbolic categories of knowledge, marketing
research has become an agent for, and institution of, power and influence. Of '
course, this capacity for cataloguing information is never autonomous. [t relies on a
wide‘)network of economic resources, technical know-how, and professional
A expertise. Marketing research intersects with, reinfcégst and extends existing
relationships of power.

Nonetheless, marketing research usually requires the cooperation and
consent of consumers. But exactly what role do consumers play? Where are the
subjects of ‘dataveillance’ apc;sitioned within this field of power and knowledge? As
we have seen, marketing research is being effectively ‘sold and promoted” as a tool 4
of improved efficiencies and service. But not all consumers buy this argument.
Most consumers, | susp;ct, respond to consumer surveillance with an uneasy
admixture of ambivalence and quiet alarm. They see some of the advantages. But
they also know they are Iosing control over their own information. They see the
consequences for their personal privacy. Most people feel powerless to do anything.

Evidence is growing, hé)wever, of activism amongst concerned citizens. The
New York Times reports a ‘grass-roots back-lash against telephone sales-pitches,’
whereby consumers have devised various tactics to annoy callers.¥ A recent survey-
indicates that ‘nearly three-quarters of Canadians consider marketing calls
‘unwelcome and intrusive’ (Gooderham 1997b). Pollsters are acknowledging an
increasingly high rejection rate - recipients who simply refuse to answer questions
‘or else hang-up. This proble;n seriously threatens the validity of mar‘Iy survey

findings. A group of artists in England have created a Web-site to mock and subvert

¥ Two of a number of responses collected by consumer groups: “First, you'll have to tell what kind of
underwear you are wearing” and “Yes, my spouse is at home, but I never let him (her) to talk to
strangers.” (The Globe and Mail, June 30, 1997, A18). In addition, a service known as the “Phone Butler’
1s being marketed to senior citizens in the US. Pressing the star key activates the following message to
unwanted telemarketers: “Pardon me, this is the Phone Butler, and I have been directed inform you
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frequency shopper-programs and the ‘misuse’ of personal data: “Two-Way Loyalty
Works One Way,’ they claim (Everett-Green 1997).3 A number of privacy
protection and advocacy centers have also emerged in recént years, espedally on the
Internet.?® lw ‘

Some of these activities are short-lived or diffuse in their impact. Privacy
remains the primary concern for most people. But there are related concerns which
are also quite serious. Many people object to a central a'55umption of the entire
marketing research enterprise: ‘you are what you buy.” The ideological umbrella of
consumerijsm presumes people, as individuals and as social beings, can be defined
primarily by their relationship to the marketplace. Others point to the inequities
inherent in the disclosure of personal information. It is quite difficult, for instance,
for people to access their own data, and to correct any inaccuracies. Some observers
point to the potential for - or evidence of - ‘red-lining.” Marketing categories could
be used to exclude groups of consumers from certain goods and services. Slotting |
consumers into undesirable cohorts of data may restrict their access to discounted
offers, loans or mortgages approvals, or otherwise restrict or discriminate against a
consumer’'s ‘rights’. [ shall return to some of these issues in the next chapter.

Many of these objections arise, I suspect, because consumers simply do not ’
trust many of the mechanisms of marketing research. These suspicions are only
partly connected to privacy or the lost of control over personal data. The mistrust
also derives from an intuitive sense that even the most detailed of marketing
profiles are misleading and incomplete. These doubts are likely rooted, in part, in
personal experience: people recall the limited choices that questionnaires and
surveys provide; many queries prompt uncertain or dishonest answers; the
complexities of opinion or experience cannot be reduced to tabulated responses. A
recent cartoon expressed this well: “Preserve the Mystery of Life” it read, “Lie to a

Pollster.”

that this household must respectfully decline your inquiry. Kindly place this number on your do-not-
call ist. Good day” (I'he Globe and Mail, October 3, 1997). )

¥ This sarcastic campaign by Art.Net can be viewed at: http://www.irational.org/tm. Amongst their
activities are efforts to fake marketing questionnaires, encourage phony responses and “hijack’ loyaity
cardsand numbers.

¥ The best of these is the Electronic Privacy Information Centre (http:/ /www.epic.org.). They provide
links and information on many other privicy advocates and issues.
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Many other consumers recognize, irrespective of any familarity with the
work of len Ang, that data shadows are fictional éonstructs, always imperfect and
often wildly offbase. Some of this is based in inevitable errors. Mistakes pass from
file to database and the inaccuracies are compounded. But many people also

" understand that even the most accurate of marketing profiles are just as prone to
subjective inferences or enhancements. They can see that terms like ‘boomers’
‘assertive independents’ or “Furs and Station Wagons” are little more than generic
labels. Many consumers might accept the utility of these taxonomies, but they also
resent and resist such categories for themselves. Of course, we all use such
categories, to navigate and interpret our experiences and environments. But many
consumers, especially those most actively engaged in material culture and symbolic
style, refuse to be réduced to categories and cohorts. They want to assert creative
control over their own lives and activities. And some consumers are boldly 5
claiming a fair price for daily data they so effortlessly-produce.

~ . An employee at Wired magazine expressed this desire perfectly in their

i

September 1997 issue:

[Our] names, addresses, attributes, habits and histories are bought and
sold each day. Yet the aggregation of personal facts we present and
represent tells a story, a narrative even, of our journey through life.
Are we not the authors? If we must lubricate the ups and downs of the
information economy with our life stories, we should at least come to
profit from it. Let the facts that describe us become not dividends for -
the data miners, but the assets of our business, the business of being
alive. Your choice of cola, your telephone number, your mother’s
maiden name - demand that the law recognize these things are all truly
yours, to be licensed and sold only by you as you see fit. The coupling
of facts is a creative act, and those facts - our stories - should belong to
us (Claburn 1997).

Of course, Wired magazine is a rhetorical oasis for radical assertions of individual
rights and privileges in the information age. But similar claims for ‘market
solutions’ to the privacy conundrums that flow from the trade in personal and
consumer data are being lheard in many quarters. It is one of many challenges to be
faced by privacy advocates, policy makers, business leaders and consumers in the

vears ahead. It is to those challenges I turn to in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE
PRIVACY IN A NETWORKED MARKETPLACE

The networked marketplace is now upon us. Buying, trading and selling
increasingly takes place in a three-way nexus: the physical person, the corporate
entityt and vectors of information that bind them. Marketplace interactions are
‘mediated by electronic terminals, telephones and wallet cards adorned with bar
codes and magnetic stripes. Proprietary data networks merge and purge vast
conglomerations of financial, inventory and customer information. These data
crunchers spit out endless variations of mailing lists, market profiles and
psychographic portraits. This collection of consumer and market data enable
businesses to predict demand and manage risk in an erratic and fast-moving global .
economy. The creation of remarkably detailed consumer profiles also assist and
influence the design of marketing strategies, and reinforce individual and group
identities with material goods and consumerist lifestyles.

But for many people, these ‘data shadows’ present a more immediate and
sensitive issue: the erosion of privacy due to unwanted disclosures of information.
The sheer precision and volume of personal ‘\aata allows many institutions to
construct near-perfect facsimiles of our life'sfy‘ 55, movements, attributes aﬁd habits.
In many cases, the collected information is of a highly personal nature, or may have
been collected without any form of consent. As a result, consumers are increasingly
asking themselves some urgent questions:-How did they get niy:name? How do
they know that about me? Don’t I have a right to control my personal information?

These questions and concerns about privacy in the marketplace are urgent
and complex. Moreover, they follow upon a long trajectory of earlier social,
technical and economic developments that have blurred and altered traditional
‘realms and valu)es of privacy. The distinction between what is publicyand private
has been transformed by the division of workplace from home; the rise of modern
celebrity and the popular press; telephones and television; urbanization and
building design. Less pervasive, but more ominous technologies also threaten our
collective and personal sense of privacy: video cameras and hidden microphones;

workplace surveillance; telephone tapping; remote-sensing satellites; fingerprinting
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and other biometric identifiers. ‘As a result, many industrial democracies have
implemented privacy law and regulattons in recent decades. |
This chapter shall evaluate changing notions of privacy, and the complex
challenges of implementing privacy policies today. The private sector has thus far
largely escaped the net of privacy legislation in most Western countries. Bold
initiatives for data protection have been established in E.uropé. A number of voices
are clamouring for national legislationr in Canada to govern private-sector
information practices. In the 'meantime, a patchwork of voluntary privacy codes,
standards and ‘fair informati(;n practices’ have been introduced by various
governments and agencies, in Canada and abroad. Other pfé)tential solutions include
privacy—e’hhancing technologies, marketplace mechanisms and consumer
education. This chapter shall examine each of those proposals. .
. I shall argue that while a wide set of policy prescriptions are certainly
necessary and we"lcgme several key stumbling blocks remain. Legal remedies in
themselves will not resolve the challenges of contemporary marketplace e
surveillance. Narrowly defined or regionally-based privacy regimes seem unlikely@" o
to constrain cross-border data flows. Privacy laws and regulations must also struggle
to keep up with technological advances, powerful commercial interests, strategies
and sophiétication of current information practices. More crucially, the very concept
of privacy may not be equal to current structures of consumer capitalism. Privacy
advocates need to directly confront the main source of privécy erosion: the essential
role that personal data now plays in contemporary economies.
Personal information is a very valuable commodity in the marketplace.
Private sector firms process and exchange such information in pursuit of customers,
sales, efficiency and competitive advantage. This trade in consumer data fuels a
number of very lucrative industries, including, but not restricted to, marketing
research and communication. Consumers too are beginning to recognize the ‘value’
of their personal data. For many, privacy is an important but rather remote and
vague concern; the links to information practices are tenuous and uncertain.
Privacy advocates will need to fully explore and demonstrate those connections if a
reasonable measure of consumer autonomy and personal privacy is to be

maintained in the networked marketplaces of the future.

128



Modernity and the multiple dimensions of privécy X

The concept of privacy is a highly complex and historically fluid one. The
term is notoriously difficuit to define, constantly plagued-by “terminological
fuzziness” (Lyon and Zuriek 1996). The first sentence of Alan Westin’s seminal
work, Prwacy and Freedom (1967), reads: “Few values so fundamental to society as
privacy have been left so undefined in social theory or have been the subject of such

vague and confused writing by social scientists” (Westin, 1). The nature of what is

public and what is private, and the division between these domains, remains one of

the most difficult and enduring questions of social theory (Moore 1970; Sennett 1978;
Thompson 1993, 238).

Most historians place the emergence of the modern sense of privacy in the
period between the 16th and early 18th century (Moore 1970; Lyon 1994, 179-98).
During this period, privacy emerged as a zone of retreat and solitude, a refuge from
the pressures and pretense of pubhc llfe and spaces. Private life was promoted by
new forms of economic life, the emergence of cities and towns, the decline of
collective ritual, the internalization of religious life. Gender relations and
individual identity also shaped and reflected the values and spaces of private life.
The private is usually associated with domestic life, the traditional preserve of
women, home, family and security (Duby 1988). Beginning in the 17th century,
daily work patterns and economic aétivity began to migrate to industrial factories
and public offices; work outside the home*became the “official and professionél’
domain of men. These divisions of public and private substantially altered mucil of
our urban building design %nd domeltic architecture (Rybczynski 1986). History
reminds us, then, thakpnvaéy is a dynamlc social relation, always tempered by
cultural values andphysncal environments, bounded by particular societies, places
and times. The public and private realms of social life are alwayé connected and
interdependent, defined against each other.

These ambiguous and shifting boundaries continue into the twentieth
century. Over the last hundred years, privacy has become closely associaféd with
liberal notions of autonomy, freedom and individuality. It is regarded as the locus
of personal life and identity, a separate zone apart from the pressures of social life. ,

Privacy allows for a ‘withdrawal from accountability,” a personal space free from
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interference and intrusion. Privacy has thus been associated with solitude,

intimacy, confidentiality,.autonomy - all values highly regarded in modern civil
societies. David Flaherty quotes Arnold Simmel in this regard: “Any invasion of
privacy constitutes én offense against the rights of the personality - againét
individuality, dignity and freedom” (Flaherty 1989, 9). This is the dominant sense of
privacy in modern societies, bound up in contemporary values of personal space,
social mobility and individual liberty (Flaherty 1989, 9-10; Gandy 1993, 185-189; Lyon -
1994, 184-189). _

This broad notion of privacy immediately dispenses with three common )
misperceptions. First, privacy is not simply synonymous with secrecy, with having
‘something to hide.” Such equations would allow privacy concerns to be easily
dismissed or ignored. Privacy issues are relevant to all persons and groups who
seek to maintain a personal zone of dignity and reserve, free from outside
intrusions. Second, privacy has never been an absolute value. There has never
been a clearly articulated division between the public and private spheres.
Historically, human activities have always ranged across both realms, the
boundaries between them continually altered by individual choices and the
circumstances of social contexts and conventions. Concérns about privacy are thus
always balanced against other values. Third, privacy is multi-dimensional. Alan
Westin, for instance, distinguishes three categories of privacy: the physical, the
psychological and the informational (Westin, 1967). But as we shall see, these
multiple dlgleasmns both overlap and intersect in dynamic ways. For instance,
physical protectlon and spatial boundaries usually provide added psychological
privacy and security. Likewise, informational intrusions - telemarketing calls or
intercepted e-mail - can be felt as assaults on physical or psychological privacy. |

It is also necessary to recall that, in many respects, we now enjoy more privacy
than in the past (Shils 1966; Nock 1993). Many scholars point to specific
improvements in the security of person and place, each occurring within complex
set of changing social and economic circumstances. Edward Shils notes that the
- privacy of personal and primary relationships was both ‘sustained and furthered” by

economic and social changes in the late-nineteenth century: urbanization, the

decline of moral authorities, increased residential and occupational mobility.
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According to Shils, the amount of privacy - what he calls “the proportion of their
total range of activity .and thought that was disclosed only to those to whom the
actor chose to disclose it” - has actually increased (1966, 320-321). For Stephen Nock,

these conditions of advanced privacy are stil] true today:

In the course of a typical day, are modern Americans better able to’
escape the watchful eyes of others than their grandparents were? Are
there more opportunities to seclude oneself behind closed doors than
there once were? Are more areas of life legitimately viewed as beyond
others’ scrutiny? (Nock 1993, 12).

In this context, privacy emerged as a largely unintended middle-class
privilege, its benefits flowing to individuals in favourable social circumstances.
Personal privacy was enhanced by greater mobility, improved housing, the
lessening of moral and religious strictures, the dissolution of extended families,
looser community ties,‘security and self-sufficiency amongst the middle and
working classes. Privacy was further attained, and widely expected, within the
domain of daily activities, of immediate social spaces and boundarieS, particularly in
the home. As Erving Goffman reminds us, modern life is in large part a society of -
strangers, one populated by largely anonymous urban and suburban dwellers. In
contemporary circumstances, we have escaped the immediate and daily scrutiny of
neighbours, family members, religious and civil authorities so common in colonial
times and agrarian life (Flaherty, 1972).

What Shils calls the “golden age of privacy” derives, then, from the grand
achievements of the eighteenth and nineteenth-century liberalism. The’
commercial and industrial revolutions set off home and property as the secure
refuge of the family. Individual autonomy and independence were the pilldrs of
democratic reforms and modern political philosophies. But these "sacred domains’
of privacy were primarily physical and psychological in character. Heading into the
twentieth century, however, some novel threats to this ‘refuge’ of private space
became steadily apparent. Most of these concerns issued from the expanding flow of
information and communications, via the media and other large organizations.
Shils centered his 1966 essay, for instance, around the ‘information explosion’

generated by knowledge-gathering by governments, as well as by academic
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professionals, commercial researchers, gmd intelligence services (Shils 1966). Later
commentators, particularly in 1970s, woqld focus on computerization and‘ data
banks; for some, this indicated The Rise of the"Computer State (Burnham, 1988).

But we would do well to remember, along with Foucault, Glddens and Beniger, that .
modern societies have been ‘information societies’ from their inception. As
informational relationships between institutions and individuals have expanded
and accelerated, they have challenged and altered the boundaries and expectations of
privacy. Two common responses ensued: a call to “protect’ against privacy

intrusions, and assertions for a ‘right’ to privacy.

Privacy ‘rights’ in the information age

It was in a now-famous 1890 Harvard Law Re_view article, written by the
American jurists Warren and Brandeis, that the claim for a “right to privacy” was
first declared. Arguing for the maintenance of the “sacred precincts” of private and
domestic life, Warren and Brandeis insisted on the necessity for privacy in a world
of ever-more pressing social demands. “The intensity and complexity of life
attendant upon advancing civilization,” they wrote, “have rendered necessary some
retreat from the world.” They thus conceived of privacy as the. “right to be let
alone.” The individual has a right to determine “to what extent his thoughts,
sentiments and emotions shall be communicated to others.” In asserting this right,
Warren and Brandeis reached to the traditions of common law, and the principles
of an “inviolate personality.” Warren and Brandeis set out their ‘right to privacy’
directly in response to press accounts of the private lives of public figures, including
Warren himself.# In doing so, they positioned privacy squarely against the growing
external intrusions of modern life.

Following that formulation, privacy has been primarily defined as an
individual right, oriented around solitude and anonymity, a protection against
outside interference and publicity. Privacy rights are placed at odds with social

interests and activities. In other words, privacy was conceived in classic liberal

0 The American historian Stephen Kern (1985) notes that this landmark article was triggered “by the
harassment that Warren suffered in 1883 when a newspaper published lurid details about his married
life.” Kern further cites a Newr York Times article from 1904 complaining about “Kodakers lying in
wait” invading the privacy of public figures. The penny press, in particular, was exploiting a
widespread fascination with the private lives of celebrities and other “public’ persons.
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terms as a negative right: the ability to protect against or prevent unwanted
communication or publicity. This broadly corresponds to Westin’s notions of
physical or psychological privacy: non-interference in one’s private affairs. The
‘mechanisms of intrusion’ that Warren and Brandeis cited continue to multiply:
telecommunications, video cameras, wiretapping, computers, and satellites.
Intrusive publicity from the mass-media and unscrupulous photographers continue
to raise conflicts around privacy and freedom of the press.4!

When considering the realm of ‘informational privacy’ in his seminal book
Privacy and Freedom (1967), Alan Westin argued for a more positive right to
privacy. He defined the right to privacy as an individual’s or group’s claim to
“determine for one’s self when, how and to what extent information about one’s
self is communicated to others” (Westin 1967, 39). There is a clearly discernible shift
away from seeing privacy as a protection against"intrt{sion's to the assertion of a
‘right’ to control access to or flows of informatiof-about oneself. What remains
intact is the notion that privacy and social participaﬁon are competing desires, an
arena of conflict and negotiation that each individual must resolve. Westin
believes that every individual seeks tp establish a balance between the two, through
a “personal adjustment process” (1967, 7). In other words, privacy is viewed strictly
in terms of its value to the individual. | |

David Flaherty has enlarged and itemized these ‘rights’ in what he calls the
“privacy interests of individuals in information about themselves” (Flaherty 1989).

the right to individual autonomy

the right to be left alone

the right to a private life

the right to control information about oneself

the right to limit accessibility T
the right of exclusive control to access of private realms
the right to minimize intrusiveness '
the right to expect confidentiality

the right to enjoy solitude

the right to enjoy intimacy

the right to enjoy anonymity

the right to enjoy reserve

* the right to secrecy

41 The tension between publicity and privacy is more complex than ever. The relationship between
modern celebrity, the media and privacy is just one aspect of a many-sided issue; Gates (1997) and
Robertson (1997) each provide a fascinating - and highly contemporary - accounting of those concerns. *
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Flaherty sees this list as an “inventory of the ultimate values” that ougﬁt to serve as
a basis for more “detailed information-control principles and practices”b such as data-
protection laws. In other words, any such list of privacy rights are necessarily
idealist in conception, while in practice “the ‘protection of privacy requires the
balancing of competing values” (Flaherty 1989, 6-9). As we liave seen, such values
can include the freedom of the press, a public interest in theprovision of
government services or maintaining criminal records, and niany legitimate
business interests, such as efficiency or innovation. All privacy advocates, including
Westin and Shils, recognize the need for a careful weighing of these values and
interests; most also see, with Flaherty, that the forces “promoting surveillance are so
powerful that playing field is hardly level” (1989, 10).

The question then becomes: how can privacy interest:?l best be established to
~ counter these powerful forces? More specifically, are current conceptions of 'privacy
rights’ - which flow fron:a claim to assert individual control over perscaal
information - adequate to the complex matrix of contemporary data practices in the
private sector, particularly in marketing research and communications? Is the
individualist conception of privacy too narrow? Is there a wider social or collective
value in privacy? How might these ‘rights’ be transferred to practical principles or
implemented in law? Are privacy rights best asserted through a ‘property right’ in
personal information? I will address each of these questions in the sections that
follow.

As we have seen; most legal and philosophical approaches to privacy'stress
the goal of protecting an individual value or interest. Westin assume that people
can fully control, barter or trade information about themselves. On the face of it,
this is plainly unrealistic. Even in the most mundane circumstances - think of
everyday gossip - who can ever fu]ly control the flow of information about
themselves? The arena of commercial and administrative information flows is
much more complex. To be sure, people do often willingly share or disclose
information about themselves in exchange for-goods or services. But in practice,
they have little control over the dissemination or usage of their information.

In most cases, when personal information is collected, it is quickly integrated

with other types of information. Personal data becomes valuable as part of the
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Lo
4ggregate of company records. Many types of personali\*;ed informmtion, such as
telephone numbers, are legally considered to be the prof\;erty of the organization,ﬁ not
the individual. Consumer data is routinely sold to or eﬁchanged with other -*
vorganizations, or can be repaclgged by third-party inforrhation brokers. Information
held by one firm is often considered valuable to otherlorganizaﬁons;. There is also
_increasing trade between ‘public’ and ‘private’ agencies, even as the traditional
boundaries between state and commercial organizations are breaking down. As

Colin Bennett puts it:

‘Public"agencies regularly use information from banks aqé credit card

companies for ‘public’ purposes. ‘Private’ bodies regularly use mailing

lists derived from ‘public’ agencies. ‘Public’ functions, once performed
by ‘public’ agencies, are increasingly, in the age of privatization,

performed by ‘private’ agencies (Bennett 1996b, 255).42
Moreover, in many public or state agencies, information disclosures are non-
voluntary, or required by law. Tax and property records, social security information,
and driver's licence data are supplied for the ‘public gooc':l:’

In other words, most people today have few opportunities to control or
understand precisely where and how their own personal information might be
used. The ‘networked marketplace’ of information is caﬁpricious, its flows are
unpredictable. In these conditions, the implications foir personal privacy are
unclear; people are forced to exchange information and make privacy choices with
incomplete knowledge about the conditions of disclosure. Some degree of personal
control of information may be asserted, but is alw./ays done so in circumstances of
. uncertainty and asymmetry of power. )

Consumers are thus at a disadvantage when negotiating the conditions of
information disclosure and exchange. “Information is not a thing, an entity” write
Kevin Robins and Frank Webster. “It is a social relation, and in contemporary
capitalist societies it expresses the characteristic and prevailing relations of pow;r”

(Robins and Webster, 1988). These asymmetries of power take many forms in

relationships of information. Mail order, catalogue or telemarketing offers may

3

*2 One local example of this - as [ write this - is the privatization of BC Online. Serious questions are
being raised about the maintanence of privacy provisions as the adminstration of public data bases are
sold to private concerns. See Boe1 (1997).
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adjust prices or discounts according to presumed income or interests. Statistical~
profiles, postal codes, and telephone exchanges have been used to refuse or alter
offerings of insurance plans, mertgage rates, and bank loans. Data streams routinely
precede voice contact on many computer-assisted telephone services; callers |
classified as bad credit risks or unlikely sales-prospects are re-routed to busy signals,
queues, or recorded messages (Novek et al, 1990; Ruggles 1993).43 This is particularly
i troublesome when data collected is inaccurate, improper inferences are made or
when consumers are unaware of how and‘\‘vhen such data is being used. In sum,
the trade in personal information can reduce consumer sovereignty, by restricting
their relative position of negotiation in the marketplace.

These disadvantages are overlooked in the liberal or individualist notions.of
priVacy, which assert that every person can set their own levels of grivacy, and
make consumer choices accordingly. But people are rarely able to simply choose or
establish such preferences. It is more common for ‘privacy choices’ to be offered by
organiiations to consumers, often under highly restrictive gonditions. Examples
include such ‘negative marketing options’ as ‘opt out’ provisions on information
forms, and ‘block’ options in Caller ID telephone services. In these cases, cgnsumer
privacy will not be protected unless explicitly requested by individuals. The onus is
on the consumer; the default option is full disclosure and trade in personal
information. In sum, the informational relationships that now intersect everyday
economic exchange are increasingly shaped by varying contingencies of trust and
distrust, doubt and persuasion, power and negotiation. Privacy can not then simply
be reduced to a matter of personal preference. Bougdan’és and expectations of
privacy, rather, are shaped under the influence of multiple social forces and

institutional interactions, particularly those within the marketplace.

Negotiating privacy in the marketplace
At present, the marketplace gives consumers very limited options with

respect to their personal privacy For many, the only option available is to exchange.

+ To my knowledge, documented cases of such ‘redlining’ are relatively rare. In Canada, such
activities could contravene sections of the Competition Act, i.e. ‘discriminatory pricing.” But it is not
clear if this would apply in business-to-customer exchanges. To my knowledge, no such cases have been
tested.
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information for some immediate materigl¢benefit or incentive. People seem willing
S B
to ‘trade-off’ privacy for commercial gr service benefits. Even the promise of

convenience or ‘ease-of-use’ is reases enough to disclose personal data. Many

“people seem to accept the loss of control over their data; any felt loss of privacy is

vague or fleeting. This has led some observers to claim that “people do not care
enough about privacy to value it” (Gotlieb, 1996). Any such 'cc‘)‘nclusions, however,
are premature.

As Priscilla Regan points out, these ‘trade-offs’ are now acceptable because
privacy is increasingly viewed as an item of “purely individualistic calculation.”
This is the result, Regan argues, of the liberal tradition of ‘privacy rights’ - where
“privacy inheres in the individual as individual” (Regan 1996a, 33.) Privacy is
reduced to an end in itself.¥ As we shall see, such liberal conceptions ultimately
look to the marketplace to resolve privacy concerns. Many privacy scholars argue
that personal information should be “defined as property right” (Westin 1967, 324-
325). These marketplace solutions come under many guises,‘and are often
persuasive and powerful. But as | argue towards the end of the chapter, they present
a number of shortcomings, and throw up additional problems as well.

By contrast, Priscilla Regan argues that “privacy’s importance does not stop
with the individual.” She claims that recogniziné the “social importance of privacy
will clear a path for more serious policy discourse about privacy and for more
effective public policy protecting privacy” (Regan 1996a, 33). Privacy, she argues, also
serves common, public and collective purposes (Regan 1995; 1996a, 33-39). In
widening the value of a ‘right of privacy’, Regan seeks to emphasize the integral
connections between personal privacy and engagements in public life, between
individuals and social institutions. Privacy is necessary to create and maintain
relationships and interactions in a pluralistic realm of civic, commercial and non-
profit organizations. 1:o support this claim, Regan points to polls that indicate that
people’s concerns about privacy center on their relationships with institutions, not
with the intimacies or friendships of personal relationships (Harris and Westin
1979, 1990). Moreover, in this view, the autonomy and secuﬁty of privacy provide

benefits not simply to atomistic individuals, but to the society as a whole. On a

+ James Rule calls this narrow vision an aesthetic notion of privacy (Rule, 1991).
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more pragmatic level, privacy assures individuals of confidence and integrity.in

their everyday communications, affording a crucial degree of trust in their
interactions with institutions and other individuals, This is quite evident today on
the Internet, as the providers of elecironic commerce and communication rush to
assure customers and web surfers of “security’ in their digital interactions.

- The disclosure of informatio_n,'then, can never be a fully independent or
personal decision. It takes place within a complex matrix of economic incentives
and social conditions; it requires negotiation between individuals, groups and
institutions. 'Nér does surrendéring personal data indicate acquiescence to
computer surveillance or an indifference to privacy concerns. In most instances, it
merely demonstrates the unequal position of consumers relative to information
brokers, communijcation companies, or marketing firms. The loss of privacy is a
symptom of a greater degree of institutional power and the control such agencies
maintain over the conduits of information.

What is required, then, is an expanded and more pragmatic vision of privacy,
one that is fundamentally strategic in nature. Rohan Samarajiva points in this
direction, calling for a more balanced and socially nuanced definition of privacy. He
sees privacy in terms of an ongoing negotiation: “the cvapability to implicitly or
explicitly negotiate boundary conditions of sociamfations” (Samarajiva, 1993).45
This does no}/mean, however, that privacy boundaries can be set through the
simple assertions of individuals; rather, our “subjective’ expectations are always
conditioned by economic, technological and cultural forces.” This broader conception
rescues privacy from an ‘individualist’ or ‘protectionist’ approach, and elevates it to
much larger stage, one of mutual standards, obligations and responsibilities. These
would be established through careful evaluation and negotiation among multiple
parties, adaptable to varying circumstances. Of course, this should not preclude
persons from safeguarding their i)er:sonal privacy; indeed, consumer vigilance
remains centrally important. Ideally, this would compel private-sector institutions:

to recognize the mutually beneficial advantages of widespread privacy protection

5 Samarajiva borrows this insight into a nuanced privacy negotiaticn from research in the social and
behavioural psychology (Petronio, 1991). It places the management of information at the centre of all
types of relationships and insists that managing and coordinating private information “contributes to a
sense of autonomy and independence.” In this way, the “management of privacy . . . balances individual
tdentity with social interaction” (Petronio, 1991).
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and regulation. It would shift the onus of privacy away from individual consumers
onto all organizations that collect, process or trade in personal information. |

While the root concept of privacy is often burdened by opaque defim’tiohs,
substantial efforts have nonetheless been made to establish legal and regulatory
frameworks to constrain privacy erosion. Many of these efforts have been inspired
by growing public concern about privacy issues. A 1992 EKOS survey revealed that
more than 90 percent of Canadians are concerned about privacy issues; 80 percent
believed that computers endangered their sense of privacy; 60 percentvbelievéd there
is now less privacy than there was a decade ago (EKOS Research Associates, 1993). In
a 1993 survey by Equifax, a majority of Canadians (64 perce}lt) agreed that “consumer
have lost control over how their personal information is used by companies.” A
more recent 1994 poll by Gallup Canada showed 85 percent of Canadians feared loss
of privacy as a result of using the ‘information highway’ (Rowan 1994).

These findings demonstrate that citizens and consumers voice concern about
privacy primarily in the context of their relationships with institutions. American
surveys indicate similar findings: increasing concerns about privacy stem from the
intrusions of technology, government files and marketing activities. Privacy'is not
seen to be endangered in personal relationships and domestic situations - those
environments where people have the most control (Harris and Westin 1990, 1991;
‘Regan 1996, 35). Only 18 percent of those surveyed by EKOS said they had
experienced serious privacy invasions; of the 3 per cent who gave examples, ‘crime,
physical disturbance and harassment’ topped the list. Another way to interpret
these findings is to distinguish between privacy invasion and privacy erosion.
Direct privacy intrusions are comparatively rare; but there remains substantial
concern about and high awareness of privacy, even if the sources of privacy erosion
remain abstracted and diffuse. Consumers sense a real loss of privacy, in other
words, but allow that these infringements are ‘invisible’ and ‘out of control.” They
are attributable only to the broadest forces: governments, bureaucracy, marketers.
Moreover, consumers can idenﬁfy few avenues to slow the erosion of privacy or
mitigate information disclosures. Hence, consumers are both anxious and

ambivalent about privacy issues.
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Regulating privacy

Privacy laws, regulations, and ‘fair information practices’ for the public sector
have already been established in a number of Western countries. While not
without their prObléms, many of these policies have met with a reasonable degree of
success; in a few jurisdictions, similar standards or laws are being extended to the
private sector. But regulating privacy in the global information economy presents
some formidable challenges. Information is a highly valuable commodity in the
private sector. Attempts to restrict its flow will be met by substantial political, legal
and economic arguments. Additional measures for the private sector will need to
be considered: international agreements, technical solutions, and a number of
marketplace mechanisms. As Colin Bennett writes: “The ‘search for solutions’ in
any jurisdiction must encompass the full range of different policy instruments
within the “toolkit’ of data protection” (Bennett, 1996). The pressure to solely rely on
technical fixes or marketplace solutions, however, is considerable; countering such
one-track solutions will be the greétest challenge ahead for privacy advocates. '
Consumers must be assured of their privacy in order to be full and active
participants in the social marketplace. Negotiating a balance between privacy and
participation will require that equitable conditions of trust, obligations and
responsibilities be established by marketplace institutions, complete with a strong set
of privacy guidelines and compliance rules.

Nonetheless, the present ‘information age’ present§ substantial new
challenges to privacy. Most of the response, in Western countries, have been
formulated as legal protecﬁon§ and regulatory principles.% | have cast these
multiple efforts into three general categories, outlined in detail below: privacy laws
and rights (including federal, provincial and sectoral statutes in Canada); fair
information principles and privacy codes (with special attention given to the
European ‘Directive on Data Protection’); and privacy standards. I shall discuss each
of these in turn, beginning with the constitutional protections and international

conventions, then to legislative regimes, especially those in Canada, and then on to

> The best treatments of privacy policy and legislation are David Flaherty’s Protecting Privacy in
Survetllance Societies and Colin Bennett’s Regulating Privacy (1992), two excellent comparative
studies; Priscilla Regan’s Legislating Privacy (1995), a study of US privacy laws and traditions; and H.
Jeff Smith’s Managing Privacy: Information Technology and Corporate America (1995), a study of the
ambiguities of information privacy in US commercial sector.
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a variety of self-regulatory codes and principles. While few of these regulatory
reglmes apply dlrectly to questions of information practices in the commercial

sector, both the questions posed and solutions provides by these efforts are

nonetheless highly relevant to issues of marketing research and ‘dataveillance.’

Privacy Rights and Laws

Despite the voluminous discussion of ‘privacy rights” in legal and academic
circles, the ‘right to privacy’ has only rarely been explicitl}f protected in national or
state constitutions. Statutory and common law provisions are much more
common, "par"ticularly with regard to concerns about privacy and data protection.

The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms does not include an explicit
right to privacy; only section 8 provides a limited right to privacy through the right
to be secure against unreasonable search or seizure.#” The province of Quebec, by
contrast, has entrenched a general right to persbnal privacy in Segtio,n 5 of its
Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms: it guarantees everyone the right to respect
for his or her private life.#¥ Canada does subscribe to the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, set out by the United Nations in 1948. Article 12 states that no one
shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with his or her privacy and everyone has
. the right to legal protection from such interference. This declaration, however, is
not legally binding or enforceable. (Alter 1996).4° '

Starting in the mid-1960’s, @ wide-ranging debate emerged about computers
and privacy, prompting a flurry of reports and commissions in Canada, the United
States and Europe. These concerns p;ompted a number of significant data
protection laws at national and state levels. By the late 1980’s “every Western
industrial naiion either [had] a data protection law in place or [had] one under active ,
consideration” (Flaherty 1989). The first Data Protection Act was enacted in the

German state of Hesse in 1970. Sweden passed the first national data protection act

7 In 1991, the Privacy Commuissioner of Canada formally appealed for an express right of privacy be
added to the Constitution. Such a right, however, was not included amongst the proposed’- and
ultimately unsuccessful - amendments of the Charlottetown Accord.

43 A ‘right to privacy’ is enshrined in both Quebec’s Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms (1975), and
its Civil Code (1991), where privacy is recognized as an attribute of personality.

9 Canada also subscribes, however, to the binding and enforceable International Convenent on Civil
and Political Rights, set out ln 1976. Article 17 of the Convenent restates article 12 of the Universal
Declaration.
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in 1973. West Germany followed with the Federal Data Protection Act in 1977. In
general, these laws sought to “ensure against the misuse of personal data” and
‘protect the personal interests of the individuals affected by the storage and retrieval |
of their data’ in the public sector.®® The respective Acts also established data
pr:)tection commissioners, agencies or directors-general, committed to independent
oversight and implementation of the legislation.5!

By contrast, the United States still does not have a data protection ‘agency; it is
virtually alone amongst Western industrial democracies in this regard.. The US did
pass a federal Privacy Act in 1974, which was quite influential in its time, especially
for its innovative code of ‘fair information practices’ for the collecting and handling
of personal data by the federal government. The Act itself, however, has been
largely ineffectual, burdened by weak and very;diffuse oversight mechanisms, and
rife with loopholes. Of particular concern is the Act’s concept of ‘routine use’,
whereby agencies are permitted to disclose a personal record “for a purpose which is
compatible with the purpose for which it is collected.” At a oversight hearing in
1983, one commentator noted that “in practice this has come to mean any use which
an agency deems to be appropriate” (Flaherty 1989, 323). The United States does,
however, have a substantial record of sectoral legislation, as well as a long history of
court decisions that provide often flexible remedies for protecting privacy (Flaherty
1989, 305-320). ' |

All of these legislative efforts, including subsequent Acts in France, the

13

Netherlands, Australia, New Zealand and other countries, cover the processing of
personal data in the public sector: that is, government departments, agencies and, in
many cases, bodies such as the police, municipalities, and universities. A pressing
issue for most of these countries is the extension or applicability of such laws to the
private sector. I shall attend to those questions shortly. But first | will outline

privacy provisions and protections in Canada.

0 It is interesting to note that explicit definitions of privacy or surveillance have not generally been
considered necessary for effective legislation (Flaherty 1989, 30-35; Lawson 1993, 437).

3! These oversight bodies and ‘watchdogs’ often have quite different levels of responsibility and
powers of compliance in different countries. But in general, they are responsible for the following
functions: complaints investigation, resolution and mediation; advice on privacy implication of new
technologies and information practices; research and reports to governments; public education. See
Flaherty (1989) and Bennett (1992).
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Federal and Provincial Statutes in Canada |

As with many other countries, Canada established a Task Force on Privacy
and Computers in the early 1970’s. Subsequent legislation was passed in tbwo stages,
in both cases coupled with related legislation. The Canadian Human Rights Act of
1977 introduced principles of fair information practices for the federal public sector,
and created the post of the privacy commissioner. It was widely understood to be a
”véry modest piece of law-making,” largely an “experiment to find out where the
problems really were in data protection” (Flaherty 1989, 245).

The 1982 Privacy Act was paired with an Access to Information law, and came
into force in 1983. The Privacy Act set up a separate office for the privacy
commissioner, and gave it a more active role. The Office no longer only responds to
complaints, but can launch independent investigations and audit the compliance of
government institutions to the code of fair information practices (sections 4to 8 of
the Act). Many aspects of oversight and statutory responsibility, howéver, are
shared with Parliament, the Treasury'Board,ﬁthe Department of Justice, the Federal
Court of Canada andp the heads of individual government bodies; this has resulted
in considerable diffusion of decision-making powers, and requires the privacy
commissioner to be a strong and active catalyst to ensure effective implementation
(Flaherty, 248-252). A 1987 report by the Standing Committee on Justice and
Solicitor General recommended that the Privacy Act be amended to apply privacy
protections to the federally regulated private sector. This has not yet be done.

Provincial Acts are now in place in Quebec, Ontario, Saskatchewan, Alberta
and British Columbia. Each of these acts largely conform to, and in some cases,
strengthen the provisions of the federal law. Each provincial act also established
respective privacy commissioners. British Columbia, in particular, is considered to
have amongst the most effective public sector privacy legislation in the world; it has
particularly strong oversight and compliance mechanisms, and its directives have
the force of law in most instances. The BC Act also extends to universities, police
forces, municipalities and other public sector agencies.

In Canada, only the province of Quebec has enacted data protection laws for

the private sector. Quebec’s “Act Respecting the Protection of Personal Information
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in the Private Sector” (Bill 68) came into effect in mid-1994, aitd requires marketers
who are collecting’ personal information to obtain informed consent. The Act
eipands upon the sténdard definition of consent to include knowledge of the intent
of such data collection, the use to which it will put, the length of time it will be kept,
and the right to access and correct it. Businesses'are compelled to ensure the
information is up to date and accurate and may not release it to a third party
without permission from the consumer. Failure to comply results in substantial
fines and penal’ties. The Act entrusts an independent tribunal with responsibility
for settling disputes. For many privacy advocates, Quebec's Act is a model of data
protection.

It remains to be seen whether similar statutes will be enacted in other
provinces. A mo/:'e likely scenario is legislation at the federal level. In the fall of
1996, then Liberal Justice Minister Allan Rock promised privacy legislation
pertaining to the private sector would be in place by the year 2000 (Duffy 1996). .
Other possible federal initiatives, such as constitutional entrenchment of a right to
privacy, are probably even further off; such measures would requiré much more
political and public consciousness of privacy. issues than is currently evident.
Sectoral Statutes )

Beyond Quebec, private sector information practices remain largely
unregulated in Canada. To be sure,*sectoral statutes in Canada do address certain
issues in tEert commercial sphere. The Telecommunications Act (1993) has two
sections which directly pertain to privacy. Section 7i affirms that the Canadian
telecommunications system has as one of its objectives to “contribute to the
protection of thé;pﬁvacy of persons.” Section 51 of the Act covers unsolicited
telecommunications, noting that it is “necessary to prevent undue inconvenience
or nuisance, giving due regard to the freedom of expression.” But while this
legislation diszplays good intentions, it sets out no mechanism to distinguish or
prioritize competing objectives contained within the Act. The privacy provisions
rarely set out a effective regime to balance privacy with other values and interests.
For instance, the Telecommunications Act includes goals to “foster increased

reliance on market forces” and encourage “innovation in the provision of
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services.”2 The widening arenas of telecommunication channels and services also
need to be addressed. Will the newer cable, cellular and satellite services be covered
by the privacy provisions of the Telecommunications Act? (Straatsma and Murrayl
1996). . .

" In most cases, North American jurisdictions rely on existing legislation
covering the marketplace to regulate the information practices of marketers. The
Competition Act of 1986 covers unfair and deceptive marketing practices, and can be
extended to misleading practices in direct mail, for example. But the Act does not
broach issues regarding the exchange of personal information in commercial
transactions; these might be more properly placed within the sphere of consumer
protection laws. In Canada, such laws generally fall under provincial jurisdiction.
For example, a number of Provincial Acts set out rules about credit and banking
records; these rules determine what type of information can be collected and how it
can be used. While these laws provide ample access to personal credit data, and
recourse to correct inaccuracies, few Canadians even know that they have such
rights.

In the absence of adequate legislation for the private sector, lan Lawson points
to common law and torts as the only current possible remedies (1993). In an
exhaustive review of case studies, Lawson suggests a number of legal avenues: torts
regarding trespass to the person or chattels (i.e. one’s papers and possessions); torts
of nuisanée and negligence; torts of defamation; breach of contract and/or
confidence. Lawson lacknowledges, however, that few such torts have been tested in
Canada with regards to private sector information practices, and that excessive
reliance on individual court actions is less than desirable. In conclusion, Lawson
concurs with Colin Bennett, wrifing that “legislation to protect privacy must
therefore be the subject of careful planning and sophistication from several
perspectives.” Furthermore, and perhaps with the legislative actions of Quebec in

mind, he states: “A statutory regime of data protection, however, emerges as a

52 “Pgko important test cases regarding information management and tele¢communications have
imphications for consumers. The first concerns incoming call identificatién or call management services.
The CRTC decided that Canadians would not have to pay for instituting a program of “universal call
blocking.” In the second case, the use of automatic dialing devices was heavily curtailed. Unlisted
numbers had to excluded, and customer complaints about two or more unwanted telemarketing calls

145



-~

significant priority, if only to conform with the new international standards fer the

protection of personal information'in the priVaté sector” (Lawson 1993, 442);

Fair informatioﬁ practices and voluntary codes

The first efforts to establish intemationally-félevant privacy codes regérding
information practices originatedr\‘Nith the Council of Europe ini the late 1960’s. Over
a decade of work produced Convention 108, a resolution to “protect individual
freedoms by placing limits on the collection, storage and transmission of personal
information” (Cavoukian 1995; Beqnett 1992). The US Départment of Health,
Education and Welfare developed the Code of Fair Information Practices in 1973.
The Organisation for Economic Development and Cooperation (OECD) adopted and
extended these guidelines in 1980, as part of provisions concerning ‘transborder data
flows.” These guidelines set up what are now commonly known as ‘fair
information principles’ and are recognized internationally. As noted earlier, these
principles have been incorporated into privacy legislation and policy in many
countries.

At a minimum, fair information practices or principles involve the

following:

e right of notice: the need to obtain informed consent when data is collected, to
clearly notify of purpose for the data collected

e right of reply: the ability of an individual to access her records, confirm or
challenge their accuracy, and obtain correction

e limits and use: limits can be set on the collection, use, and type of data, i.e. data
must be gathered for specific purposes, and used within specific time

e prohibitions on third party use: limits on disclosure, loss, or unauthorized use;
additional prohibitions_on non-related or secondary use

+ e protection of security: technical safeguards against unauthorized access.

+ These principles have the primary advantage of flexibility. They can be adopted

under a range of varying conditions: as a supplement to legislation (as in New
Zealand, the Netherlands and Britain); as internal or voluntary guides for
companies (such as credit card and credit reporting firms); as constraints on certain

practices or functions (do not mail/call services in direct-marketing companies or

within 30 days could result in five-day suspensions by the local telephone company. Further infractions
could lead to termination of service. See Straatsma and Murray (1996).
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associations). LThey have been very useful in 'publicizing privacy concerns and
educate consumers, citizens and corporate managers abdut the complex issues
involved. |

Fair information principles have been adapted as volunta’i‘y technical and
professional codes in the private sector. In Canada, voluntary codes have been set
up by several inforﬁlation;inten(;ive industries, including telecommunications,
insurance and banking.®* Voluntary codes provide several advantages. Compared
to a set of rules ‘frozen in a statute,” codes can be easily adapted to rapid technological
change. Codes can be specifically tailored to particular activities, with several codes
perhaps applying to large data users. They also allow for close cooperation between
' data users and data subjects (Lawson 1993, 431-432). Private sector codes can help fill
the gaps left by the slow pace and jurisdicfional difficulties of legislative action.
Voluntary codes were therefore initially endorsed by the Privacy Commissioner of
Canada, the Justice Department and other levels of government (Privacy -
Commissioner 1991, 16-17; Lawson, 432). With a few years, however, some of these
views changed. In its 1994-1995 Annual Report, Canada’s Privacy Commissioner
stated: “It is evident that a self-regulatory and entirely voluntary code is out of step
with both the enormous social .implications of technological change, not to mention
rising public concern....Voluntary codes not only deprive the public of legal
protection, but may well deceive us into relying on a chimera” (Privacy
Commissioner 1995, 15).

Some of the weaknesses and drawbacks of private-sector privacy codes have
been noted by Colin Bennett (1996b) and lan Lawson (1993). In general, self-
regulation of this sort usually suffers from fundamental conflicts of interest.
Regulatory powers and principles tend to derive from a self-interested perspective,
rather than that of the public interest. Complaints processes are often located within,
the same organization that holds the personal data in question. Many industry
codes are not necessarily accompanied by careful internal analysis or audits of actual

data-processing practices. Jeffrey Smith (1994) argues that corporate managers see

33 In Canada, these include the Canadian Life and Health Insurance Association’s model guidelines for
a “Right to Privacy” (1980); the Canadian Banker’s Association’s Model Privacy Code for Individual
Customers (1990); Bell Canada’s Code of Fair Information Practices (1992); and the Canadian Direct
Marketing Association’s Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice (undated).
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privacy codes as ‘symbolic statements’ of what they hope or perceive to be company
“practice. Private sector codes or voluntary regimes are often developed so as to

forestall statutory intervention.

Most significant, none of these codes embody any effective sanctions for non-
compliance. As lan Lawson points out, even the harshest penalties, such as
cancellation of membership in the professional body, will “not have a.dramatic
impact on the activities of a company with poor information practices” (Lawson
1993, 433). Sanctions that do apply are not industry-wide, but are restricted to
association members; restrictions on ‘data practices are reliant on consumer
complaints or action.* Company-specific codes are even more problematic. No
sanctions of membership privileges are available. Responsibility for ensuring
compliance rests within senior management ranks; this is true with Bell Canada’s
code, for instance. This provides few or no avenues of remedies or compensaltion to
injured parties when the code is violated (Lawson, 1993. 434).

In addition, many observers note that private sector codes are adopted when
they accord with their market or profit interests (Bennett 1996; Cavouklan*
Smith 1994). Businesses generally have technical or fiscal incentives to install
security measures or restrict data collection to ‘relevant’ or ‘specific’ purposes. But
private sector companies are much less likely to implement or maintain practices
that entail substantial financial resources or staff time. The result is what Jeffrey
Smith calls privacy ‘gaps” and ‘dissonances.” In his book Man;zging Privacy (1994),
Smith highlights the “drift/external threat/reaction cycle” prevalent in corporate
decision-making processes regarding privacy. This leads to substantial problems
with a “policy-practice gap.” In an extensive study of corporate po‘licies and
interviews with business executives, Smith found that few companies or executives
expressed interest in adopting or leading privacy policy initiatives. Those firms who
lead the pack “saw this goal as one of competitive advantage - having better controls

on privacy than competitors, and promoting that advantage to people” (92-93). For

> For instance, the Canadian Direct Marketing Assodation’s ‘code of ethics’ covers over 1000 members,
representing 80% of the direct marketing industry in Canada. It provided various mechanisms to “opt
out” or remove your names from mailing lists. It also allows consumers to see and correct information

“ held by member companies. Of course, as with most voluntary codes, the onus on the consumer to restrict
these information practices. In the absence of consumer action, personal information may be freely
traded to third parties. —
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Smith, these hesitant and piecemeal attitudes “leave large holes in privacy policies
and leads to numerous gaps between [official] policies and actual organizational
practices” (Smith 1994, 95). In other words, privacy principles and voluntary codes

are more extensively discussed than applied.

The European Directive

Private sector adoptions of fair information practices or privacy codes will
only be marginally effective in the absence of other strong policy or legal
instruments. This was clearly recognized by the drafters of Quebec’s private sector
act. Similarly, in July 1995, the member states of the European Union adopted a
“Directive” on the “Protection of Individuals with Regard to the Processing of
Personal Data.” This dirm was adopted after five years of consideration,
consultation and lobbying by various stakeholders. The Directive contains
provisions covering both the public and private sectors; and all member states were
expected to incorporate it into their national legislation within three years (by 1998).
The Directive governs the collection, storage, use and communication of data, and
clearly recognizes a citizen’s right of access to and correction of information
concerning their person.

One of its provisions (Article 25) has garnered much’notice, especially from
international businesses and marketers. This provision restricts the export of
personal information from a European country to a country that fails to offer
“adequate” level of protection. This ‘adequacy provision’ has since spurred much
discussion and uncertainty in business and regulatory circles in North America.
According to most privacy advocates, including the Federal Privacy Commissioner,
only Quebec’s private sector law (Bill 68) will meet the EU standard, but the
voluntary, self-regulatory codes used in the rest of Canada will not. The Directive
may also prove to be a serious impediment for some Canadian businesses in the
information industry (Alter 1996; Bennett 1996a).

There has also been considerable consternation in US business circles, where
no law or policy comes close to the European standard. In this respect, privacy

protections may give some Quebec and Canadian information companies a
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‘comparative advantage’ with regards to “adequately protected’ transborder data

flows of personal information.
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Privacy Standards

Some other arenas of regulation offer more immediate and intriguing
potential. Regulatory standards such as that proposed by the Canadian Standards
Association are one such measure. In 1992, the CSA began investigating a national
privacy standard for the handling of personal information by Canadian companies
and organizations. In September 1995, the CSA ratified the “Model Code for the
Protection of Personal Information” and released it publicly in March 1996." The
code is meant to parallel the certification procedures of ’quali'ty management .
standards’ such as the ISO-9000 series currently being adopted widely by private
sector firms in North America and abroad.

The CSA Model Code details how personal information should collected, )
retained, kept up to date, used and disclosed, following an agreed upon set of
principles. The CSA code is in many respects an adopted version of the OECD
principles; it does, however, place more emphasis on enforceability and compliance.
Each organization must designate an individual to be accountable for cor‘nplian'cev
with the fair information principles. This puts more responsibilities and obligations
- onto organizations, rather than placing the onus primarily on consumer or clients.
Moreover, the standard represents a significant step in consensus-building on
complex privacy issues; stakeholders included various Canadian levels of
government, consumer groups, key industry sectors and privacy advocates.

Colin Bennett sees several ad;'antqges to the standards approach, as compared
to current voluntary practices and codes in the private sector.>> He argues
persuasively that the CSA Standard represents a unique Canadian approach to data
protection. [t can be, in his words, “more sensitive to emerging technological
advances and business interests in the increasingly interconnected and competitive

global economy” (Bennett 1996b).

> Colin Bennett was a participant/advisor to the CSA Model Code process. See his Implementing
Privacy Codes of Practice: A Report to the Canadian Standards Association (Rexdale: Canadian
Standards Association, 1995).
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A privacy standard could be a important reference in private and government
contracts for data processing services. It would measure up to the Quebec Bill 68
provisions 'regéfding interprovincial data flows, and the ‘adequacy’ provisions set by
European data protection authorities. For instar;ce, organizations would be pressed
by clients, customers and governments to demonstrate a fair degree of privacy
controls in their information practices. To gain accreditation to the standard would
require independent and regular privacy audits. '

At time of writing, however, no decisions of yet been made about
mechanisms for implementation and oversight. According to Bennett (1996b), once
an adequate registration system is in place, the CSA Model Code would “cease to be a
voluntéry ‘mechanism... [and] would build a more consistent and credible system of
verification than occurs at the moment.” Businesses and other organizations would
be required to “produce a code and an operational set of guidelines.” Over time, a
registration scheme would provide a consistent means to evaluate and monitor the
claims made by companies about their information practices. Certification
procedures would be similar to those of ISO-9000 standards. This would signal a real
advance over voluntary codes, which provide few opportunities for verification and
compliance.

Most importantly, the CSA Model Code might encourage the adoption of
privacy standards and principles throughout the marketplace. 1t could promote
' more consumer awareness; become, a ‘reference’ standard in private and
government contracts; help align information practices to international standards,
such as the ‘European directive.” On a more pragmatic level, adopting such a
standard may simply induce commercial firms to gain competitive advantages
through pro-active privacy protections;'or conversely, théy could avoid the adverse
publicity often associated with privacy. All in all, the CSA Model Code should
promote more accountability in Canadian business practices that affect privacy
(Bennett 1996b) .

) But the CSA standard cannot stand alone. It must be accompanied by existing
and new sectoral codes; the ‘ombudsmen’ function of Privacy Commissioners; a
framework to enforce compliance through registration; privacy-enhancing

technologies, and finally an improved legal regime in Canada and elsewhere.
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Indeed, Canada’s Privacy Commissioner suggests that the CSA Code needs to be
more than a prototype for volunteer codes. Its greatest contribution may lie in its
“embodiment into national framework legislation - a national standard of privaey
protection against which all sectors can be held accountable” (Pﬁvacy Commissioner

1995, 15).

The future and limits of privacy legislation

What can we realistically expect, over the short-term future, with regards to
pri\iacy Iegislatidn? The calls for regulation have certainly grown louder in recent
: ye;rs; the boldest (and most optimistic?) voices proclaim that privacy has become
the dominant consumer issue of the nineties.’ Many of these voices come from
predictable Quarters, oriented to their own agendas. For several‘;/ears now, the
Canadian Privacy Commissioner’s office has been calling for “national privacy
legislation to establish principles and frameworks” for both business and
government. Privacy advocates and business leaders, no doubt thinking in
strategically ’reazlist’ terms, claim that ‘privacy protection makes good business
sense.” Liberal cabinet minister Allan Rock echoes those voices, arguing that
“Business and other private institutions must come to regard the protectioh of
privacy as not simply an abstract civil virtue, but an element of sound business
practice” (Duffy, 1996).

Nor is Canada alone in debating the urgent need for uniform or omnibus
statutes of private sector privacy laws regarding personal data protection. This sense
of urgency has been heightened by astonishing growth of ‘information highways,’
the Internet, and the Global Informatipn Infrastructure (to use just three of the
current catch-phrases). In all advanced industrial countries, there js widespread
recognition that regulatory regimes can not keep pace with new teghnologies nor
with the conflicting interests they carry with them. In 1985, the US Office of

Technology Assessment made the following sober statement:

% Some privacy advocates, such as Marc Rotenberg of the Electronic Privacy Information Center in
Washington, DC, extend these bold claims even further: “Privacy will be to the information economy of
the next century what consumer protection and environmental concerns have been to the industrial
society of the 20th century” (Gleick 1996)

3
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Public policy on the use of information technology to electronically .
monitor individual movements, actions and communication has been
based on a careful balancing of civil liberty versus law enforcement or*
investigative interests...New technologies - such as data transmission,
electronic mail, cellular or cordless telephones, and miniature-cameras

- have outstripped the existing statutory frameworks for balancing

these interests (quoted in Bogard 1996, 133). . s

In the 1990’s, the emergence of the Internet, Pharmanet and other public and private
networks has only heightened these concerns.” GroWing public anxiety, daunting
technological innovation, and demands fpr ‘rules of the road’ by governmients,
businesses, scholars and activists all demonstrate,a need to respond to privacy
issues. Calls to action’are now being heard from several fronts in Canada.

The Information Highway Advisory Council (IHAC) recommended in 1995
that national législation be developed to establish fair information principles on the
information highway, supported by effective indepeﬁdent oversight and
enforcement mechanisms. Their proposals “would require sectors or organizations‘
to meet the standard of the CSA model code, while allowing the flexibility to
determine how they will refine their own codes.” According to IHAC, this “flexible
legislative framework” would help “create a level playing field” across both public
and private sectors. At the very least, the IHAC proposals have the merit of pushing
for an equitable and significantly improved environment of privacy protection and
fair information practices. Specific questions regarding implementation and
enforcement in an evolving technological landscape remain unanswered however.

The present ad-hoc regulatory regime in-North America certainly Ieaves
much to be desired. Current laws are fragmented, spread across a number of special
statutes and focused too narrowly on specific privacy infractions. This has ‘been
especially true in the United States, where privacy legislation has tended to address
~ immediate threats or crises rather than long term concerns.”” Too often privacy
“laws are driven by crisis, what American law professor Joel Reidenberg, calls “a

rather haphazard and unsatisfactory response to [narrowly defined] privacy

7 The classic and oft-cited example here is the US Video Privacy Bill. this law was quickly passed by
US Congress after newspapers published the video rental records of Supreme Court nominee Robert
Bork. The “Bork Bill” clearly addressed the fears of Washington politicians and other powerful
figures; but it fully neglected, other more pressing and pervasive practices of similar chafacter - for

153



concerns” (Flaherty, 1991; Regan 1995). In exploring the frontiers of law and

regulation, we would do well to heed the words of Jeffrey Smith:

[It] is not clear....that this scenario will actually result in a stronger
privacy environment; rather it may simply represent an excessive
reliance on the ‘regulatory fix.” If past experience is any indication, the
laws will be of reactive and narrow nature, protecting individuals in
some small areas while leaving other areas largely untouched (Smith,
1995, 14) '

We need to recognizefthe limits of even the most stringent legal regimes. Privacy
laws are not always the most appropriate means to contain or confront
contemporary information practices. There are always difficult questions about
jurisdiction. Omnibus legislation in practice could develop into a ‘heavy regulatory’
hand, burdened by additional levels of bureaucracy. David Flaherty has shown this
to be the case in Sweden and France (Flaherty 1989). The law is a two-ec]ged sword.
Privacy legislation can also be interpreted as little more than a minimal concession
to already well-entrenched practices. Laws and regulation merely set out the ground
rules and limits of acceptable behaviour by governments and businesses (Wilson ‘
1988, 49-52).

On the other hand, a legal framework does carry a number of unique
characteristics. Only law can define boundaries which no organization would be
allowed to cross; a legal regime can designate independent mechanisms and arbiters
to ensure compliance to privacy rules and standards, and to administer penalties
when rules are broken. In a civil society, effective and enforceable legislation is still
the best option available.

A national legal regime can, however, be usefully supplemented by sectoral
laws, voluntary codes and fair information principles.- Colin Bennett and others
(Simitis 1987; Samarajiva 1997) make persua‘si‘i/e arguments for a flexible legislative
regime that is augmented by a widespread_,,~'fégi§tered standards and volunteer
industry codes. Model codes, privacy standards and fair information practices can
help relieve regulatory authorities f,ro"m constant monitoring and verification of

L -

laws. Registered industry standards are sometimes more effective as sanctions than

example, records of consumer purchases. And it should be noted, the law has not prévented companies
such as Blockbuster Video from building 50-miliion-person databases. i
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government fines. Incorporating the ‘full range’ of policy instruments will be
necessary for governments, businesses and citizens to fully confront the complex
and often confounding array of privacy issues we continue to face, But there remain
many barriers to even the most flexible and broadest proposals. The practical and

political viability of legislative approaches is still open to question.

Continuing challenges 7

To maintain or strengthen the value of and right to privacy, consumers,
citizens, legislators and privacy advocates will continue to face a number of key
challenges: strong commercial interests; marketplace solutions, such as ‘information
property rights’; rapid technological change; political indifference and diminishing
expectations of privacy ambngst the public. In concluding this chapter, I will briefly

sketch through each of these difficult challenges and conflicts in turn.

Commercial interests

The most complex and daunting of challenges to implementing effective
privacy regulations will come from the vested interests of commercial enterprise.
The corporate claims follow the familiar lines of free-market thought. Priv;cy
regulations can be interpreted as a, form of state intervention in the free market.
Legislation restricting the type and scope of consumer data obtained by companies
could be construed as restraints on trade and the free flow of information, or as a
restriction to free speech guarantees. As Oscar Gandy has noted, both the courts and
the general public seem willing to concede ‘legitimate business interests’ in the
collection dnd use of consumer data. Gandy quotes the US Supreme Court decision |
Tureen bs. Equifax which allowed that “it may be necessary for [companies| to have
information which normally would be considered private, provided the
information is legitimately related to a legitimate purpose of the decision maker”
(Gandy 1993, 196-198). /
~— The claim of legitimate business interests is certainly expansive. The
collection and exchange of consumer data demonstrably improves the quality of
marketing communication strategies. Sophisticated consumer information systéems

help to stimulate innovation and efficiency in the marketplace. There is little doubt
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that detailed consumer information is increasingly necessary to effectively
coordinate production with demand in the economy. Accurate sources of detailed
consumer information is essential to reducing risk and uncertainty in the
contemporary marketplace - for both small and big business. These claims are
particularly persuasive in a globalizing economy of flexible specialization and
complex consumer formations. There seems little doubt that the economic and
administrative incentives to survey and sell personal data and consumer
transactional information will continue to override the often abstracted virtues and
rights of personal privacy. ' |

Concerns about restraints on the free flow of information are ev1dent in the
response of North American business interests to the European Directive on data .
protection. Priscilla Regan (1996b) has itemized wide range of these business
concerns. Two qudtes from American corporate executives are typical:

“|Blecause of local custom and rigid privacy laws, the free-flowing
credit information that fuels the US consumer credit market just isn’t
available in Europe. That hinders credit judgements and makes it
nearly impossible to aim marketing pieces at likely prospects.”

*
“|The informed consent requirement is] too old-fashioned for the split-
second world of interactive data communications and manipulation.
As a practical matter, getting permission from everyone in a database
would stifle the free-flow of information about financial transactions
and credit reports, as well as employee and customer databases” (quoted
in Regan 1996b, 169-170) :

Regan shows that American businesses responded to the Directive by lobbying for
changes to the data protection policy‘through their European counterparts ar;d other
business associations, rather than lobbying for change in US laws. “The essential
reason for adopting this strategy was that the status quo at home represented
business interests,” Regan argues. “Rather than being worried about whether - T
American policy as a whole is considered ‘adequate,” American business are more
likely to focus on their businesses in particular” by adopting voluntary codes of ‘fair

" information use’ (Regan 1996b, 168, 173). Such codes will be presénted as evidence |

of privacy protection; the success of this strategy remains to be seen. Some

American executives even advocate a “data protection authority in the US to help
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business in Europe” ﬁ?egan, 174). Needless to say, this is not what privacy advocates
have in mind. | :

A more fundamental and hardline argument proposes that the right to
privacy must fall away in the face of commercial free speech guarantees. This claim
carries weight particularly in the US, where some marketing executives wish to
define customer lists as free speech, and thus protected under First Amendme’nt:
rights (Gandy 1993, 106-108). But as Gandy points out, such a positior; is still quite
controversial, and a number of counter-arguments have been put forward. For ~
instance, Gandy cites arguments that commercial speech serves primarily
instrumental purposes, and thus have limited claim for the full protections of free
speech in the liberal tradition: “Whereas usefulness is relative and broadly
conditioned, individugl lié‘érty is moré broadT)'\absolute” (Gandy, 193). In Othelg
words, market-based freedoms should be distinguished from other expressive
freedoms. While largely focused around the perennial questions of American
jurisprudence, these basic tensions regarding limits and freedoms are the heart of ‘

the privacy debate, and will not be easily resolved.

Property rights in information - t)ze marketplace solution

For many observers, the most immediate and' appropriate solution to these
continuing conundrums can be found in the marketplace. In this view, regulatory
rules and procedures are incapable of determining the boundaries between
legitimate information flows and unreasonable intrusions into personal privacy.
The answer is: Let the market decide.

Accordingly, a number of legal scholars and privacy advocates in the United
States, including James Rule, Alan Westin and Anne Branscomb, have aévanced
various proposals for ‘property rights in personal information’ (Rule and Hunter
1992; Branscomb 1994; Gandy 1993, 205-209). Personal data could be leased under
contractual agreemént and therefore eligible for royalties. Individuals would
formally trade these rights for goods and services. They ‘could then choose their
own comfort level of privacy, and make their own determinations of what personal
data could be sold or traded. On the face of it, this solution has its merits. If the

collection and use of personal data came under formal contracts and agreements,
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_this may bring us closer to the ‘negotiated” concept of privacy. Individuals could
obtain moré direct and transparerit control over their personal information;.
organizations that failed to comply to agreements on use or consent could face
penalties under tort law. This oi)en exchange of personal information may even be.
technically feasible under certain environments like-the Internet. But the concept
still raises many troubling issues. ,

The first question regarding the ‘marl;etplace solution’ concerns the nature of
the exchange - in most cases, there i§ an implicit contract between parties. Most data
transactions between individuals and institutions are informal and invisible. Data
may be exchanged in conjunction with a material exchange with a person’s
knowledge. Individuals rarely are able to monitor nor control the use of
information after disclosure. The average consumer is simply not equipped - in
terms of time, knowledge or skill - to fairly negotiate their privacy with regards to
information transactions. A ’markétplace in personal information would be
characterized by serious inequities - individual consumers would be negotiating
from an unequal position. Moreover, the sheer costs involved in managing and
negotiating such ‘privacy contracts’ suggests that “collective enforcement of privacy
rights’ is justifiable on grounds of economic efficiency (Gandy, 205-207).

This raises a second question about maljcetplace solutions,” this one about the
status of informed consent. A fair market gxchange of personal information could
presumably require an explicit agreement between parties regarding the use of data
and the consequences for individual privacy; such consent might even up the
inherent inequities of the_relationship. But again, the sheer cost and administrative
burden of gaihing meaningful consent for data transaction makes this highly
unlikely. Gandy argues persuasively that the marketplace - and the courts - would
simply continue to assume or ‘fictionalize’ consent, when no actual consent was
received (Gandy, 208). Of course, this again placés the individual consumer on an
unequal footing within the marketplace.

Moreover, it seems neither practical nor desirable to have privacy bargained
over at every instance of economic exchange. As Priscilla Regan suggests, values of
privacy can not be so easily ‘divided’ into such components; nor should we expect

people to ‘set’ their own privacy levels (i?'egan 19964, 37). But these concerns are
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already being addressed in business circles.® Writing in the Harvard Business
Review, consultants John Hagel and Jeffrey Rayport argue that “consumers will not )
bargain with vendors on their own.” {Rather, they predict the emergence of ‘
companies they call ‘infomediaries’” who will “seize the opportunity to act as
custodians, agents and brokers of customers information, marketing it to businesses
on consumers’ behalf while protecting their prlvacy at the same time” (Hagel and
Rayport 1997).

The formation of such c }npames are again based on the perception that
consumers are “willing to release personal information if they can profit by doing
so.” In their view, new technologies such as smart cards and the World Wide Web
are shifting the balance of power to consumers: “users will be able to choose
whether to release or withhold information about themselves.” Given the novelty
* and relatively narrow reach of these technologies, such a claim seems naive, or
premature at best. Moreover, Hagel and Rayport admit that “only a handful of
companies” will be positioned to become infomediaries; this- would likely only
create another asymmetrical layer of informational relationships between
corporations and consumers. Their prediction of a ‘shift in power’ may create ﬁew
‘companies (or more likely, previde new lines of business for existing data-rich
companies), but it certainly would not level the playing field. Nonetheless,
predictions of innovative marketplace responses such as ‘infomediaries’ or ‘privacy
management’ seem perfectly plausiblé.59 »

In any case, we already have a widespread market in”persbnal and consumer
information; but at this point, it is one in which individual consumers play almost
no active or formal role. We may freely trade or volunteer personal information;
we may submit or disclose data unknowingly along with material purchase; we may
pass on credentials or identification in order to obtain goods or credit. But these déta

transactions are all incidental to the primary act of consumption or exchange; as

38 Political leaders seem equally enamoured of these ideas of late. Andrew Shapiro (1997) reports that
a US presidential advisory panel noted “the intriguing possibility that privacy could emerge as a
market commodity in the Information Age.”

59 In a more recent book, another pair of US business consultants make the bold, but quite plausible
claim that “within a decade privacy management will be one of America’s great growth service
industries.” See Taylor and Wacker (1997, 122-123, 223-229).
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such, our personal information - and the resulting erosion of privacy - has all the

-

classic characteristics of an ‘externality.’

To the extent that business obtains and uses personal information

~ without a market mechanism to govern the exchange, business is a
classic free rider in the economy. It consumes a common property
resource without covering the externalities related to its extraction’ or
use. (Lawson 1995, 4)

But who owns personal information? If personal information is valued as an
element of human dignity - the autonomy and integrity of one’s private life - then it
should be protected and managed as public resource and a social good. Privacy, in
this viéw, has both a personal and a social value (Regan 1995; Lawson 1993, 442).

But thé traditional liberal claim of a ‘right to priv‘acy" presumes that right resides
with the individual, even if the protection of it needed the underpinning of state

~ laws and regulation. As such, privacy is regarded as an assertion of the ‘right’ to
‘own’ and ’protect’ information about ourselves. Anthony Westin was explicit
about this: “[Plersonal information, thought of as the right of decision over one’s
private personality, should be defined as a property right” (Westin 1967, 324). He
expanded on these views before a US House Committee on Government Operations
.in 1991. This view, while controversial amongst privacy advocates, conforms
perfectly with traditional conceptions of free-market economies. A number of court
rulings, on the other hand, have given private firms ownership over specific forms
of personal information.s0 '

Determining the value of personal information, and who can own it remains
a very difficult question. Viewed as property, information has some unique and
unusual qualities. It is certainly not a scarce resource; it is not depleted when used
or shared; consumption tends to increase its value, when its ‘value’ can be
measured at all (Branscomb 1995; Lawson 1993, 441-442). Extending and formallzmg

the role of the market in personal information and privacy negotiations will not

0 Anne Branscomb (1995) reports that, according to several US court decisions on telemarketing issues,
- telephone numbers are owned by telephone companies, not residents. In addition, Branscomb notes that
relational databases, containing personal information, have already received copyright protection in

several jurisdictions.
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easﬂy resolve these issues. Indeed, it will only raise a new series of onerous
questions. ‘ ,

When does the property right in information - that is, ownership - transfer to
a-commercial entity, say a marketing firm, or credit agency? If persdnal—information
is compiled or aggregated with other data, who does it belong to? Who or what.
mechanisms would determine the value of personal information in the “free’
ma;ketplace? Would affluent and frequent consumers get larger royalty cheques?
Could privacy protection be bought for a fee? Where does personal information
end, and aggregated forms of merged, inferential and amended data begin? Would
individuals lose contral and ownership of their own data once a marketiing firm has
slotted it into creative categories like “New Aquarians” or “Poolsides and Patios?”
How and when does personal information get transformed into commercially-
ownéd, and copyright-protected intellectual property? As Anne Branscomb (1995)
points out, these are amongst the most confounding issues that we face in the |
information age; most of these issues have not yet been tested by Canadian nor
American courts.®!

- With or without the ‘marketplace solution,” personal information in its
multiple forms is very quickly becoming another tradeable asset - a very valuable -
commodity. For the foreseeable future, this situation is likely to leave the control of
personal information in the hands of those firms and organizations that dominate
the networked marketplace. As more corporations begin to seek ‘synergies’ and
‘convergences’. in the circular flows of information, entertainment and
dataveillance, consumers are faced with fewer opportunities to mitigate the loss of

control over their personal information.

Technological change, technical solutions

L

As noted earlier, most observers recognize that privacy laws lag far behind

technological change. New digital technologies have lengthened this ‘regulatory

! One area of intriguing potential is a reconception of information privacy and personal data as-&
special instance of trade secrets. Corporations legally restrict the disclosure of information about their
trade practices, capital goods and expenditures. A related instance of ‘trade-related protections are
shield laws, which ailows journalists to protect their sources. Both of these ‘trade-secret protections’
are concerned with the consequences of disclosure - should the same right be given to individuals?
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gap,” a situation exacerbated further by the continuing challenges of economic
uncertainty and rapid social change. The pressures to enact laws pertaining privacy
and personal data nonetheless persist. Under such conditions, legislators tend to
formulate laws that embrace general principles of wide latitude to ensure adequate
‘protection agair’\str “future eventualities” (Bennett, 1996b). There seems good reason
to doubt the effectiveness of such bold statements and broad-principles. For many,
rapid technological change can only be ‘met with technical solutions.

Many potential futures seem to await us, signaled at every turn. The
worldwide telecommunications sector is globalizing and deregulating under the
auspices of the World Trade Organization. Brand new industries are being built
around the lucrative trade in consumer information. Detailed auditing of ‘web
surfing’ habits is just one example. Smart cards and electronic cash will also provide
new conduits and nodes for the tracing of transactional information. The»scope of
Internet commerce is growing, though its much-hyped potential is uncertaihn,
perhaps even overstated. Bar codes and biometrics seem certain to become the key
functional artifacts in new identity card schemes; in the physical realm, smart
homes, security systems and ‘transport informatics’ are geared to trace and monitor
our movements at home, at work and on the road.

Each of these new developments are sure to complicate the already difficult
challenges of regulating privacy. Whether it is data highways or digital cash,
continuous flows of electronic data will soon be crossing into new and unforeseen
boundaries, seeping into and mediating our daily lives and habits. In the face of this
soon-to-be future, privacy-enhancing technologies, such as public-key/ private-key
systems using blind digital signatures, show some real promise (Information and
Privacy Commissioner/Ontario 1985; Levy 1994). In essence, these technologies
provide a type of"identity protection’ through the encfyption of data; digital
psuedonyms will separa;e a person’s aetual identity from their transactions and
communications. But as the protracted American debate over the Clipper Chip
indicated, state and business security interests are sure to insist on exceptions and

‘back-doors’ to any scheme geared to perfect anonymity.

(Branscomb 1995; Gandy 1993, 191). Again, to my knowledge, such an approach has not yet been tested
by the courts or legislators.
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But for all their technical ingenuity, tools such as blind signatures will be
limited td certain environments and specific functions. They may provide
protection in specialized electronic exchanges - such z;s the Internet - but seem
inapplicable in more pr:osaic, everyaéy transactions - subscription data, mailing-lists,
telephone systems. Even in arenas where enicryption technologies may have a role -
say, credit, debit or ‘stored value’ cards - service provider firms »:/ill Wave little
incentive to develop them without strong demands from the public and privacy-
advocates. The organizations that run information infrastructures are sure to prefer
the status-quo - where consumer data can be freely collected and catalogued |

according to their own needs, and then packaged for the information marketplace. |

Political will and privacy expectations
This brings us once again to a key determinant of the future of privacy rights-
and protections: active political debate, and heightened public awareness about the
issues at stake. But there seems little reason to expect an improvement on the
confused,‘contradictory and limited responses to privacy and surveillance concerns
to date. S
As this chapter has outlined, there is no shortage of thoughtful and often
effective proposals to maintain a balance between privacy and contemporary
information practices. Privacy codes, directives“a/nd standards are beihg
implemented at various organizational levels, by industry sector and jurisdictional
arena. State-driven priva‘cy regulations and c;}mmissions have proved to be
relatively successful at adjudicating privacy issues in the public sector; that is no easy
task, given that the entire concept of privacy represents an substantial obstacle to the
self-defined goal of many government departments, and that the offices of privacy
commissioners are inevitably small players in the highly conflicted arena of political
bureaucracies, interests and power.. Technical and ‘property right’ solutions may
hold some promise, but seem just as likely to-reduce privacy considerations to the
instantaneous calculus of the marketplace. Voluntary principles such as ‘fair
»information practices’ come closer to asserting a positive right for privacy, but come

up against inadequate compliance and enforcement mechanisms.
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This leaves us with the creation of a full-fledged statutory or constitutional
right to privacy. To be equal to today’s environment of information-saturated- |
organizations and the experiences of consumers, new privacy laws must bring
private-sector practbices under their purview. But we have yetdto see the required
groundswell of concern from either legislators or the public. Yet now even the
Canadian Direct Marketing Association is Ealling for national privacy legislation to
govern the private sector. Once a strong proponent of self-regulation, the CDMA
has become the first industry group in Canada to call for such action (Alter 1996;
McKenna 1995). Nonetheless, the political climéte for such efforts remains chilly: It
is certainly not a top priority, and any initiatives at the federal level are sure to be
met with intensive business Iobbyiﬁg. In promoting privacy issues, politicians have
few strong constituencies to turn to - no ‘identifiable external group” which will or
benefit’ from implementing statutory privacy rights (Gandy 1993, 195, 222). In such
circumstances, as Oscar Gandy points out, we more likely to see continuing
“legislative protections against excesses, rather than an affirmative effort to protect
fundamental rights or freedoms” (Gandy 1993, 195). The jurisdictional and political
tightropes in Canada make constitutional protection for privacy even less likely.

Moreover, even the most legitimate and well-meaning of policy proposals are
faced with inexorable technological change and organizational imperatives within
the expanding marketplace. It remains doubtful whether vaguely-articulated
privacy values can do more than provide stop-gap measures within a highly

networked information economy:

| New forms of dataveillance are straining the credibility of the theory of
information privacy, of the data protection laws it underpins, and of
the agencies that have td enforce those laws. At best, these agencies can
only respond at the individual level. They can ensure a certain
transparency of the process; they can establish rules for data quality and
integrity; they can insist on credible cost-benefit analyses before data
matches are conducted; they can receive and resolve individual
complaints -- but they cannot stop dataveillance (Bennett 1996, 256).

Political will and policy development requires widespread public interest and
input. Citizens and consumers, in Canada and elsewhere, need to be vigilant about

privacy rights and protections - especially within the policy parameters already
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established in law and “fair information practices.” As we have seen, Canadians
show serious concern about privacy issues and intrusions when prompted by polls;
but in the jumble of everyday choices and habits, many people fail to assert their
privacy ‘rights’ or question where their personal data goes or how it is used. This is
not merely the result of indifference; most people have neither the time nor
knowledge to fully affirm existing privacy protections and policies. | .

But even fhat remains an inadeguate explanation. Polls may indigg;e a
genuine public anxiety about technological and informational intrusions; but these
feelings, I ;suspect, are both amorphous and ambivalent. O@ﬁhe whole, the majority
of people have diminishing expectations of privacy. They have no clear sense of :
precisely where or how privacy erosions originate; they quite correctly recognize the
complexity of and conflicts inherent in regulating privacy; in their personal lives ‘
and immediate environments, most people still enjoy a good measure of privacy
and security; they no longer look for or expect government action to resolve these
issues; and, in the pragmatic weighing of political and social priorities, protecting
personal privacy is not even near the top of the list. For the average citizen (as
defined by pollsters and politicians) informational privacy remains an abstracted
anci distant concern, and has none of the visceral, emotional or fiscal import of -
many other key public policy concerns. y

An effective privacy regime - a full “tool-kit’ of statutory rights, voluntary
codes and industry standards, fair information practices, and encryption
technologies - will require a three-pronged level of influence and action: political
leadership, a significant shift in organizational culture and enhanced consumer

“education. Such a happy confluence of political will and consumer vigilance is, |

suspect, many years away.
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CONCLUSION

Up until recently, the role of marketing research and communications i
contemporary capitalist economies has not drawn much sustained interest.
Economists have focused on te;hnological and organizational transformations in
' production, labour and trade; more critical accounts in political 'écor'lomy and
economic geography have also privileged those arenas. Communications scholars
have paid substantially more attention to issues of marketing, but have focused
largely on the functions of advertising, promotion and packaging.

Marketing research, by contrast, gathers and organizes information about
product markets, e;isting consumers and potential buyers. This ‘marke.ting |
intelligence’ generates inputs into production processes, pr.oduct infovations and
marketing strategies, such as product differentiation and market segmentation. In
this way, the marketing research industry has positioned itself at the very nexus -
the nerve centre - of a consumer-oriented marketplace and the ‘infarmation
economy.” lIts activities are thus intricately tied to the globalizing geographies of
material production, trade flows, communication-links and economic .transactions.«:

My examination of the marketing research indus/try has delved into four
broad arenas of discussion: theories of surveillance and power; political ecoﬁomy;
history; and public policy of privacy and data protection. At the outset, I argued that
surveillance systems must not be regarded as autonomous forces of power, nor as '
independent COnduits of technological control. Rather, surveillance is always
immersed in, 'a‘nva reslponsive to, particular social goals, human designs and
institutional st%gi,fi;:tures. Marketing research has certainly exténded the capacities+of
surveillance inté the consumer marketplace. But this form of consumer '
surveillance e@erged as an efficient and effective management tool, helping to
coordinate the daily operations and strategic imperatives of modern bysinesses
organizations.

As suchémarketing research has expanded the reach of administrative
rationality, bringing technical proficiency, precision and specialization into the
realm of the consumer marketplace. Marketing research has also absorbed the

dynamic relationship between power and knowledge into its strategic operations.
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The collection of research data enables action and influence; the construction of { '
knowledge produces power. Marketing research thus extends the already
asymmetrical relationships of power within capitalism, providing further economic
advantages to those institutions that store, process and organize consumer data. |
Marketing research, then, has to be understood within the political economy
of consumer capitalism - the relationships between manufacturers, retailers,
advertising agencies, media outlets and consumers. A central problem for all
commercial producers and retailers is to ensure a market for their products. At the
turn of the century, ﬁarketing emerged to address those anxieties, promising to
manage uncertainty and reduce risks in the marketplace; consumer demand was
managed and stabilized by advertising and the ‘four P’s’ of marketing, through

‘downstream’ images and information flowing from producers to consumers.

Market researchers took an opposite tack, seeking to generate and manage the flow
of ‘upstream’ information, via various social-scientific methods for divining
consumer behaviour. Through these strategies of ‘information control,” marketing
+ «_research firms could lay claim to specialized k;\owledge about consumers; in
demonstrating the value and utility of their expertise, the industry began to stake
out a position of power and' influence within consumer capitalism. Consumer
surveillance became an artifact of commercial competition and comparative
advantage.

In outlining the "history of marketing research and communications through
the twentieth century, I argued that the industry has both reflected and reinforced
the broad parameters of8apitalist development. In mass industrial markets, large
quantitative measurem;jand broad demogra,pli»ic categories were sufficient to

register broad consumer demands and link thém with Fordist production processes.
Up until the mid 1960’s, marketing research played second fiddle to the larger
. orchestrations of manufacturing, advertising, retailing and mass media. It was
nonetheless a period of significant innovation and growth for the industry.
In recent decades, the marketing research industry has truly come into its
own, moving to the centre stage of commercial activity. It has now mastered a

remarkably wide set of instruments, integrating vast data sources and research

strategies, arranging them through sophisticated and sensitive methods of
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qualitative interpretatibn and analysis. These techniques have had numerous -
consequences. Virtually all sectors of commerce have reconstituted their markets
around precision and personalization; companies use detailed data to build life-time_
customier relationships. These informational affinities alter the balance of power
within the marketplace: large firms are able fo act like small local ones, and also
have greater capacities to pre-test products, sales and ‘marketing strategies, and the
location of new outlets. Markéting research, then, has both anticipated and spurred
on the post-Fordist era of ‘flexible specializati‘on,’. even though most theorists of the
post-Fordist persuasion have tended to downplay the key role of consumer
marketing in their formulations. I have argued, by contrast, that marketing research
and communications must be recognized as a key instrument of economic power in
contemporary capitali;m.

The very nature of marketing research industry, however, ensures that its
power is always provisional and partial. Measurements of audiences, consumers,
and markets are fundamentall_yf indeterminate and contingent, ‘necessary,
empowering fictions” in len Ang’s words. That is, marketing research practices can
never prov»ide a perfectly accurate portrait of consumer behaviour or market trends;
they only represent consumer experiences and marketplace relationships. But for-
commercial institutions, these reconstructions of the market are serviceable,
functional models that provide valuable insights and lIucrative rewards. The
marketing research industry has thus become a primary purveyor of myths and
narratives about markets and consumers. Through an established set of ‘calculable
and replaceable operations’ it constructs a series of plausible stories about consumer -
culture and economic relationships, peopled with a manageab‘le cast of o
consumers/ characters in well-scripted roles. It all makes for a brilliant stage
production: the audience is reasonably entertained, the box-office sells out, the
producers are happy, and the extremely talented playwrights, directors and actors are
very well paid. -

Despite its imperfections, marketing research routinely engages in an often
surreptitious mining of virtually every aspect of our personal, social and economic

lives. For many critics and consumers, this represents a serious threat to personal

privacy. These concerns will certainly be exacerbated in the foreseeable future, with
{
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its digital economies and information highways. There seems little doubt that
consumers will continue to find themselves the subjects of surveillance, the objects
of expert knowledge, the constructs of mediated information. How might
consumers and c1tlzens respond7 What measures might best mitigate prwaﬂcy
erosion in the 1nformat10n age? -

In my view, the potential for an effective privacy regime to cover cogumercial
sector information practice% certainly exists. An ideal regime would include the full
‘tool-kit’" of privacy policies, as Colin Bennett has pointed out: statutory righ;‘;;,
industry standards and codes, the widespread use of fair information practices and
encryption technologies. Much recent discussion and debate - in social theory, ;
policy circles and legal journals - have helped to outline many of these solutions. ‘
But implementing such proposals will require considerable effort from, and
cooperation among, politicians, business leaders, privacy advocates and consumers
themselves. Moreover, legal and regulatory regimes need‘to.»carry both effective and
enforceable penalties, and to anticipate or adapt to changing economic and
technological conditions. It remains to be seen whether data protection regimes will
be equal to contemporal'y marketing practices, cross-border data flows, and constant
technological change. In addition, today’s political‘and eco'no‘mic climate is highly
resistant to any government efforts that appear even vaguely interventionist; those
laws and regulations that do emerge to govern that private-sector may only
institutionalize - and legiti'mize - current practices.” | ‘

In the absence in legal or regulatory action, other options are appearing on the
horizon. Consumers are increasingly demanding cofnpensation for the use and
trade of their personal information. Marketplace mechanisms and technical
innovations hold out some promise to address pnvacy concerns in a flexnble and
direct manner. I have little doubt that many market-oriented solutions wnll emerge.
‘Privacy m:lnagement’ is poised to become a legitimate commercial enterprise; one
can easily imagine ‘information custodians’ or ‘brokers’ negotiating Hetween
consamer privacy interests and the appetlte of commercial firms for personal
information. Other schemes - from royalty payments to software agents to new

encryption technologies - are already established or being experimented with.

169



4 But exclusive reliance on technical solutions’or'marketplace mechanisms is
sure to raise many other issues and pfoblems. Can the values of privacy be simpl)5
-, divided‘u}) or bargained away in éxchange for monetary benefits? If personal
information is accorded ‘property rights,” it seems likely to produce, at least over ihe
long term, a society of privacy-haves and privacy have-nots. The marketplace will
not provide a ‘level-playing field’ for consumers in their interactions with large |
information-hungry institutions. - Technical fixes and marketplace solutions must :
be preceded or accon;panied by a full set of statutory or constitutional prc-)tections,'
available to all. Only a common set of ground rules - and continued education and
vigilance - will ensure that consumers will be able to maintain the autonomy and
integrity of their personal information.

Yet this seems a very tall order. The largely abstract values of privacy seem
unlikely to withstand the concrete, immediate benefits of individual mobility,
consumer convenience and widespread economic forces. Markéting research and
communication is already a very lucrative business, fueléed by valuable personal
data. Contemporary iﬁformation practices cannot be uninvented; consumer
surveillance cannot be stopped. It remains \;ery difficult to imagine - in the long
run - how data protection ahd personal privacy can avoid being absorbed into the

,ex;;ansive economies of information and consumption. In at least some
circumstances, data protectioh and privacy ‘rights’ will almost certainly become the
privilege of selected consumers, purchased for a price.

Viewed:from another angle, one further ironic counterpoint regarding

“privacy may also be noted. Marketing research has helped spawn a veritable
industry of micro-marketing trends, from product djfferentiétion, individualized -
customer service, targeted media, niche shopﬁing, and persohalized mail delivery.
Programmablé ‘push media’ promises daily flows of information and entertainment

for individual tastes and interests. This hyper-personalization of economic

1

exchange clearly represents a further expansion of ‘privatized reception’ of
commodities and cultural expression. Targeted communication and customized
commerce may very well encourage the physical and psychological dimensions of

privacy, as consumers ‘cocoon’ themselves behind security gates and phospher
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screens, even while their mediated transactions leak the details of their domestic
activities. | i ‘ § |

After all, privacy is a multi-dimensional concept, an arena of contested and
conditional space. Zones of private activities and personal information will always
be negotiated over, by individuals and the institutions they deal with. Laws,
regulations, ar‘ld standards can each provide some explicit boundaries around
private activities and transactions, These spaces are already being duly marked and.
labeled by marketing researchers and other practitioners in the information trade.
Most companies cannot afford to trespass blindly into personal territories; many do
so unintentionally. Mapping out private and personal béundaries will be in the
long-term s'trategig interests of commercial businesses, if only to ensure smooth and
trustworthy customer service. The question remains: Who exactly will draw the
outlines of privacy and data protection, and with what instruments?

The cartographers of consumption are engaged in a highly competitive
enterprise. Every marketer, information breker and consumer list service wants to
produce their own customized maps, coloured and oriented to their own set of
projections. On the face of it, larger volumes and varieties of maps are their best
option - the most efficient means for locating the signposts and frontiers of '
personalized prodfxcts, fractured audiences, a%d consumer groups. An economy of
‘flexible specialization’ demands flexible and specialized maps, each one of them
geared to surveying and tracking of legitimate business interests. In my view,
nothing can prevent the proliferation of such vast commercial atlases. We can only
insist upon a standard set of scales and grids, so that individual consumers and
businesses can both reference a common legend of regulations and codes - a

minimal level of personal information privacy that cannot be traded away.
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