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The Creepy Marketing whitepaper is part 
of the 2018 State of Marketing reporting.

On behalf of the San Diego Chapter of the American Marketing 
Association, Q2 Insights and FreshForm teamed up produce 
a multi-year Qualitative Research study on the state of 
marketing in the U.S. from the San Diego perspective. In 2018 
a total of 40 high-profile corporate marketing and non-profit 
executives from a broad spectrum of 35 small, medium, and 
large Business to Consumer (B2C) and Business to Business 
(B2B) organizations participated in the State of Marketing 
Study. A total of 38 interviews were conducted in 2017. 
In 2018 a small number of the interviews were conducted 
with agencies. The study is designed to describe inspiring 
marketing practices, trends in marketing and the state of 
marketing today.

The full version of the report can be downloaded at 
www.sdama.org/report
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Creepy Marketing
Without prompting, but somewhat 
tongue in cheek, several marketing 
executives used the term “creepy 
marketing” to describe activities 
that ranged from Facebook serving 
an advertisement for something 
related to a recent Google search to 
tying digital and offline marketing 
data back to individual consumers.  
Creepy marketing is associated 
with how omnichannel customer 
data is consolidated and used for 
personalization and other marketing 
activities. While some might call these 
activities creepy, most marketers 
would call the activities very 
important tools of the trade.

Protecting Consumer Identities

While responsible for increasingly more 
and meaningful customer engagement, 
marketers also now have the responsibility 
of protecting and keeping individuals’ data 
private, as well as using data “correctly” and 
not in a “creepy” manner. 

“ Being able to pull all this information 
together to deliver a more targeted 
ad experience I believe is a good 
thing for both brands and consumers.”

KELLI BERKOWITZ
PETCO

Most of the targeting of personalized 
advertisements and other content is de-
identified (targeted to a cookie not an actual 
known person). Companies like LiveRamp,  
an Acxiom company, take first party data, 
de-identify it to a numerical ID and then 
provide additional information about the 

habits and behaviors of the “numerical ID” 
that can be used for advertisement targeting. 
It was noted by one marketing executive  
that research suggests consumers prefer 
relevant, targeted advertisements over 
untargeted advertisements.

Data Management Platforms (DMPs)

Data Management Platform (DMPs) providers 
such as LiveRamp offer data onboarding. 
They tie a wide range of marketing data 
back to real people across first, second 
or third party digital and offline data 
silos making it possible for people-based 
marketing initiatives across digital channels. 
Data onboarded includes browsing history, 
digital and offline purchase behaviors, 
demographics, psychographics, financial 
history, etc. 

Use of this data allows the marketer to:

• Target individuals across platforms

• Connect omnichannel consumer journeys 
at the level of the individual, measure 
results and optimize targeting

• Treat customers as individuals, 
customizing messaging to them across 
channels (personalization)

Many organizations struggle with customer 
data management. Data resides in many 
places such as data warehouses, email 
providers, Facebook, and third-party data 
from consumers who have visited the 
brand’s website. DMPs allow organizations to 
bring all the data together into one holistic, 
individual customer view. This permits 
increasingly more relevant marketing for 
each individual. 



2018 STATE OF MARKETING

Creepy Marketing

DMPs allow organizations to use the aggregated data they have on 
individuals to customize what they see and experience when visiting 
the brand’s website. 

Most DMPs create unique customer IDs so that when companies 
work with third party data providers such as Experian, Acxiom, 
or Claritas to obtain customer data, it is anonymized and can be 
aggregated with the original first party data. 

Voice Technology and Automated Content Recognition

While not being used by any of the companies included in the 
State of Marketing Study, one marketing executive described 
the combination of Voice Technology and Automated Content 
Recognition (ACR) as a very exciting trend while also being a little 
scary. Voice Technology providers build on retargeting by collecting 
big data using the microphone feature on smartphones. ACR 
providers “listen” for beacons emitted from a nearby TV set through 
the microphone function on mobile devices. The application is 
often part of the permissions granted when downloading a new 
application, whether it be news, social media, or gaming. Use of this 
data allows the marketer to tie in real time television programs and 
advertisements to digital content and develop interactivity. 

Europe’s GDPR and Facebook’s Data Privacy Issues  
are Top of Mind

General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) is a regulation in EU 
law on data protection and privacy for all individuals within the 
European Union. Many North American companies are watching 
GDPR and Facebook data privacy issues very carefully as any 
legislated response to this in the U.S. could change the way in which 
companies can handle customer data and market to customers. In 
short, the way marketers do business.

Practicing Ethical Marketing

In the absence of regulations, marketers can use data “correctly” 
to personalize and improve experiences or they can use data in a 
creepy manner, for example attempting to engage a customer in a 
dialogue about things that are private or upsetting or leveraging a 
consumer’s Facebook connections to promote a product, service, or 
event. As one marketing executive pointed out, it is essential that 
individual data is anonymized and that the marketing industry as a 
whole, hold each other accountable for their actions. 



Conclusion
Some may call it creepy marketing, but others will call 
it sheer brilliance! The ability to merge disparate online 
and offline data together to form a complete profile 
of individuals is somewhat mind boggling not just to 
consumers but also to marketers. Once one moves past 
concern around misuse of omnichannel profiles, the 
ability to treat customers as individuals, customizing 
their experiences at scale, provides marketers with the 
tools to provide consumers with what they so frequently 
demand—“treat me as an individual and not as a number.” 
It is incumbent upon marketers to handle such knowledge 
with care, and not in an unethical manner. Anonymizing 
data in such a way that marketers and others are blind  
to the identity of the consumers is essential.

A comprehensive version of the 2018 State of Marketing Report 
from the San Diego Chapter of the American Marketing Association 
(AMA) can be downloaded at www.sdama.org/report



The San Diego Chapter of the American Marketing Association 
(AMA) is the organization for high-performing marketers who are 
serious about furthering their careers. AMA San Diego is the only 
education- and networking-focused organization that provides 
information, resources, international presence and valuable 
connections in a fun, approachable environment where its  
members can achieve their personal development goals.
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and value for a wide array of innovative Fortune 500s, world-
renowned universities, and growth-oriented businesses.
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Experts in marketing research, Q2 Insights delivers information vital 
to strategic and tactical brand decisions. We blend cutting-edge 
innovation work with a full-spectrum of research methodologies—
all totally customized to your goals. From insights that help drive 
positioning and branding, brand assessments, advertising studies, 
customer experience studies to statistically driven studies such as 
marketing size and potential, pricing, satisfaction, and segmentation, 
we do it all across a wide range of categories.
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