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Online Marketing and Consumer Privacy

The House Commerce Committee held a hearing last week to investigate the impact of online behavioral advertising on consumer privacy. Companies like Microsoft and Google, and advertising agencies, routinely sift through consumer’s online information to help target their advertising. 

Several members of Congress expressed their concern about these tactics. Rep. Rick Boucher, a Democrat from Virginia, has been working with Republican Congressman Cliff Stearns of Florida on a bipartisan bill that would protect consumers.

Most legislators agreed that consumers need to be better informed about who is using their personal information and how the information is being used. Republican Joe Barton of Texas:

Joe Barton: I think it’s a big deal if somebody tracks where you go and what you look at without your personal approval. We wouldn’t like that in the non-Internet world, and I personally don’t like it in the Internet world.

Jeff Chester testified at the hearing. Chester is the executive director of the Center for Digital Democracy and has been working on online privacy issues for 15 years.

Jeff Chester: The online marketing industry has created this incredibly complex and far-reaching system designed to collect every little piece about us, based on what we do online, the content we like and might not like, how much we put in our shopping carts, what we’re willing to spend and not spend – you know, tracking us on a kind of 24/7 basis.

Chester says that goal of this well-oiled commercial surveillance is to send us very powerful targeted messages based on neuroscience and brain research to bypass the conscious mind and work in our unconscious minds.

Jeff Chester: We’ll be asked to buy things as mundane as books, toasters and clothes, but also to influence – and I think this is the key issue – influence our perceptions and our behaviors when it comes to financial and health matters, and increasingly, even politics. 

Online commerce is here to stay, and it needs to thrive, says Chester. But it needs to be done in a way that gives consumers control over the information that is gathered. Public interest and consumer groups believe there should be no behavioral targeting without user consent. 

Jeff Chester: The individual has to understand how that data is going to be collected, how it’s going to be used. They need to be able to make decisions about how that profile is to be constructed, whether they want their ethnic information or financial information included in the profile.
Jeff Chester: Look, the online marketers have created this ingenious world-class digital data collections system. Surely they can also figure out a way to protect our privacy in the process.
And now for a Media Minutes: Week-in-Media Roundup.

The FCC and the Public Interest Community Welcome New Chairman, Julius Genachowski 

On Tuesday, Julius Genachowski was sworn in as the new chairman of the Federal Communications Commission. The Senate voted unanimously to confirm Genachowski late last week. Media reform advocates and public interest organizations welcomed the new chairman as someone who will, as Seattle Times editor Ryan Blethen writes, “put citizens before big media.” Genachowski dove straight into a busy week, traveling to an event in Erie, Pa., where he talked about rural broadband access and the FCC’s national broadband plan to connect everyone in the country to high-speed Internet, and chairing his first official meeting with the commission on Thursday.

Personal Democracy Forum: Mashing Up Politics and Technology for the Sixth Year

The Personal Democracy Forum took place in New York City this week and brought together more than 1000 participants. Free Press’ executive director, Josh Silver, was a featured speaker at the event. 

Josh Silver: The Personal Democracy Forum is a gathering of journalists, politicians, activists, technologists, and it really explores how the intersection of technology and politics are changing our media and political landscape. 

One of the striking events at the conference was a panel where I sat down with leaders from AT&T and the cable association and we talked about Obama’s broadband agenda and what’s next in the Internet and it was striking to see how there’s consensus among the people in the audience and people across the country that we must get fast, affordable, neutral internet into every home and business in this country and the key to that is breaking open competition in the Internet service provider market. 

The fact is cable and phone companies have been doing the very opposite for well over a decade – getting rid of the requirements that allowed competitors on phone lines to offer internet, getting rid of municipalities rights to offer internet to their citizens.  The end of the cable / telco duopoly is near if we can move some of these policies that Free Press and our allies are trying to promote at Congress and the Federal Communications Commission.  

You can find out more about the Personal Democracy Forum at http://personaldemocracy.com/ 
