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The idea of target marketing evolved from the 1960s change in business thinking that resulted in 
companies focusing on the customer instead of production and efficiency. The use of big data in 
marketing coupled with advances in technology since that time have afforded companies new ways to 
communicate increasingly targeted messages to their customers. These marketing efforts have been 
received both positively and negatively by the customer and have uncovered a variety of issues. Messages 
that connect with a self-identity of the consumer or make a connection to a reference group are well 
received. In addition, when a company receives permission to send targeted messages the consumer 
responds favorably. However, when the consumer perceives a violation of privacy occurred, or the 
message propagates a racial stereotype, consumers tend to respond negatively. This paper reviews the 
major issues that trigger positive and negative responses along with factors that trigger a backlash. 
Recommendations for future research are provided which include how different generations respond to 
target marketing as well as how companies respond to consumer backlashes. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

Taylor’s (1911) work on scientific management embodied the predilection of management practice 
from the era of the industrial revolution through the 1950s where production and efficiency commanded 
most of the American manager’s attention (Cranier, 2006). Drucker (1954) challenged this viewpoint with 
the prescient notion that “there is only one valid definition of business purpose: to create a customer” (p. 
37). Levitt (1960) claimed that a focus on production means that marketing gets sacrificed, and he urged 
industries to focus primarily on the expressed and implied needs of their customers, while Gailbreth 
(1958) argued that it was marketing and advertisement itself that created demand for products, creating in 
customers a dependency on the product and resulting in increased profitability. The work of Levitt and 
Drucker revolutionized how businesses looked at the market place, where response to consumer needs 
dictated profitability (Cranier, 2006).  

A preponderance of research has emerged since the work of Drucker and Levitt as firms have 
embraced marketing and advertising as essential business functions. More specifically, businesses have 
identified target markets by endeavoring to understand which customers are interested in the products 
they offer. Kotler, Armstrong, and Starr (1991) defined target marketing as an identification of a set of 
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buyers sharing common needs or characteristics that a company decides to serve. Target marketing can be 
attributed to the success of many brands (Aaker, Brumbaugh, & Grier, 2000), and works under the 
assumption that the interested buyers can identify with the brand of the company (Aaker, 1999).  

The benefits of branding and target marketing notwithstanding, marketing messages need to be sent 
within the context of a few ethical considerations. Advertising should be a tool to educate the customer 
about a company’s product or brand and not target individuals who lack the rational ability to make 
independent decisions (DesJardins, 2011). Marketing messages that appeal to vulnerable customers based 
on their fears, anxieties, or deep feelings of guilt are considered manipulative because they treat 
consumers as a means (to profitability) and do not respect their dignities as human persons (Kant, 1993). 

The purpose of this paper is to summarize the literature on big data as it relates to how the customer 
responds both positively and negatively to companies’ efforts to win their business through targeted 
advertising and sales. In addition, the factors that contribute to a consumer backlash to target marketing 
will be explored and illustrated with examples. Finally, recommendations for future research on the 
subject of target marketing are presented.   
 
Big Data and Marketing 

Big data is a reality of business and has impacted not only how businesses operate (Yamamoto & 
Lloyd, 2019), but in how they interact with stakeholders (Seele, 2017). The marketing tactics employed 
by companies in the recent decade have promulgated public calls for privacy protection. The advances in 
cell phones, database capabilities, and the growth of the internet have allowed companies to discover 
valuable insights about their customers which have led to more precise marketing messages to targeted 
audiences (Dobrow, 2015). Mobile communication is now considered the primary means of 
communication (Vlad, 2011) and this digital advertising channel can reach audiences much quicker – “97 
percent of all text marketing messages . . . are opened, and 83 percent of those are opened within one 
hour” (Cohen, 2009, para. 3). Consumers continue to allow their personal information to be distributed 
and collected by signing up for email distribution lists, registering for mobile applications, and posting on 
their social media accounts  while consumers’ browsing history and activities on auction websites 
provides information to businesses about how consumers process price information (Kumar, Xi, & Luo, 
2014; Drèze, 2005). 

Database marketing relies on “accurate, timely, and thorough” (McKinney, Morales Olazábal, Cava, 
& Sacasas, 2003, p. 214) information about consumers. Businesses utilize a customer analytics tool 
referred to as data mining to conduct their analysis of such large volumes of information (Corrigan, 
Craciun, & Powell, 2014; Alexander, 2013). Data mining is one tool that marketers use to recognize the 
characteristics of the target market using statistical algorithms that identify purchasing patterns, anomalies 
and relationships. Furthermore, data mining can produce probabilities around when customers are likely 
to make their next purchase (Donaldson, 2007). Data mining and database marketing are means to reach 
the target market through focused messaging to the intended audience.  

Cespedes and Smith (1993) suggested that data mining improves efficiency in marketing efforts by 
allowing marketers to engage in targeting, tailoring, and tying. The use of data mining helps businesses 
reduce wasteful marketing budgets on unintended market audiences, which allows them to target 
customers who will be more likely buy their products. They can tailor specific messages that will be well 
received by the intended target, and they can tie relationships together by creating products and messages 
their customers want. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Companies have successfully used big data and target marketing to build a positive brand image as 
well as solicit loyalty from their current customer base. The marketing strategies that receive a positive 
response make connections with the consumer’s self-identity and with their association with ethnic, 
racial, or other reference groups. Additionally, customers respond more favorably to advertisements from 
companies when they are first asked permission to have marketing communications sent to them (Godin, 
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1999). These factors that lead to a positive customer response to target marketing will be discussed in this 
section. 
 
Self-identity 

Research indicates positive effects of branding exist when the message appeals to a consumer’s self-
identity. More simply stated, customers are attracted to products they feel reflect their identity as a person 
(Stayman & Deshpande, 1989), their personality (Aaker, 1997), or what that consumer may aspire to 
reach (Belk, 1988). Making this connection to the self-identity has been shown to make customers 
internalize the brand as a part of themselves (Kleine, Kleine, & Allen, 1995). 

Self-identity can reflect not only a person’s individualism, but also to their relationship to a social 
group (Lloyd & Mertens, 2018). Escalas and Bettman (2005) found that individuals who identified with a 
social group were more open to accepting brands originating out of their social group than were 
individuals considered to be more independent. However, making a connection to identification with a 
social group must go beyond advertising that emphasizes feature based or counterfactual arguments 
(Bolton & Reed, 2004). Eliciting a positive response to target marketing must focus on social 
identifications that are salient within the individual and keep in mind that a consumer’s self-identity is a 
“sum total of his or her social identities” (Reed, 2004, p. 292).    
 
Racial and Ethnic Identity 

The appeal to racial identity is a prevalent advertising practice and has proven to be successful (Reed, 
2004). However, research shows that simply using people that are categorized into the same ethnic or 
racial background as the target market in pictures, radio, or television is not enough to elicit identification 
with the consumer. The message must be delivered in venues or times when the target market is feeling 
particularly disposed to receive the message, or the identification with their racial or ethnic identity is 
salient (Forehand & Deshpande, 2001). Additionally, the growing diversity within the U.S. has resulted in 
a fragmented system of sub-cultures. The target marketing must take into account the various subtleties of 
the geographic or regional differences between members of the same race (Green, 1999).  
 
Permission-based Marketing 

In response to a public outcry of privacy concerns regarding unsolicited marketing communications, 
companies engaged in permission-based marketing where they would first ask the consumer if they could 
send marketing communications (Godin, 1999). Permission-based marketing assumes that over time, the 
company will be able to meet the needs of the consumer more adequately and in response, the customer 
would grant the company more access to their personal information. Kent & Brandal (2003) found that 
consumers who first granted permission to companies were apt to open direct mail and email 
advertisements as well as respond to company marketing efforts. Permission-based marketing puts the 
control back into the hands of the consumer as they slowly relinquish access to their personal information. 
This slow process of trust building creates more loyal and profitable customers as a result (MacPherson, 
2001). 
 
Target Marketing and a Negative Response 

In some cases, consumers do not respond well to a company’s efforts to strategically target their 
perceived needs. Several factors can create an unfavorable response and can trigger a consumer backlash. 
This response begs the question – how do customers respond negatively to target marketing and what 
triggers the backlash?  These determinants will be explored in the following section.  
 
Privacy Concerns 

Research shows that the consumer backlash to target marketing stems from what consumers view as 
violations of privacy (Milne & Rohm, 2000). The need for protections of privacy was first put forth by 
Warren and Brandeis (1890) as they declared that individuals had the “right to be let [sic] alone” (p. 193), 
and during a speech in 1962 President Kennedy suggested privacy as a consumer right (Goodwin, 1991). 
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Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the inconvenience of direct mailings and telemarketing calls to 
households prompted public outrage of invasions of privacy. New technologies in the 1980’s allowed 
companies to survey, retrieve, store and communicate personal information like never before (Bennett, 
1992). Database marketing and telemarketing contributed to a growing public concern about how 
companies used their personal information as companies collected information via “product warranties, 
800 numbers, retail scanners, and web site visits” (Milne & Rohm, 2000, p. 238). Primary among the 
public’s concern was that information about them was being collected, sold, and analyzed without their 
consent (Clarke, 1988).  

In response to the telemarketing practices, several laws and administrative regulations were 
established to protect consumer privacy. The Telephone Consumer Protection Act (TCPA) of 1991, the 
Telemarketing Consumer Fraud and Abuse Act of 1994, and the Telemarketing Sales Rule were first 
attempts to protect consumer privacy (Baker, 2014). The TCPA made it illegal to send unsolicited 
messages via “facsimile, automated recorded messages, advertising calls to cellular telephones. . . and 
solicitation after consumers have included their names on the no-call list” (Baker, 2014, p. 84). In 2012, 
the Supreme Court case Mims v. Arrow Financial Services, LLC further limited advertising to include text 
messaging as a prohibitive form of solicitation (Corcoran, Rachman, & Greenberg, 2014) and in 2009, in 
Satterfield v. Simon and Schuster May, companies could no longer use third parties to send messages on 
their behalf (Lacy, 2010). 

Consumers consider their right to privacy violated when they can no longer control their social or 
their physical interactions (Laufer, Proshanskey, & Wolfe, 1976). Conversely, research has shown that 
consumers do not consider a company to violate their privacy when their personal information is collected 
through an existing relationship (primary sourcing), they can maintain a sense of control of the 
information, the collected information is pertinent to the business interaction with the company, and they 
believe the company will use the information in good faith (Culnan, 1993). 
 
Backlash Triggers 

Invasion of privacy via use of personal information is certainly the primary catalyst for consumer 
backlash. But there are additional factors that contribute to a consumer’s negative response. Thomas, 
Trump, and Price (2015) describe a phenomenon they refer to as the “dirty laundry effect” (p. 58), 
whereby an advertisement is successful in appealing to a self-identity of a consumer, but the consumer 
would rather not have that identity become portrayed to the general public. In addition, while using 
ethical appeals is shown to be an effective marketing strategy, when the portrayal of those images is done 
using ethnic or racial stereotypes, the members of that ethnic group respond negatively. Permission-based 
marketing works well because the company is collecting primary data from the customer, but Culnan 
(1993) found that when a company targets consumers using information they received from secondary 
sources, the response is again negative.  

Environmentally conscious consumers during the 1990’s were promised advances and offerings of 
“green” products during that era, but companies did not deliver on their promises to the target market 
(Wong, Turner, & Stoneman, 1996). In this case the initial response to target marketing was favorable, 
but not following through resulted in a negative response. Finally, customers who are loyal to a particular 
industry respond negatively when they are offered repackaged versions of the same goods they have 
already been consuming and nothing new of value is being created (Plasketes, 2008). 
 
Modes of Consumer Backlash 

The triggers described in the previous section can lead to responses such as a few individuals 
boycotting a particular good or can be much more drastic and impactful to a company’s profitability. The 
extreme responses can take the form of media led attacks against the company which tarnish their 
reputation, public campaigns to boycott their goods, competitors using the negative response to gain an 
advantage, or legislation that hinders an industry’s ability to engage in certain forms of target marketing 
(Cespedes & Smith, 1993). In the food industry, consumers respond negatively to the target marketing of 
high calorie and high fat foods by blaming the companies themselves (Reyes, 2003). Others respond by 
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requesting to be taken off the list of contacts or have their personal information removed, known as 
opting-out (Milne & Rohm, 2000). 
 
Backlash Examples 

What seems to be the most publicized debate regarding target marketing is the response to 
pharmaceutical companies targeting doctors. Sales representatives regularly take doctors out to expensive 
meals and entertainment in an effort to get them to prescribe their company’s medicine. This is a form of 
target marketing inasmuch as the doctors’ needs are identified and catered to through the messages 
provided by pharmaceutical salesmen. The public decries this form of target marketing because they see a 
conflict of interest in having doctors persuaded by factors outside of the best medical solutions to a 
patient’s condition (Singer, 2007).  A father in Minnesota was outraged that Target sent his daughter deals 
on maternity products. Target had tracked his daughter’s purchases and surmised that she was pregnant, 
which she in fact was (Duhigg, 2012).  The backlash in this instance took place in the negative publicity 
the company received when the New York Times published the story. 

High school seniors responded to the negative efforts of college recruiting by claiming they simply 
wanted authenticity and honesty when the schools attempted to recruit them (Heckscher, 1978). Lotus 
created an enormous database containing household and lifestyle information about consumers called 
MarketPlace. The public saw this as a violation of their privacy and 30,000 people asked to be removed 
from list as the issue was discussed in the media and in Congress (Miller, 1991b). Blockbuster Video 
intended to sell the information about its customers and their buying habits but decided to stand down 
after public outrage (Miller, 1990). Finally, amid the negative response to telemarketers during the 
1990’s, a private citizen organized a task force, Private Citizen Inc., to collect information about the 
companies making calls to private homes in their area. They subsequently sent contracts to the 
telemarketing companies indicating that they would accept the phone calls in the future if the company 
agreed to pay them a $100 fee (Miller, 1991a). In some cases the companies returned calls and paid the 
fee.  
 
DISCUSSION 
 

The effects of big data and target marketing are covered extensively in the literature. The purpose of 
this paper was to review the history of how consumers respond to target marketing. The research shows 
there are both positive and negative consequences. However, there are several gaps in the research that 
need to be addressed through future research. 

First, almost no attention is given to how companies respond to the customers’ reactions. 
Nevertheless, a few examples of companies can demonstrate the wide variance of responses. AOL Time 
Warner responded to negative publicity by suing the vendors that were sending unsolicited advertising 
(Crichard, 2003). A small business owner in Oregon sued the federal legislation on the grounds that 
telemarketing limitations were discriminatory to small businesses that depended on it as an essential 
channel (Washington Post, 1992). Research demonstrates a clear connection between CSR and financial 
outcomes (Lloyd, 2017), but little is known about how companies are using big data to improve their CSR 
efforts, particularly in response to consumer demands.  Target, Inc. responded to the negative publicity of 
the maternity marketing case by inundating customers with even more mailings, under the guise of hiding 
the targeted messages among a prodigious number of other marketing messages that probably would not 
receive customer response (Duhigg, 2012).  Several companies took a pre-emptive approach to customer 
backlash by setting their own limits on target marketing (Cespedes & Smith, 1993; Crane, 2000; 
Thomaselli, 2008) and by getting involved in the lobbying efforts of legislation surrounding marketing 
limitations so as to prevent unreasonable or overly burdensome regulations (Bloom, Milne, & Adler, 
1992). These examples are not representative of a single industry and do not provide insights on how the 
majority of companies respond. Therefore, future research needs to explore the issue.  

A second topic for future study is how different generations might respond to target marketing. 
Generation Y’s consists of 80 million people born between 1980 and 2000, and are the most recent group 
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of people to join the American workforce (VanMeter, Grisaffe, Chonko, & Roberts, 2013). How does 
Generation Y respond to marketing efforts in a world where advertising messages are constantly coming 
at them through an increasing variety of mediums?  Historically, consumer backlash has occurred via 
media-led campaigns. Modern consumers have the ability to create a lot of buzz through social mediums 
such as Twitter and Facebook and do not need the media to help propagate a backlash. Research needs to 
be conducted in 1) how Generation Y characteristics dispose them differently to target marketing than 
what the last two decades of literature report and 2) in what forms (e.g. social media) can backlash now 
occur?  Additionally, the phenomenon needs to be studied in the context of backlashes as they appeared in 
past and the current form of backlashes inasmuch as the impact to the company can be measured.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 

This paper reviews the literature on target marketing and the response it elicits from consumers. 
When done well and within the boundaries of what consumers deem acceptable, target marketing is 
received positively by the targeted audience. For example, the appeals to self-identity, social group of the 
individual, or identification with an ethnic group can be highly effective advertising.  However, when 
violations of privacy occur, the message portrays an image the target market dislikes (e.g. stereotypes or 
images that while true, are not something they want to be shown), or the company does not follow 
through with the message they communicate, backlash occurs. This takes the form of media-led 
campaigns, consumer boycotts, and in some cases national and state legislation. Several gaps in the 
research exist that need to be explored through future research. 
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