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Psychological targeting

Byron Sharpa‘1, Nick Danenberg®, and Steven Bellman?®

Psychological targeting of advertising using Facebook
profiles has been a contentious issue of late. Researchers
from Columbia University, Stanford University, Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania, and Cambridge University, but
separate from Cambridge Analytica, report results
suggesting that psychological targeting using Face-
book is so effective that its use should be regulated
(1). Here, we show that their findings actually refute
the proposition that psychological targeting is more
effective than normal advertising. Psychological tar-
geting involves tailoring advertising messages to an
individual’s personality traits [e.g., dominant, submis-
sive (2)]. Matz et al. (1) used the myPersonality.org
database, which matches millions of people’s Face-
book likes with their responses to a “big five” person-
ality questionnaire, to identify the likes that best
classified people as either extraverts versus introverts
or high versus low openness to experience. Profes-
sional graphic designers then designed ads that
worked better for these personality types. Instead of
testing whether ads performed better when targeted
than when untargeted to the general population, Matz
et al. (1) used a weaker test in two of their three stud-
ies. They compared targeted ads with deliberately
mistargeted ads (e.g., showing an ad designed for
extraverts to introverts). Across three studies, they car-
ried out four tests of psychological targeting versus
mistargeting and one test of targeting versus a standard
message. If psychological targeting worked reliably, it
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should have been 100% effective in all five experi-
ments. By random chance, it would have been effective
in 50% of them in two or three of the five experiments.
In fact, the results showed that psychological targeting
was effective in only two of the experiments. We use
click-through as the critical dependent variable, as
conversions (sales or app installs) and conversion
rates (conversions/reach [sic]), the measures high-
lighted in the article, occurred after click-through,
and so are explained by self-selection effects out of
the control of the experimenters (3). The two cases
where the psychologically targeted ad worked better
suggest instead that it was the creative quality of
these ads that was superior, not their targeting. It is
well known that creativity explains most of the differ-
ence between ads in their performance (4). The main
problem with the study by Matz et al. (1) is the failure
to rule out differences in creative quality as an alter-
native explanation for their results. Some pretesting
was done with small groups of students, but not using
the same target audience and dependent variable as
the main experiments, to ensure that all five ads were
equally effective in creative terms before testing
whether they performed better when targeted. Until
that study is carried out, the results of the study by
Matz et al. (1) suggest that psychological targeting is
difficult to attempt and, so far, not shown to work.
This should allay fears about the power and potential
misuse of psychological targeting.

1 Matz SC, Kosinski M, Nave G, Stillwell DJ (2017) Psychological targeting as an effective approach to digital mass persuasion. Proc Nat!

Acad Sci USA 114:12714-12719.

2 Moon MS (2002) Personalization and personality: Some effects of customizing message style based on consumer personality.

J Consum Psychol 12:313-326.

3 Heckman JJ (1979) Sample selection bias as a specification error. Econometrica 47:153-161.
4 Wood L (2009) Short-term effects of advertising: Some well-established empirical law-like patterns. J Advert Res 49:186-192.

°Ehrenberg-Bass Institute, University of South Australia, Adelaide, SA 5000, Australia
Author contributions: N.D. analyzed data; and B.S., N.D., and S.B. wrote the paper.

Conflict of interest statement: B.S., N.D., and S.B. are employed by an institute that receives funding from Facebook, as well as its competitors (e.g.,
television networks and Google). This balance of interests means that their views are not influenced by any single company or industry group.
Sponsors provide funding on the condition that the institute remains completely independent, with written acceptance that sponsors have no

influence over data analysis or its interpretation.
Published under the PNAS license.

'"To whom correspondence should be addressed. Email: byron.sharp@marketingscience.info.

Published online August 3, 2018.

E7890 | PNAS | August 21, 2018 | vol. 115 | no. 34

www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1810436115


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1073/pnas.1810436115&domain=pdf
http://www.pnas.org/site/aboutpnas/licenses.xhtml
mailto:byron.sharp@marketingscience.info
www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1810436115



