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The belief 
that commercial and political 
micro-targeting ‘works’ 
is just that: 
a belief
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This belief 
is in the realm of 
alchemy and astrology
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There is no proof
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The burden of proof is on those 
who make the claims
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Who can make such claims?
Those who have the data:
Big Tech Platforms
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The advertising eco-system:
■ Advertisers (e.g. Procter & Gambler) 
■ Web publishers (e.g. NYT)
■ Intermediaries (e.g. platforms)
■ Consumers
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What’s next?
1. Assumptions of microtargeting

2. Pitfalls of behaviourism and 
psychometrics

3. Reproducibility crisis in psychology 
and science

4. Why microtargeting does not work

5. How it nevertheless disrupts the 
public sphere
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Assumptions of 
microtargeting

■ What is micro-targeting? 

■ Let’s check the common sense (in 
marketing parlance): 
https://www.cleverism.com/what-is-
microtargeting/
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Assumptions 
of micro-
targeting

■ If you can measure behavioural 
types at population level

■ And measure significant correlations

■ You can target individuals based on 
those correlations?
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Assumptions 
of micro-
targeting

■ Proven, or is it? 

■ Urban myth 
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Assumptions of 
microtargeting

■ Let’s check The Correspondent: 
https://thecorrespondent.com/100/t
he-new-dot-com-bubble-is-here-its-
called-online-
advertising/80216261400-
7e597058
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Assumptions of 
microtargeting ■ So, does is work? 

■ Well, who knows? 

Are sales due to the selection effect? 
– Targeting people who were 

already buying?
Or due to the advertising effect? 

– Targeting people who would 
not be buying otherwise?

12/11/19 Hildebrandt Public Lecture 25th Anniversary TILT 27



Assumptions of 
microtargeting

■ Guess what: nobody knows

■ Guess what: 
it is NOT at all 
‘a proven fact that the campaigns 
that target a certain section of 
society are much more effective than 
unrelated advertisements’ 
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Assumptions of 
microtargeting Why not? 

■ We don’t know which 
‘certain section of society’ 
should be targeted

■ We have problems measuring effect:
– Pay per impression (proves nothing)
– Pay per click (relevant?)
– Pay per conversion (selection effect?)
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Assumptions of 
microtargeting

So what? 
■ Goodhart effect
■ “If you use a measure as a target, 

it is no longer a good measure”
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Assumptions of 
microtargeting

Lucas critique
Campbell effect
Goodhart effect
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Assumptions of 
microtargeting

If you use a measure as a target, it is 
no longer a good measure
■ Those using the measure to target 

change their behaviour
■ Those targeted 

change their behaviour
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Pitfalls of 
behaviourism

and psychometrics

Behaviourism can describe this
■ But not in other terms than

‘gaming the system’
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Pitfalls of 
behaviourism

and psychometrics

Human behaviour is far more complex
■ Better described in terms of agency
■ Mutual double anticipation
■ Explains foundational 

unpredictability of human action
■ Feature not a bug
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Pitfalls of 
behaviourism

and psychometrics The Big Five: OCEAN

■ Opennes

■ Conscientiousness

■ Extraversion

■ Agreeableness

■ Neuroticism
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Pitfalls of 
behaviourism

and 
psychometrics

Block enumerated five broad criticisms 
of the fivefactor model of personality. 
He argued that the model:

a. is lacking in theory, 
b. relies too much on factor analysis, 
c. leaves out important traits, 
d. fails to take into consideration 

critical developments in trait 
measurement, and 

e. may be superseded by a two factor 
approach.
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Pitfalls of 
behaviourism

and 
psychometrics

■ “From our own contrarian point of 
view, a full accounting of personality 
requires analysis from the standpoints 
of actor, agent, and author. 

■ By focusing most of their attention on 
the first of these three, 
personality psychologists continue to 
shrink away from the field’s historical 
mandate to study 
the full gamut of human personality, in 
all of its richness and complexity.”
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Pitfalls of 
behaviourism

and 
psychometrics
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Pitfalls of 
behaviourism

and 
psychometrics

Relationships in data:

■ mere correlations 
(the more data, the more spurious correlations)

■ causal relationships 
(mathematical and empirical verification)

■ conceptual relationships 
(analytical and performative)
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Pitfalls of 
behaviourism

and 
psychometrics

■ Analytical: 
– correlation between 

bachelors and unmarried men
– correlation between danger and 

risk (conceptual overlap)
– correlation between fear and 

danger (conceptual overlap)
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Pitfalls of 
behaviourism

and 
psychometrics

■ Performative: 
– ‘I declare you husband and wife’
– This (whatever linked variables) 

‘counts as’ an emotion of fear
– This (whatever linked variables) 

‘counts as’ a PhD in law (in Canada)
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Pitfalls of 
behaviourism

and 
psychometrics

■ Performative: 
– This (whatever linked variables) 

‘counts as’ a pedestrian crossing
■ Qualification 

(performative speech act) 
precedes quantification
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Reproducibility 
crisis in 

psychology 
and science

■ Reproducibility crisis is related to 
problematic use of statistics

■ ML applications are very vulnerable to 
data fallacies, p-hacking, data 
dredging, null-hypothesis delusion

■ This goes even more for behavioural 
targeting
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Reproducibility 
crisis in 

psychology 
and science

■ Micro-targeting imports the horrors of 
that crisis:
– False claims
– Irresponsible trade-offs
– Unreliable applications
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Why micro-
targeting 
does not 

work 
(as claimed)

■ Problems with null hypothesis testing: 
– If A then probably not B 
– If B then not A?

Ø If one is Belgium one is probably not 
a member of the Belgium Senate

Ø One is a member of the Belgium 
Senate, so one is not Belgium?
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Why micro-
targeting 
does not 

work 
(as claimed)

■ Problems with null hypothesis testing: 
– If A then probably not B
– If B then not A?

A = null hypothesis

B = the data 

■ If A is true, probability that B = 4%, 
is often thought to imply that:

■ If B, probability that A is true = 4%, 
quod non
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Why micro-
targeting 
does not 

work 
(as claimed)

■ Problems with null hypothesis testing: 
– If A then probably not B 
– If B then not A?

A = null hypothesis

B = the data 

■ If B, what is the probably that A is 
true? (this is what you want to know)
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Assumptions of 
microtargeting

Why is there no proof that micro-targeting works? 
■ We don’t know which 

‘certain section of society’ 
should be targeted

■ We have problems measuring effect:
– Pay per impression (proves nothing)
– Pay per click (relevant?)
– Pay per conversion (selection effect?)

12/11/19 Hildebrandt Public Lecture 25th Anniversary TILT 61



The public 
sphere

■ AdDrivenContent
■ Algorithms optimising for 

increasing ad revenue
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The public 
sphere

■ Hannah Arendt:
I am not worried that behaviourism is true, 
but that it will become true
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The public 
sphere

Not everything that can be counted counts
Not everything that counts can be counted
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The public 
sphere

Not everything that can be controlled matters
Not everything that matters can be controlled
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The public 
sphere

Micro-targeting operates at two levels:
– Fake news (posted without payment)
– Fake ads (posted against payment)

■ Fake news is amplified due to:
– Ad-driven content, as algorithms optimise 

for increased ad revenue

■ The difference is questionable:
– Advertorials blur the difference
– Stopping political advertising does not 

solve the problem of ad-driven content
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See also slides Europe Lecture

■ https://www.montesquieu-
instituut.nl/9353262/g/ppt/mireille.pdf?pk_campaign=txtmmpdf-
1809&amp;pk_kwd=1809

■ For the lecture: https://www.montesquieu-
instituut.nl/id/vklpnxbnxnr8/democratie_in_de_21e_eeuw_de_impact_van
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