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Abstract 
The growing technology has changed the form of advertising and user behavior. Recent years, 

the amount of personalized advertising is on a steady rise. Personalized advertising is based 

on a method called retargeting to tailor the advertisements to individual consumers by 

inferring their interests and preferences. 

 

However, there are still many deficiencies in personalized advertising that reduce the user 

experience. Understanding the attitudes of users and companies to personalized advertising 

can help improve these deficiencies. Hence, the purpose of this study is to compare different 

opinions regarding personalized advertising from Chinese consumers and companies towards 

Taobao respectively.  

 

This investigation uses a case study method to study the purpose. Taobao is an e-commerce 

platform with a high frequency of personalized advertising and has a great impact on China. 

Therefore, Taobao has been chosen as our case. First the background of personalized 

advertising is introduced, and then personalized advertising in Taobao is described. The 

different opinions of both consumers and companies are studied. In general, consumers have a 

positive attitude towards personalized advertising. However, there is a need for improvement 

in terms of privacy, trust and effectiveness. For companies, the effect of personalized 

advertising is satisfying, but the price makes is difficult for them to afford it. 
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1 Introduction 
In this chapter, the background of personalized advertising is described. An introduction of 

previous research is given. The purpose, research question and limitation of this research are 

also clarified. 

1.1 Background 

Marketing is an activity, a series of institutions, and the process of creating, communicating, 

delivering, and exchanging products that are valuable to customers, partners, and society as a 

whole (American Marketing Association, 2013). In recent years, the online market has 

developed very rapidly, and the number of online shopping users has also exploded. 

According to ASKCI (a Chinese third-party Market Research Institute), the number of online 

shopping users in China had reached 533 million until December 2017, an increase of 14.3% 

over 2016, accounting for 69.1% of the total number of Internet users. According to ASKCI, 

the scale of online shopping users developed rapidly in 2011-2017, with an increase of 340 

million people. 

 

Based on these statistics, it is vital for marketers to use online tools such as social media and 

digital advertising on websites and mobile applications, as well as on Internet forums. At first, 

the development of advertising was very smooth. However, consumers are gradually 

becoming tired of banner advertisements and other forms of advertising appearing on web 

pages and are reluctant to click on links in web advertisements (Li et al., 2015). According to 

a research report of DoubleClick (2005), the average click-through rate for ads in June 2002 

was only 0.84%.  

 

Under such circumstances, personalized advertising based on online behavior has emerged 

and quickly has become the trend of online advertising. 

1.1.1 Definition of personalized advertising 

Personalized advertising, also called precision advertising, is a kind of advertisement that is 

offered to a specific audience, which can be a particular group or an individual (Li et al., 

2015). It is a specific application of data mining technology in many network service fields. 

The basic idea is to find valuable information and rules in massive online consumer data by 

using data analysis and data mining technology (ibid.). In this way, consumers’ demands and 

preferences can be predicted, and advertising information, that better suit consumer’ 

individual needs, can be provided. The work of Deane (2011) emphasizes that the ultimate 

goal of personalized advertising is to provide the most suitable advertising to the most 

appropriate online consumers at the right time. 

 

1.1.2 The state of personalized advertising 

In recent years, online personalized advertising has achieved great success in the online 

advertising market. There have been some online advertising agencies specializing in network 

personalized advertising, such as X+1, Double Click, etc. In 2007, Yahoo bought Blue 
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Lithium (Li et al., 2015), the fifth largest online advertising service provider in the US, for 

$300 million, intending to consolidate its position in the personalized advertising market. In 

April 2007, Google acquired Double Click for $3.1 billion, and Double Click is the leader in 

global online marketing technology and services (ibid.). In China, online advertising 

companies such as Narrow Ads and Allies, who have provided such services, have also 

developed rapidly. Focus Media agreed in March 2007 to purchase Allies (ibid.), China's 

largest online personalized advertising company, for ¥225 million (¥ 1 equivalent to approx. 

$ 0, 15). These companies spend a lot of money to introduce new technologies, which means 

that online advertising is constantly improving.  A new generation of personalized advertising 

based on network behavior has become an inevitable trend in the development of online 

advertising.  

 

In Internet industry in general, personalized marketing has been widely used. The E-

commerce platform Amazon recommends books and music CDs for users personally; The 

application which is called “News Headlines” pushes personalized news information 

according to user interest preferences; Telecom companies push different traffic packets 

according to users’ 4G usage. In advertising practice, search advertisements and redirect 

advertisements become the most common personalized advertisements. Search advertisements 

are based on keywords used by users. The search engine analyzes the user's long-term search 

behavior, and when the user searches for a related word again, it will provide relevant 

advertising information. Redirect advertisement are based on the user's browsing behavior in 

a designated online store or official website. Taobao (see below) often uses this form of 

advertising. 

 

1.1.3 Personalized advertising in Taobao 

Taobao is the Chinese largest online market (CIW Team, 2015). According to Joe Tsai (ibid.), 

executive vice president of Alibaba, by early 2015, Taobao had 334 million active buyers 

(mostly Chinese buyers). 

 

Personalized advertising has been widely used in Taobao. For consumers, when they log in to 

Taobao, they can see various items recommended by Taobao on the main page. The items are 

recommended according to previous purchases by the consumer. Items will be sorted 

according to time of previous purchases, for example, if the consumer recently bought a shirt, 

the Taobao page will first recommend information of shirts from other companies. The 

recommended products will have detailed introductions.  

 

Taobao uses more than 100 scenarios on how to present personalized advertisements. For 

example, when a consumer opens the homepage of a company using the Taobao platform, 

each item is at the bottom of the introduction page or at the most recommended position in the 

middle of the online store. Consumers can see these recommended items at first glance when 

browsing the company's homepage. 
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Not only at the homepages of companies, but also the home page of Taobao, a lot of 

advertisements are shown (see figure 1). At the top of the page, there are a lot of products’ 

names, which the consumer may like. It also shows a lot of product pictures that consumers 

like. At the bottom of the page, there is a section called ‘Guess you like’, which recommend a 

lot of goods. 

 

Figure 1. Taobao homepage 

 

 

 
 

For merchants, they can use these ways to raise public awareness of their products. One of it 

is called "through train", which is using keywords to rank the products. The higher the rank is, 

the higher the prize for the seller. Also, if the advertisement is placed at the top of the 

homepage, the advertising fee is generally over ¥10,000. If they buy the service of 

personalized advertising, they can see the statistics collected from Taobao. In that case, 

merchants can learn if personalized advertising can increase the sales. According to the rule of 
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Taobao, merchants can be recommended on the homepage of Taobao if they have a certain 

reputation and high credit ranking. 

 

1.2 Previous research 

The idea of personalized advertising actually existed before the emergence of online 

advertising. In 1988, Cook et al. propose to apply an expert system to the design and delivery 

of traditional advertising to increase the accuracy to the customer audience. Then a 

knowledge base system was applied. The advertising field is used to extract knowledge from 

the vast amount of information of the audience to support the design of and the decision of 

making which advertisements. 

 

After the emergence of online advertising, it is more convenient to collect user data by 

Internet. This provides the most favorable conditions for the realization of accurate 

advertising. Personalized advertising is also considered less expensive than traditional media 

advertising (Kim, 2001). Network personalized advertising has been paid more and more 

attention by research scholars. 

 

Before 2000, there were relatively few studies on network personalized advertising. Most of 

them were about personalized technology (Li, 2015). For example, Gallagher et al. (1997) 

propose a framework for personalized advertising of banners. Langheinrich et al. (1999) also 

discuss the technical issues of matching advertising with users and distribution of online 

advertising in their research. 

 

After 2000, research on personalized advertising has gradually increased, and research on 

personalized technology has been deepened. For example, Chickering (2003) proposes a 

clustering method to solve the problem of advertisement distribution and considers the 

distribution of online advertisements. 

 

In addition, recommendation systems and social networks have also been used by scholars to 

solve specific problems in network personalized advertising. At the same time, the research is 

no longer limited to the technical level. It begins to discuss the behavior of network users and 

industry-level issues. For example, Bilchev (2003) discusses the application of user profiles in 

personalized and precise advertising. After 2007, network personalized advertising has 

become a hot issue in the field of information systems and e-commerce. 

 

1.3 Purpose and research question 

While personalization has been used for many years in many countries, the number of 

personalized advertisements and the development of new technologies that can be used to 

provide personalized advertising have increased, but few researchers have studied the 

attitudes to personalized advertising from consumers and companies (Li, 2015). Therefore, 

consumers’ and companies’ views on personalized advertising need to be known.  
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The purpose of this research is to understand the attitudes to personalized advertising from 

both Chinese consumers and companies. Comparing the perspectives of the two sides, the 

findings may give some advices to improve personalized advertising. 

 

The research question is stated as followed: 

What are the views of Chinese consumers and companies towards personalized advertising? 

 

1.4 Delimitation 

Personalized advertising has a variety of types. It does not only apply to E-commerce 

platforms, but also to other areas, such as social media. Our study mainly discusses 

personalized advertising in E-commerce platforms, so it does not apply to other areas. 

However, although this paper uses a case study, the findings could be used to understand 

other similar cases. 

 

The platform of personalized advertising we explore, that is the case, is Taobao in China. This 

research is conducted on some of Taobao’s consumers and companies, so the results will only 

present opinions of them. 

 

This investigation has no limitation on respondents’ background. Although the age of 

respondents is not limited, most of our respondents are 19 to 35 years old. Therefore, views of 

respondents of other ages may not be presented. 
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2 Theoretical framework 
In this chapter, a set of theories and concepts that can be used in the later analysis and 

conclusion is described, such as marketing communication, personalized recommendations 

and personalized advertising. These theories and concepts serve as a basis for our research. 

2.1 Marketing communication 

Marketing communications is an audience-centered activity, designed to engage audiences 

and promote conversations (Marketing Communications, 2016). The essential goal of using 

marketing communications is to provoke an audience response. Advertising is considered to 

be a significant means of communicating with target audiences, based on its potential to 

influence the way people think and behave (ibid.). Advertising is one of the most important 

means of marketing communication. 

 

2.2 Personalized recommendations 

Personalized recommendations have been widely used in the field of online services. It can 

provide expected information content according to the user's requirements, so that users can 

effectively obtain the content they need from a large amount of information. 

 

The preferences partly come from implicit or explicit feedback (Pommeranz et al., 2012). 

Implicit feedback, such as a click, purchase, indirectly put up users’ preferences through user 

behavior (Douglas & Jinmook, 1998). Explicit feedback, such as a vote and a rating, express 

users’ preferences through numeric rating (Li & Chen, 2016). They can also be predicted by 

personal information such as age, gender or account name (Shyong and Dan, 2006). Then, the 

system calculates a personalized subset of items by comparing the user's preferences to the 

characteristics of the item and other similar user's preferences. The process is shown in figure 

2. 

 

Figure 2. Model of personalized recommendation system 

 

 
 

Personalized recommendations have successfully influenced many business-to-consumers 

(B2C)-style e-companies, such as Amazon and eBay (Ziegler et al., 2004). Taobao also 

applied personalized recommendations to its website as early as 2013 (Zhang, 2013). 
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Personalized recommendations can provide the expected information content according to the 

user's requests, so that users can effectively get the content they need from a large amount of 

information. In this way, personalized recommendations reduce the cost of user's 

communication, information sharing and cooperation (Baruah, 2012). Not only that, it also 

meets the diversity and novelty requirements of individual potential consumers. 

 

2.3 Personalized advertising 

Studies have shown that advertising is often more effective when designed to fit consumer 

characteristics. For example, when advertisements are consistent with personal motivational 

orientation (Arnd & Martin, 2006) or personality traits, people are more actively appreciating 

advertising information (Kang et al., 2012). 

 

Personalized advertising offers benefits to consumers and marketers. For consumers, it can 

quickly focus on what they really want (Srinivasan, Anderson & Ponnavolu, 2002), because 

relevant communicated messages are based on their preferences, minimizing the time it takes 

for consumers to search through an entire product category to find exactly what they want 

(Srinivasan, Anderson & Ponnavolu, 2002). For marketers, personalized advertising will be 

more cost effective than traditional mass advertising because it has the potential to distribute 

highly customized business information to individual consumers who have been identified as 

feasible prospects in the target market. In addition, personalized advertising plays a central 

role in customer relationship management. The urge to personalize is largely driven by the 

expected benefits of one-to-one marketing and customer relationship management (Vesanen, 

2007). 

 

While personalization is attractive for advertising and marketing practices, it is not without its 

drawbacks. For instance, early work did not find the impact of personalized mail on response 

rates (Weilbacher & Walsh, 1952). Recent research has shown that when consumers believe 

that advertising information does not target them well, they are negative about personalized 

advertising. As Pavlou and Stewart suggest in 2002, consumers tend to accept only relevant 

messages, which are most likely to generate a purchase or other desired responses. In 2004, 

Tsang, Ho and Liang found that consumers often have a negative attitude towards 

personalized mobile advertising, which in turn has a negative impact on their behavior. In this 

regard, personalized advertising can lead to privacy violations because most marketers rely on 

consumer databases to develop more relevant and targeted messages. Considering the 

importance of privacy issues, personalized advertising itself can trigger negative reactions to 

advertising, such as advertising circumvention. 

 

2.4 Problems of personalized advertising in general and in Taobao 
 

2.4.1 Privacy 

Advertising is considered smart and useful, but at the same time terrible, creepy and annoying 

(Wang et al., 2012). The more personal data the advertiser collects, the more accurate the 

recommendations the user can get. User data collected by the recommender may include 
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information about user identity, demographic profile, behavioral data, purchase history, rating 

history, etc. This type of information can be very privacy sensitive. Qualitative interview data 

shows that people's perceptions of personalized online advertising are contradictory (Ur, Leon, 

Cranor, Shay & Wang, 2012). When advertising is very personal, users are prone to some 

negative behaviors due to privacy issues (Malheiros, Jennett, Patel, Brostoff & Sasse, 2012; 

White, Zahay, Thorbjornsen & Shavitt, 2008). On the other hand, personalization has also 

been shown to increase user interest in advertising (ibid.). Moreover, when privacy issues are 

successfully met (e.g., when a website provides users with more control over the amount of 

personally identifiable information), users more often click on personalized rather than non-

personalized advertisements (Tucker, 2014). 

 

In 2017, on the Chinese social network Weibo, many consumers said that Taobao had 

repeatedly presented items that they didn’t search for. Therefore, some Taobao users express 

in social media that they are worried about their privacy (Weibo, 2017). A user named “M 

likes flowers” also says that "the recommended products are acceptable according to the 

search records, but I seriously doubt that Taobao has captured the recordings and pictures. 

When you take a picture of a certain product or talk about it with your friend by your mobile 

phone, Taobao will give you an advertisement for it, which is very scary" (ibid.). Taobao 

officials also immediately gave a statement, "It is only a coincidence that it is recommended 

by the system algorithm" (Li & Chen, 2018). Even users who want to turn off this feature 

can't do it. When you open the Taobao application for the first time, the corresponding terms 

will be displayed, indicating that Taobao will collect user's information. You can usually 

choose to agree or disagree. However, if the consumer clicks disagree, there is no way to use 

the Taobao application. According to Morville (2004), if the service is for profits, the 

company should draw the line that the company won’t cross and user satisfaction is essential. 

 

In response to similar privacy issues, the EU took the lead in trying to protect people’s 

privacy. The European Parliament passed the new GDPR (The General Data Protection 

Regulation) in April 2016, which replaces the outdated Data Protection Directive (DPD) 

issued in 1995 and the new regulation became effective on May 25, 2018. The new directive 

completely updates the way EU member states and any company that trades with or holds 

citizens’ (within the European Economic Area) personal data and regulates how these are 

securely stored and managed (GDPR, 2016). If the EU determines violations, the maximum 

penalty amount can be up to €20 million (about ¥150 million) or 4% of the company's global 

annual turnover, whichever is the highest (ibid.). 

 

GDPR is the most stringent law in the history of protecting user data security. From the user's 

point of view, it is a strong power for the current growing personal information security 

problem. Therefore, many people will welcome this regulation (Jie, 2018). Even Chinese 

consumers outside of Europe will get some benefits. On May 25th, 2018, Alibaba's 

AliExpress (a cross-border E-commerce platform) has updated its privacy policy and 

requested re-delegation to users in Europe. Because of the strong punishment of GDPR, many 

Chinese companies have already acted on GDPR. 
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However, everything has two sides. Too strict privacy regulations and high fines will make 

some companies exit the European market directly. In addition, GDPR will face many 

challenges in its actual implementation. The legal systems in different EU member states are 

not the same, and some national regulatory authorities know little about GDPR (Lei, 2018). 

 

2.4.2 Trust 

Massa and Avesani (2009) consider that trust-based recommendation systems are more 

efficient than traditional collaborative filtering-based systems. Better advice can be achieved 

using an inferred trust network that mimics real-world "friends of friends" recommendations. 

The process is shown in figure 3. Creating a trust network between community members that 

is often used in recommendation systems, help users of e-commerce applications to appreciate 

the credibility of most of their known partners. 

 

Figure 3. Model of recommendations based on trust 

 

 
 

The trust value assessed by the user is largely influenced by his or her interaction experience 

with the service. The user's rating score for the service is a very important way for users to 

share their direct experience of interacting with the web service. Online social trust in a 

network information exchange environment is always associated with the entire online 

information exchange activity. Through similar opinions and activity experiences, online 

users can be formed into a set of mutual trust. 

 

The quality of recommended products is extremely important to the user experience (Bart & 

Martijn, 2011). In Taobao, each user will be asked to rate all aspects of the service after the 

purchase. However, there are some bad phenomena in Taobao. Many stores promise to return 

cash to consumers in order to get a higher evaluation. Even some stores spend money to hire 

people to give high evaluations for them. What's more, after a consumer gives a bad review, 

some merchants keep calling and send the package to threaten the consumers and let them 

change the evaluation to a higher one. It caused a lot of false evaluations and false sales in 

Taobao. The accuracy of a recommender system could be negatively affected by user 

variability in providing explicit feedback (Amatriain, 2009). 

 

Additionally, a lot of merchants sell fakes on Taobao, and most of them are high credit 

ranking (Sohu News, 2018). Although Taobao has continuously closed some merchant with 
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fake, this phenomenon is still endless. It also makes consumers not to trust Taobao (Weibo, 

2017). If people do not trust Taobao they will probably not trust the recommendations either. 

 

2.4.3 Effectiveness 

Pavlou and Stewart (2000) argue that the degree of personalization of advertising is an 

important indicator of the effectiveness of advertising. This view emphasizes the positive 

impact of personalized advertising and points out that personalized advertising helps to 

strengthen consumer interaction with advertising. So, is personalized information more 

convincing to the audience?  

 

Studies have shown that personalized advertising can increase user participation, so that 

consumers perceive the potential advantages of personalization and thus it improves the 

effectiveness of advertising (ibid.). Nowadays, the effectiveness of personalized advertising is 

determined after analyzing the consumer's satisfaction of personalized advertising in various 

aspects, such as consumer’s purchase time and the return rate. Then, merchants could provide 

consumers with more targeted services. For example, Taobao's personalized product 

recommendation, which links to social media such as QQ and WeChat (Chinese social media 

platforms) and for instance also to the internal software of Wal-Mart Lab from the Foursquare 

platform, record the purchase preferences of consumers in different regions and launches a 

series of strategies for diverse areas.  

 

When consumers perceive advertisements as useful, they tend to accept personalized 

advertisements, and are willing to feedback information and participate in the improvement of 

preference information, thereby greatly improving the accuracy of the evaluation of consumer 

preferences and taste. 
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3 Method 
In this chapter, qualitative research strategy has been chosen. The design of this investigation, 

the manner of handing out the questionnaires and conducting interviews, the way how to 

collect data and how to analyze them are described. It includes research design and research 

strategy parts. 

 

3.1 Research strategy 

This research uses qualitative research strategy. Qualitative research helps provide a detailed 

description of real life that can restore and maintain the true meaning of behavioral or 

environmental factors (Gephart, 2004). Secondly, qualitative research can easily reveal the 

interpersonal interaction behavior behind a phenomenon, which can improve research and 

theory (Liu & Ying, 2015). It is suitable for studying complex and unpredictable research 

objects in the field of e.g. business management, providing comprehensive, realistic 

descriptions, some of which may be hard to measure with quantitative variables. Hence, a 

qualitative research strategy is chosen. 

 

3.2 Research design— case study design 

Eisenhardt (1989) pointed out that case study is a research strategy that can be applied to 

uncontrollable research objects and events. It can explain and analyze current social 

phenomena (Yin, 2004), which is conducive to a comprehensive understanding of complex 

social phenomena or processes (Pan, 2011). 

 

As a mature technology, personalized advertising has been widely used online. This paper 

discusses personalized advertising in E-commerce platform, through a case study. Case 

studies can help authors focus on specific areas and conduct in-depth and detailed reviews of, 

in our case, personalized advertising (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

 

Yin (2004) declares that the reasons for choosing a case study includes that the case has 

unusually inspiring, extreme or rare research opportunities. Taobao has been chosen as a case. 

Taobao owns a large amount of user group data sets. Taobao users are divided into thousands 

of groups based on their personal data and purchasing behavior. It is generally believed that in 

every group, there are some users who are experts what Taobao calls in a certain kind of 

commodity or are good at exploring this little-known product. The Taobao Collaborative 

Filtering algorithm, based on the above settings, will help to find a group of goods according 

to the purchase history of such expert users. 

 

In the data collection phase of the case study, Eisenhardt (1989) mentions that data collection 

and data analysis can be alternated during the research process. Random and flexible methods 

can be used to collect and analyze data and combine qualitative data with field notes. 

Quantitative data can be used to explain the basic principles behind a phenomenon. Due to the 

large number of consumers, it is difficult to collect many consumers’ opinions only by 

interviews. So, both interviews and questionnaire are chosen to collect consumers’ opinions.  



 

- 14 - 

3.2.1 Questionnaires 

The British sociologist Moser (1984) mentions that the majority of social surveys are 

conducted using questionnaires. Questionnaires can save time, money and manpower. 

Especially online questionnaires are more efficient than traditional questionnaires. However, 

the answer rate is difficult to guarantee. Additionally, the environment where the respondents 

are answering the questionnaires and the quality of answers is also hard to control. 

 

Our questionnaire is for all kinds of Chinese consumers. This questionnaire has no restrictions 

on age, education, etc. However, respondents’ basic background is asked for. It’s interesting 

to use these backgrounds to describe the investigated Chinese online shoppers. The 

respondents are also informed that their background data will be used only for this research. 

 

Then the frequency and usage of Taobao are asked about to find out how used they are to 

Taobao. After that, their opinion of personalized advertising is asked. This section is divided 

into three parts, regarding privacy, trust and effectiveness. Some statements are set, and 

respondents just choose the degree to which they agree or disagree. It is more convenient for 

respondents to answer. An open question is also set to let respondents post some other views. 

The questionnaire is designed in Chinese at first. It is translated into English in this paper.  

Questionnaire questions are shown in Appendix 1. 

 

3.2.2 Interviews 

Interview is a method of social science research that collects data by conversations between 

interviewers and interviewees (Babbie, 2006). It is widely used in qualitative research in 

social sciences. This study uses a semi-structured interview. Before starting to interview 

respondents, some questions are designed as the outline and basic framework of our 

interviews. The questions are flexibly handled according to the actual situation during the 

interview. Rubin et al. (1995) point out that the advantage of in-depth interviews is that it not 

only gives interviewers, but also respondents a certain degree of freedom to discuss the 

central issues of research. 

 

Since we are studying in Sweden and can't conduct face-to-face interviews with Chinese 

respondents, web interviews are chosen, through the video call of WeChat. 

 

Our respondents are Taobao consumers and Taobao merchants. At the beginning of the 

interview, the interviewees are asked to give some basic information to ‘break the ice’. Then 

some specific questions about their Taobao experience are gradually moved to. Some 

questions about problems in personalized advertising are asked. Finally, we conclusively ask 

their opinions about and suggestions for personalized advertising. 

 

Both consumers’ and companies’ interview questions are shown in Appendix 2 and Appendix 

3 respectively. 

 



 

- 15 - 

3.3 Data collection 
 

3.3.1 Questionnaires 

Before the formal survey, a pre-test was done to confirm the readability for respondents. From 

December 12th, 2018, to January 9th, 2019, the questionnaire was published on Sojump (a 

Chinese online survey platform). Snowball sampling method was used to facilitate the 

distribution of questionnaires. Links used to get Chinese respondents were mainly 

disseminated through WeChat. First, the questionnaire was sent to our friends and relatives, 

and then they were asked to hand it to their acquaintances. The questionnaire was also 

published on social networking sites such as Weibo in an attempt to let more people know 

about our survey and help us complete it. 

 

3.3.2 Interviews 

The respondents of our interviews are Chinese consumers who have used Taobao and Taobao 

merchants. The interviews lasted about 15 to 20 minutes. 7 consumers and 4 merchants were 

interviewed through WeChat video-chat. Snowball sampling method was used to choose 

respondents. When looking for a consumer interviewee, our acquaintances were asked if they 

could be interviewed. But it is hard to find company interviewees. The number of Taobao 

merchants is huge. More interview data is better to understand the companies’ views of 

personalized advertising. However, Taobao merchants have different identities, some are 

housewives and students. They don't know much about personalized advertising. Even if we 

interviewed them, they probably can't give us constructive suggestions. For some large 

merchants, they are busy, we sent them e-mails to ask whether we could interview them, but 

most of the businesses did not respond or refused. At the same time, due to our limited time 

and social network, we are unable to reach more companies. Finally, we found four such 

interviewees. The interviews were recorded and notes were taken. Considered that companies 

have less time to finish the interview, only three questions are designed for the companies’ 

interview to collect data. 

 

3.4 Data analysis 

In this study, a combination of questionnaire survey and semi-structured interviews is used to 

collect data, and the results from these should be analyzed in different ways.  

 

After collecting the questionnaires, the results of the questionnaire can be seen in Sojump. 

The outputs of the analysis are presented with diagrams. A proper diagram was chosen to 

match different questions. The open-ended question was not included in this part. 

 

After the interviews were done, the interviews were transcribed. Then firstly, the answers 

were summarized. All the text data was read and some key words were highlighted. The key 

words were then categorized. The results from consumers and merchants are presented 

separately and then a common result is presented. 
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3.5 Credibility 

This paper uses different methods to collect data, especially consumers’ data. It uses both 

questionnaire and interview to get additional information. Additionally, the respondents in 

this investigation are from all over China and have different ages. They may probably have 

different opinions to ensure diversity of results. 

During the process of interviewing and analyzing, the respondents are interviewed and the 

results are analyzed separately. After each is completed, we summarized the results. This can 

help to clarify blind spots in the analysis process. 

Besides, the result was sent to the respondents. So, they had the opportunity to clarify their 

answers, however no one did.  

 

3.6 Ethics 

This investigation follows the four ethical principles proposed by Diener and Grandall (1978): 

whether to cause harm to participants, such as physical injury; whether to lack informed 

consent; whether to infringe privacy; whether to involve deception. Participants volunteer to 

participate in the study and have the right to withdraw at any time. 

 

In addition, if they feel that the questions are less appropriate to them, they can choose not to 

answer the question in interview and questionnaire. At the start each interviewee was 

informed that the data collected are for scientific purposes only. 
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4 Result 
In this chapter, the interviews are summarized and analyzed through notes and recordings 

and the results of the questionnaires are analyzed. 

 

4.1 Consumers’ questionnaires  

The questionnaire was designed on Sojump, which is an efficient website also for presenting 

the results and for instance turn numbers into diagrams (such as pie charts, column charts and 

line charts) in the platform directly.  

 

In this questionnaire, finally 159 respondents of different ages, different genders and from 

different geographical regions answered. The whole statistics collected online are showed by 

means of diagrams so that readers can get a better view of the results. The results of the 

questionnaire are divided into six parts: basic information, online shopping situation, 

familiarity with the concept of personalized advertising, trust, effectiveness and privacy. The 

summary of the open question will be analyzed separately 

 

Here are the results of the 159 questionnaires: 

 

Question 1-3: Basic information 

Figure 4. respondents’ basic information 
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In figure 4, the overall situation of the online shopping respondents can roughly be seen. In 

terms of gender, the proportion of female respondents is much higher than that of male 

respondents. In terms of age, the proportion of 19 to 35 years old is the highest, reaching 

71.7%. In terms of educational background, undergraduates accounted for a large proportion, 

reaching 73.58%. There may be connections between the background and the consumer 

behavior, but we cannot make definite conclusions. 

 

Question 4、5: online shopping situation 

Figure 5. Online shopping situation 

 

 
 

According to figure 5, most respondents browse Taobao every week, and a large number of 

them browse Taobao more than five times a week. Only 20% have a lower frequency of 

browsing and, the first choice for most of our respondents is Taobao. Most of the remaining 

respondents chose JD, VIPSHOP, and Tmall as their first choice. What these platforms have 

in common is that the quality of the goods is guaranteed. Both JD and VIPSHOP have self-

operated stores, and consumers can obtain high-quality goods by purchasing them at these 

stores. Tmall, as another E-commercial platform under Alibaba, has chosen some merchants 

from Taobao, and the merchants that are stationed there, almost all offer big brands, and the 

quality of the products is guaranteed. 
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Question 11、12、22: familiarity with the concept of personalized advertising 

Table 1. Familiarity with the concept of personalized advertising 

 

 
 

According to table 1, most respondents are not familiar with the concept of personalized 

advertising, and even 71% of consumers cannot identify personalized ads on other websites. 

However, respondents who are familiar with the concept say that personalized advertising is 

everywhere, such as at shopping websites, in search engines, video websites and social 

software. 

Question 6-10: Trust 

Table 2. Trust 

 

 
 

According to table 2, most respondents have received fake goods on Taobao. At the same 

time, they no longer trust the merchants with high credit ratings and the “authentic guarantees” 

given by the merchants. This may be due to the fact that even in recent years, the phenomenon 

of credit rating fraud has frequently occurred, and consumers have repeatedly suffered from 

this. But respondents are still willing to believe other consumers' evaluation of the goods. 

 

Question 13-20: Effectiveness 

Table 3. Effectiveness 
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These questions provide the respondents with several situations. The respondent chooses the 

degree of conformity with his or her own situation. From very disagree to very agree, the 

scores are from 1-5, so the average is 3.  

 

It can be seen from table 3 that for effectiveness, respondents generally maintain a neutral 

attitude. But most respondents still think that Taobao recommended products are in line with 

their interests, and personalized advertising provides a lot of useful information. However, for 

the statement “It is necessary to have personalized advertisements on Taobao.” the result is 

below the average score. Respondents are also not very satisfied with the recommended 

products. 

 

Question 23-25: Privacy 

Table 4. Privacy 

 

 
 

This question is of the same type as the previous one, so the average score is also 3 points. 

From table 4, it can be concluded that most respondents agree about not wanting to get any 

advertisements that are not of interest. Additionally, there are big concerns about privacy. 

 

Question 20: Do you have more feelings and advise regarding personalized advertising？ 

There are three perspectives for respondents to personalized advertising. Some respondents 

think that no matter what kind of advertisement it is, it should be reduced. Some respondents 

indicated that they would like to look at the personalized advertisements recommended by 

Taobao, but they would not buy because the products recommended have a smaller amount of 

purchases, higher prices, and fewer comments. Others mean that personalized advertising is 

not smart enough, and that Taobao is abusing permissions and involves excessive privacy 

violations. One respondent says that the mobile app cannot ask for permission other than 

about the functions to be used. 

 

4.2 Consumer respondents’ interviews 
 

4.2.1 Basic information 

A total of 7 respondents were interviewed from January 1st to January 15th. According to table 

5, their basic information can be got. The respondents were named anonymously to protect 

their privacy. 
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Table 5. Basic information of respondents (Consumers) 

 

 
 

Our respondents come from different places in China, and the frequency of browsing Taobao 

varies. This helps us better derive their views on personalized advertising from different 

consumers. Two of the seven respondents did not understand what personalized advertising is 

but after explaining the concept, they understood its meaning. Our results will be shown 

regarding both opinions and advices. 

 

4.2.2 Opinions towards Taobao’s personalized advertising 

Respondents had different opinions on personalized advertising. 

 

E said that when she was browsing Taobao, she was often attracted by the recommended 

products and wanted to know more about the product. But once she just bought an electric fan 

on Taobao, but Taobao is still pushing the electric fan constantly. L also believes that 

personalized advertising can improve the shopping efficiency of consumers to a certain extent 

and can find the goods that they need more quickly through personalized advertising. But she 

mentioned that sometimes the recommended items included men's underwear. M also believes 

that personalized advertising can provide more types of more branded products in a targeted 

manner, providing more choices without having to search through each store. 

 

However, many respondents also have other opinions. Z believes that most of the related 

products pushed are higher-selling products. However, the current high-selling products of 

Taobao are mostly the result of fraud, which is not credible. Although it does not deny the 

quality of its products, it creates a kind of rejective reaction for consumers. H said that 

different people have different understandings and different needs for personalization. 

Whether Taobao's personalized advertising is more practical or just used to show the status of 

the companies is a question worth considering. G's point of view is more extreme. He believes 

that there is no need for personalized advertising. G said that he casually searched for some 

goods on the Internet, and most of the products displayed on the homepage are of that kind, 

but his intention was to look at it inadvertently.  

 

W is more neutral and believes that it is not possible to completely deny personalized 

advertising, just continue to develop and improve it. Whether to accept recommendations is 

decided by individuals. 
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Although most of the interviewers have different opinions, almost all of them mention that 

their privacy is abused. They believe that their personal privacy has been violated because 

Taobao misuse the rights that users have agreed to.  

 

4.2.3 Advices towards personalized advertising 

During the interview, the respondents also gave a lot of suggestions for personalized 

advertising improvement. 

 

G hopes that personalized advertising can be smarter and friendlier. Z also suggested that 

Taobao should strengthen the rigor of personalized advertising, obtain useful information data 

in many aspects, and push for useful and desirable information for consumers through 

screening. 

 

M believes that personalized advertising should give consumers a certain choice. When 

pushing, it should be asked if consumers are willing to accept personalized advertising. They 

should be given certain choices and have more self-selection rights, which is conducive to the 

development of personalized advertising and exert greater enthusiasm to users in need. 

 

H hopes that personalized advertising will be more authentic, and the quality of the products 

and the authenticity of the business evaluation should be confirmed before promotion. 

 

Although only two respondents do not know the concept of personalized advertising, they all 

like it, because it is very helpful for online shopping and other areas. So, three attitudes have 

been summarized towards personalized advertising: 

 

1. Personalized advertising is not smart enough. 

2. Consumers have the right to choose whether to receive personalized advertising or not. 

3. The content of personalized advertisement needs quality assurance. 

 

4.3 Company respondents’ interviews 
 

4.3.1 Basic information 

A total of four respondents were interviewed from January 9th to 21st. From table 6, their basic 

information is summarized. Their names were also made up. 

 
Table 6. Basic information of respondents (Companies) 
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Our merchant respondents are selling different products and have different numbers of fans. 

This help us better derive their views on personalized advertising from different merchants. 

The results from opinions and advices respectively are presented below. 

 

4.3.2 Opinions towards Taobao’s personalized advertising 

Respondents have different opinions, but there is one thing in common. It is very expensive 

for merchants to let Taobao use personalized advertising to promote their companies. 

 

N thinks personalized advertising is the most popular part for consumers. A also thinks this 

function can meet consumers’ needs and push particular goods, which can promote consumers’ 

appetite to buy. O also thinks that personalized advertising can make her own goods have 

more opportunities to be displayed. 

 

But Y has different answers. He thinks this is not conducive to the development of newly 

opened stores. He said, ‘It is true that you can use money to buy the service and let your store 

have more consumers. But the price is too high for a newly opened store to undertake’. 

 

4.3.3 Advices towards Taobao’s personalized advertising 

Some of the respondents give good pieces of advice for Taobao to develop personalized 

advertising. A and Y think the price can be cheaper and it is important for fairly pushing small 

stores to consumers. N and O think the personalized advertising is good enough. They don’t 

have any advices. 
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5 Discussion 
In this chapter, the theory mentioned in chapter 2 is linked with the results which are 

analyzed in chapter 4 and the results are discussed from three aspects: perceived privacy, 

perceived trust and privacy effectiveness. 

 

Since the data is collected from consumers and companies separately, in this section a 

comprehensive discussion of personalized advertising will be conducted from both 

perspectives. 

 

5.1 Consumer perspective 

Although questionnaires and interviews were used to collect consumer opinions, the views 

found through both methods are very similar. Consumers are more worried about the 

effectiveness, trust and privacy of personalized advertising. 

 

5.1.1 Privacy 

Most of the respondents are concerned about privacy issues (see figure 8). Due to the endless 

stream of privacy violations in recent years, Chinese consumers are paying more and more 

attention to privacy issues. As mentioned before, many Chinese consumers believe that 

Taobao is violating their privacy by fetching photos from their private photo albums and 

voice recordings without specific authorization.  

 

Based on the theory of Wang et al. (2012), advertising is considered smart and useful, but at 

the same time terrible, creepy and annoying. When advertising is too personalized, users will 

have negative behavior due to privacy issues (Malheiros, Jennett, Patel, Brostoff & Sasse, 

2012; White, Zahay, Thorbjornsen & Shavitt, 2008). Although Taobao officials said they did 

not violate consumer privacy, consumers persist. 

 

However, personalized advertising cannot be used selectively by users at present. When users 

reject Taobao’s terms, they cannot use Taobao. This is also what many consumers criticize. 

Privacy is indeed a fatal problem for personalized advertising, but how to improve this 

problem and make consumers have a better experience, is something Taobao and every E-

commerce platform need to think about. 

 

5.1.2 Trust 

Bart and Martijn's study (2011) show that the quality of recommended products is extremely 

important to the user experience. However, the quality of products recommended, based on 

content, cannot be guaranteed. As the data presented in Table 2 show, most consumers have 

bought fake goods on Taobao, and they do not trust the “authentic guarantee” promised by the 

merchants and neither the merchants with high credit ratings. It is all because merchants are 

sometimes cheating on evaluations. It is mentioned in Chapter 1.1.3 that merchants can be 

recommended on the homepage of Taobao if they have a certain reputation and high credit 
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ranking. In fact, a lot of high credit ranking merchants cheat on evaluations and sell fakes 

which is mentioned in Chapter 2.4.2. 

 

Amatriain (2009) showed that the accuracy of recommender system could be negatively 

affected by user variability in providing explicit feedback. The deceptive reviews lead to poor 

recommendations. The dissatisfying recommendations make users loose trust in the service. A 

bad user experience exists. It’s a vicious circle for both the shopping website and users.  

 

5.1.3 Effectiveness 

It can be seen from the question on “The products that Taobao recommends meet my interests” 

in Table 3 that most of the respondents have a neutral attitude towards the effectiveness of 

personalized advertising. One respondent mentioned that she was female, but the 

recommended items included men's underwear. Part of the preferences is derived from their 

buying behavior or viewing history (Pommeranz et al., 2012). To provide personalized service, 

recommender systems should analyze users’ preferences first. One respondent said that he just 

bought an electric fan on Taobao, but Taobao is still pushing the electric fan constantly. 

 

However, most consumers are still positive about the effectiveness of personalized advertising, 

and believe that it has a good match to their own interests and saves the time of search. 

 

5.2 Company perspective 

The merchants are more concerned about the price of the service and the benefits this service 

can bring to them. Personalized advertising does help merchants reduce marketing costs 

because personalized advertising is considered less expensive than traditional media 

advertising (Kim, 2001). Merchants seemed more satisfied with the effect of the current 

personalized advertisement. They believe that this form of advertising can better and more 

accurately recommend their products to potential customers and improve their own revenue 

compared to traditional advertising. 

 

The price of Taobao's personalized advertising service varies according to the location of the 

display. As mentioned before, the advertising fee of the top of the homepage is generally over 

¥10,000. A variety of activities require businesses to have enough funds to run their own 

stores. Therefore, businesses are eager to get a lower price. 
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6 Conclusion 
In this chapter, the conclusions are summarized based on the discussion part and some 

advices for retailers to develop personalized advertising are given. 

 

The aim of this research is to learn more about consumers’ and companies’ opinions towards 

personalized advertising. The data is collected from both questionnaire and semi-structured 

interviews. After analyzing the results of the questionnaire and the results of the semi-

structured interviews in keywords and phrases, the views for personalized advertising held by 

our respondents are summarized. 

 

In addition, some interesting information can be gotten from these data. After the research, we 

find that the majority of responding consumers and small merchants do not know the concept 

of personalized advertising. However, the responding large merchants know the concept very 

well. It may be because large merchants learn more ways to advertise their goods and 

consumers just pay attention to goods that Taobao recommend. However, after a brief 

explanation of the concept of personalized advertising, basically all respondents understood 

the concept. They are aware of the phenomenon but not the name of it. 

 

6.1 Conclusion 

Since personalized advertising is a big area, our area is narrowed to an E-commercial platform. 

By combining previous knowledge of personalized advertising with the collected data, some 

of the opinions and suggestions of consumers and companies about personalized advertising 

are summarized. These views can not only be used as a reminder for Taobao, but also as a 

reminder for the entire area. A summary of these opinions is given below. 

 

Consumers’ opinions: 

⚫ Privacy is a big problem for personalized advertising. 

⚫ Trust of the platform is also an important factor in accepting personalized advertising. 

⚫ Effectiveness is good, but there are still cases of constantly recommending durable goods 

and ignoring user preferences. 

 

Companies’ opinions: 

⚫ Personalized advertising does attract customers and increase sales. 

⚫ The price of personalized advertising can be reduced. 

 

As for privacy, respondents of questionnaire show more worries.  As it is mentioned in 

Chapter 2, the EU has issued GDPR. Although this is a regulation issued by the European 

Union, it should be paid attention to Chinese cross-border E-commerce. In particular, the 

extraterritorial application of GDPR is most noteworthy. The jurisdiction of GDPR is not only 

limited to the EU. As long as a company provides goods or services to individuals in the EU 

and collects or processes their personal data, regardless of whether the company is an 

institution in the EU or not, it applies to GDPR. Therefore it may also benefit Chinese 

consumers. Although China does not have similar regulations, Alibaba will reprocess the 
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stored data and pay more attention to user privacy issues because of the impact of GDPR on 

Alibaba. Therefore, in response to user privacy issues, even if China has not yet developed a 

privacy protection law, which is suitable for big data, not only Taobao, all E-commerce 

platforms should have their own set of strict management rules. 

 

As for trust, Taobao should not be the cradle of fake goods. One of the advantages, with 

which Taobao attracts consumers, is that they can get satisfactory products at a lower price. 

But today's Taobao seems to have a lot of false evaluations, false sales, the quality of goods 

cannot be guaranteed. Faced with this situation, consumers' trust in Taobao is gradually 

reduced, and loyalty will be reduced, not to mention trusting Taobao recommended products. 

On May 22th, 2018, Taobao sued the merchants who sold the fake VANS brand shoes on the 

Taobao platform. This is the first E-commerce fraud case filed on the grounds of infringement 

in China. It is undeniable that Alibaba has closed tens of thousands of companies who sold 

fake goods in recent years, but the phenomenon of fakes is still on the Taobao. It is suggested 

that Taobao can try more ways to avoid the existence of counterfeit goods. 

 

As for effectiveness, there is still a need for improvement at the technical level. As mentioned 

in Chapter 5, some consumers have just purchased durable goods, but their homepage have 

been pushing these durable goods constantly, resulting in a bad user experience. 

 

From the perspective of the company, we can only recommend Taobao to lower the price and 

give small companies more decent conditions. In Taobao platform, small and medium-sized 

stores occupy a large proportion, but the rate of closure is also extremely high. The reason is 

not only that the price competition is fierce, marketing costs are also high. If Taobao reduce 

the price of personalized advertising, it will provide a better business environment for small 

and medium-sized stores. 

 

6.2 Limitation 

This research is a qualitative research, which uses a case study, but the methods used are both 

quantitative and qualitative, that is, questionnaire and interview. According to Yin (2004), 

case studies can be based on any mix of quantitative and qualitative methods. 

This investigation uses a snowball sampling method instead of random sampling, which is 

also a limitation. It is a convenient way to send out a questionnaire. However, this method 

may have caused for instance the skewness in age groups. As it is mentioned before, the 

group of age in 19-35 accounts for a large proportion. 

 

Additionally, according to the time, it is also very hard to have a deep communication with 

company representatives. We only have four company respondents. The opinions of 

companies may not be comprehensive enough. 
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6.3 Future research 

This case study is aimed at understanding the opinion of consumers and companies towards 

personalized advertising. It is interesting to investigate both consumers’ and companies’ 

views. 

 

Due to the limitation, it will be better if future research can be based on interviews with a 

larger number of company respondents and on consumer respondents with a larger age span. 

It is of interest to learn more about companies’ opinions. 

 

According to the result, we can learn that not only consumers, but also companies think there 

are some problems in personalized advertising. As we mentioned earlier, three aspects – 

privacy, trust and effectiveness can be studied in the future. 

 

Our study is a case study of Taobao, an electronic business platform. It could be interesting to 

learn about consumers’ opinions from other platforms and fields. 
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Appendix 1 

Questionnaire about consumers’ attitudes towards personalized advertising 

With the development of technology, advertisers shift the focus of their efforts from traditional mass 

advertising to personalized advertising. Personalized ads are chosen based upon who you are, making 

them more relevant to what interests you. 

 

The purpose of this questionnaire is to collect consumers' attitude on personalized advertisements. Thank 

you for your participation. 

 
1. What's your gender? 

A. Male      B. Female 

 

2. What's your age? 

A. 0~18     B. 19~35     C. 36~59     D. Over 60 

 

3. What's your educational background? 

A. High school and below     B. Bachelor’s degree     C. Master’s degree      D. Ph.D. 

 

4. The frequency of browsing Taobao 

A. None            B. Less than one time one month        C. One or two times a week 

D. Three to Five times a week        E. More than five times 

 

5. Is Taobao your first choice, when you shop online? 

A. Yes          B. No.____ (Which platform is your first choice?) 

 

6. When you bought something online, have you received fake goods on Taobao? 

A. Yes          B. No 

 

7. Do you believe in the "authentic guarantee" signs of Taobao merchants? 

A. Yes           B. No 

 

8. Do you think that merchants with higher credit ratings are more trustworthy? 

A. Yes           B. No 

 

9. Do you trust the information of products provided by Taobao merchants? 

A. Yes           B. No 

 

10. When you buy an item on Taobao, do you trust the purchase evaluation of other customers 

on the website? 

A. Yes         B. No 

 

11. Are you familiar phenomenon of personalized advertising? 



 

II 

 

A. Yes        B. No 

 

12. Can you recognize personalized advertisements in the Taobao interface? 

A. Yes         B. No (go to Question 22) 

 

Answer the following question by choosing one alternative 
Strongly disagree      Disagree      Neutral      Agree     Strongly Agree 

 

13. I always browse personalized advertisements in Taobao. 

14. I like the personalized advertisements in Taobao. 

15. It is necessary to have personalized advertisements on Taobao. 

16. Taobao's personalized advertisements make me think I am a unique consumer. 

17. The products that Taobao recommends meet my interests. 

18. Taobao personalized advertisements provide a lot of useful information. 

19. In general, I believe that Taobao personalized advertisements are trustworthy. 

20. I am satisfied with products recommended by Taobao. 

 

 

21. Have you bought products recommended by Taobao？ 

A. Yes        B. No.______________(Why?) 

 

22. Have you seen personalized advertisement in other websites? 

A. Yes. _________ (Which website?)        B. No 

 

Answer the following question by choosing one alternative 
Strongly disagree      Disagree       Neutral      Agree      Strongly Agree 

 

When I see personalized advertisements: 

23. I am worried about the misuse of my personal information. 

24. I don't want any advertising materials that I am not interested in. 

25. I am worried about the personal information be stored. 

 

26. Do you have more feelings and advises to personalized advertising: 

___________ (open question) 

  



 

III 

 

Appendix 2 

Interview for consumers 

1. Are you aware of personalized advertisement? 

-If the answer is no, an example is shown. 

2. Have you bought products in Taobao? 

-If no, have you purchased goods on other shopping websites, in that case which? 

3. Have you got personalized recommendations in Taobao? 

-If no, an example is shown. 

4. Have you purchased any of the goods that Taobao has recommended? How come it did? 

5. Do you regard personalized advertisement as useful to you? 

6. What's your opinion on Taobao's personalized advertisement? 

And do you have any suggestions of changes? 

7. What's your opinion on personalized advertisement in general? 

Do you have any suggestions regarding that? 

  



 

IV 

 

  



 

V 

 

Appendix 3 

Interview for companies 

1. Have your goods been recommended to Taobao users by Taobao? 

2. How do you think Taobao's personalized advertising will affect you? 

-Taobao usually exposes your company’s products with other competitors, how do you see it? 

3. What's your opinion on Taobao's personalized advertisement? 

Do you have more suggestions? 

 

  



 

VI 
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