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Navigating tensions between care and surveillance: 
marketers’ ethical subjectivity in personalised marketing
Niklas Sörum and Lars Hedegård

Sweden Faculty of Textiles, Engineering and Business (Including the Swedish School of Textiles), 
Department of Business Administration and Textile Management, University of Borås, Borås, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Personalisation is widely celebrated for delivering relevance and 
efficiency, yet critiqued as a vehicle of surveillance and control. This 
study challenges both views by exploring how marketers construct 
ethical subjectivity within personalisation practices. Drawing on 
interviews with SME marketers and inspired by Foucault’s concept 
of ethical self-formation, we identify four discursive subject posi
tions: masters of data; friends and sources of inspiration; artists; and 
compliance-based ethical subjects. These positions reveal how per
sonalisation is morally justified, negotiated, and at times problema
tised through accounts of performance, care, creativity, and 
compliance. Rather than simply enacting data-driven logics, mar
keters draw on these repertoires in situated and sometimes contra
dictory ways to make sense of their practices and ethical 
responsibilities. By foregrounding this ambivalence, the study offers 
a nuanced understanding of ethical subjectivity in personalisation 
and highlights tensions between surveillance, care, data, and pro
fessional identity.
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Introduction

Personalisation has become a central feature of contemporary marketing practice. 
Promising greater relevance, efficiency, and customer engagement, it enables tai
lored content delivery based on behavioural data and predictive analytics. As such, it 
is now embedded in a wide range of digital infrastructures, from CRM systems to 
advertising platforms. Beyond its role as a technical capability, however, personalisa
tion has come to function as a dominant logic through which marketing effective
ness is conceptualised and evaluated. In data-driven environments, success is 
increasingly measured by the ability to deliver individually relevant messages, opti
mise engagement metrics, and anticipate consumer behaviour at scale (Bleier & 
Eisenbeiss, 2015; Wedel & Kannan, 2016). Personalisation thus operates as a key 
mechanism through which value is produced in digital marketing, linking data 
collection, algorithmic processing, and performance measurement into a cycle of
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optimisation. Thus, personalisation has become a competitive necessity within plat
form-mediated markets.

The infrastructures of digital advertising and customer analytics incentivise 
increasingly granular targeting, as firms compete on their ability to leverage data 
for precise segmentation and prediction (Kannan & Li, 2017; Varian, 2019). In such 
environments, marketers are not simply choosing to personalise; they are compelled 
to do so by institutional pressures, technological affordances, and industry norms 
that position personalisation as indispensable to remaining competitive. As Darmody 
and Zwick (2020) argue, algorithmic marketing systems render consumers as data 
profiles to be continuously analysed and acted upon, making personalisation foun
dational to contemporary marketing practice. In this sense, personalisation is not 
only a tool but an organising principle structuring how marketers understand and 
pursue their work.

Crucially, personalisation is sustained by a powerful ideological promise: that firms can 
‘know’ their customers through data and thereby deliver more meaningful and valuable 
experiences. This ideal of relevance draws on longer-standing marketing imaginaries of 
customer centricity and relationship building, while reconfiguring them through data- 
driven infrastructures (Peppers & Rogers, 2011; Rust & Huang, 2014). Through personalisa
tion, consumers are framed as knowable, predictable, and addressable at the level of the 
individual, reinforcing the notion that better data leads to better understanding and, 
ultimately, better marketing outcomes. At the same time, this promise obscures the 
asymmetries of data collection and the opacity of algorithmic systems that shape con
sumer experiences and choices (Darmody & Zwick, 2020; Zuboff, 2019). Personalisation is 
thus ethically ambivalent, framed as enhancing the customer experience while also 
raising concerns about manipulation, surveillance, and the loss of consumer autonomy. 
Critical scholars have highlighted that opaque algorithmic systems profile and manage 
consumers, shaping preferences and behaviours while obscuring operations behind 
promises of ‘relevance’ and value (Darmody & Zwick, 2020; Zuboff, 2019).

Previous studies focus on consumers or platform architectures (Karwatzki et al., 2017; 
Lambillotte & Poncin, 2022; Mackenzie, 2018; Zuboff, 2019), but less is known about how 
marketers themselves understand and navigate the ethical ambivalence of personalisa
tion. Existing research has documented the ethical risks of personalisation, including 
surveillance, manipulation, privacy loss, and algorithmic influence, but has paid less 
attention to how these contradictory demands are experienced and negotiated by the 
marketing practitioners responsible for implementing personalisation. This omission is 
important because personalisation depends on marketers simultaneously advancing 
commercial objectives while maintaining ideals of customer benefit, autonomy, and 
professional responsibility. Understanding how practitioners reconcile these competing 
demands is therefore essential for explaining how personalisation is ethically legitimised 
and sustained in practice. We argue that personalisation embodies a structural contra
diction at the heart of contemporary marketing. On the one hand, personalisation 
promises consumer relevance, empowerment, and individualised experiences; on the 
other, it depends upon extensive surveillance, profiling, and behavioural influence. 
These competing imperatives cannot simply be resolved but must be continuously 
negotiated in everyday marketing practice. It is this ongoing ethical work that forms the
focus of the present study.
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Drawing on interviews with marketers in small and medium-sised enterprises (SMEs), 
and inspired by Foucault’s concept of ethical self-formation, this article examines how 
practitioners justify, negotiate, and problematise personalisation. Rather than treating 
personalisation as inherently good or problematic, this study foregrounds marketers’ 
ambivalence, showing how ethical concerns arise around regulation and performance 
as well as through care, creativity, and professional identity. And, rather than positioning 
care and surveillance as opposing logics, we examine how marketers navigate the ten
sions between them.

Literature review

Personalisation and the ethics of data use

Personalisation has become a central feature of digital marketing, promising increased 
efficiency, relevance, and return on investment (Vesanen, 2007; Zwick & Dholakia, 2004). It 
enables marketers to tailor offers and content to users based on collected data and 
inferred preferences via algorithmic systems embedded in platforms and analytics tools. 
While personalisation is often celebrated for enhancing customer experience and engage
ment, it is also scrutinised for surveillance, datafication, and manipulation (Pridmore & 
Lyon, 2011; Zuboff, 2019). Early studies in this area highlighted how personalisation 
restructures the marketer–consumer relationship through database technologies and 
behavioural profiling (Cluley & Brown, 2015; Zwick & Denegri Knott, 2009). These devel
opments have been linked to the rise of the ‘dividualised consumer’, a fragmented, data- 
driven construction of the subject that enables algorithmic tracking and targeting (Cluley 
& Brown, 2015). Recent work frames personalisation as algorithmic governance and 
probability management, where opaque platform systems infer user needs and desires 
(Mackenzie, 2018) beyond marketers’ direct control (Darmody & Zwick, 2020).

From compliance to critique: the limits of data ethics

The implementation of personalisation has raised ethical concerns around privacy, con
sent, and autonomy (Karwatzki et al., 2017; Martin & Murphy, 2017). The so-called privacy- 
personalisation paradox highlights this tension: while consumers often appreciate tai
lored content, they express discomfort with the data collection that enables it (Cloarec,  
2020; Strycharz et al., 2019). High-profile controversies surrounding the misuse and large- 
scale extraction of platform data have further amplified public concerns about data 
privacy (Federal Trade Commission, 2019; LinkedIn Corporate Communications, 2021), 
prompting regulatory responses such as the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) (Voigt & von Dem Bussche, 2024). GDPR and similar regulations have institutio
nalised frameworks of compliance in data ethics. However, critical scholars argue that 
compliance-based ethics reduce privacy to a matter of individual choice and consent, 
sidelining questions of power and inequality (Hull, 2015; Kounoudes & Kapitsaki, 2020). 
This legalistic view promotes what Hull (2015) terms ‘privacy as self-management’, shift
ing ethical responsibility onto consumers and positioning marketers as participants in 
a system that normalises surveillance and commodifies personal data (Darmody & Zwick,
2020; Zuboff, 2019).
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Personalisation as practice, surveillance, and the construction of consumer 
subjectivity

A growing literature situates personalisation within critiques of surveillance capitalism 
(Zuboff, 2019) and data colonialism (Couldry & Mejias, 2019), where marketing governs 
consumers through algorithmic classification, profiling, and nudging (Cheney-Lippold,  
2011; Pridmore & Lyon, 2011). Such practices shape markets, consumer identities and 
expectations in invisible, asymmetric ways, categorising individuals probabilistically rather 
than categorically and enabling segmentation and targeting (Mackenzie, 2018). 
Ruckenstein and Granroth (2020) highlight how personalised content can produce emo
tional, affective responses, while marketers themselves may be unaware of how persona
lisation decisions are made. Similarly, Airoldi and Rokka (2022) show how consumers resist 
these systems, shielding information, manipulating cookies, or ignoring recommendations, 
to maintain a sense of autonomy. This points to the complexity and contingency of 
personalisation as a practice that is both algorithmically governed and socially negotiated.

Finally, recent research on AI adoption in travel agencies (Hernández-Tamurejo et al.,  
2025) demonstrates how automation and personalisation generate new organisational, 
economic, and ethical tensions, particularly for small firms operating within platform- 
dependent ecosystems. This highlights that personalisation is not solely shaped by 
algorithmic infrastructures or consumer responses, but is also enacted within organisa
tional settings where marketers must balance commercial objectives, technological affor
dances, and ethical considerations. Personalisation should therefore be understood not 
only as a data-driven logic of governance, but also as an organisational practice requiring 
continuous negotiation by the professionals who implement it.

Missing voices: the marketer’s ethical perspective

While research has focused on consumers and personalisation infrastructures, fewer 
studies explore how marketers experience, negotiate, and morally justify their role in 
this work. Some exceptions highlight tensions marketers face between delivering rele
vance and avoiding perceived intrusiveness (Lambillotte & Poncin, 2022; Sörum & 
Fuentes, 2022). However, these studies focus on consumer perceptions or sociotechnical 
dynamics, rather than on marketers’ own discursive constructions of ethical responsibility. 
As Strycharz et al. (2019) note, practitioners’ voices are largely absent, leaving a gap in 
understanding how ethical tensions are navigated in everyday marketing work. This study 
addresses the gap by foregrounding how marketers discursively position themselves as 
ethical actors, balancing performance pressures with care obligations, navigating legal 
constraints, and expressing ambivalence about their roles in data-driven commerce.

Conceptual framework

This study investigates how digital marketers construct themselves as ethical subjects in 
personalisation. To conceptualise this, we integrate three complementary theoretical 
perspectives: the marketing-as-practice approach, Foucault’s ethics as self-formation 
and a discursive understanding of interview data as situated accounts. Together, these 
frameworks allow us to examine how marketers narrate, justify, and understand their
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actions and ethical subjectivity in everyday practices, particularly when navigating 
between personalisation, performance, and privacy.

Marketing-as-practice and ethics as discursive practice

From a marketing-as-practice perspective (Skålen, 2009; Svensson, 2007), marketing is 
understood as a socially embedded, materially mediated, and discursively constituted 
activity. This perspective highlights how ethical meanings emerge during everyday 
marketing work, as practitioners engage with data, customers, and organisational 
constraints. Following Baruch (1981), our analysis treats practitioners’ accounts not 
as direct representations of practice, but as situated accounts through which actors 
construct themselves as competent and ethically positioned. This enables the study to 
examine how ethical subjectivity is formed through discourse. Hence, ethics in market
ing emerges as marketers engage in ethical reasoning through routine work: deciding 
what forms of personalisation to implement, how much data to collect, and how to 
frame their messaging. Ethical meaning is negotiated in relation to organisational 
goals and broader cultural and institutional norms. Marketing-as-practice enables us 
to trace how marketers actively produce meanings of ‘relevance’, ‘care’, or ‘compli
ance’, and how these shape their sense of what is responsible or appropriate. This lens 
also centres the role of language in shaping professional identity. As shown by Ardley 
and Quinn (2013) and Gross and Laamanen (2018), marketing discourse is a powerful 
site where practitioners justify their work, align with institutional logics, and position 
themselves ethically.

Foucauldian ethics: subjectivity and moral self-governance

Foucauldian ethics further informs the analysis by framing ethics as a process of self- 
formation, in which individuals constitute themselves as ethical subjects through reflec
tion, discourse, and conduct (Foucault, 1988; Kelemen & Peltonen, 2001). From this 
perspective, the interview becomes a key site where such subject formation is articulated, 
as participants draw on available discourses (e.g. care, performance, compliance) to 
position themselves in relation to personalisation.

To analyse how ethical subject positions are constructed we therefore draw on 
Michel Foucault’s work on ethics, particularly his concept of the ‘care of the self’ 
(Foucault, 1982/1997, 1988). For Foucault, ethics is about how individuals form them
selves as subjects in relation to norms, expectations, and power. Ethical subjectivity, in 
this view, is an ongoing practice of self-formation, shaped through reflection, dis
course, and conduct. This perspective enables us to conceptualise marketers as indi
viduals who actively engage in self-governance, developing accounts and practices 
that render their actions ethical, justifiable, and professionally legitimate. These narra
tives are not freely chosen; they are structured by the institutional, technological, and 
regulatory conditions in which marketers operate.

In the context of personalisation, Foucault’s framework highlights the moral tensions 
and contradictions marketers navigate: efficiency and empathy, data control and custo
mer care, algorithmic precision and creative expression. These tensions do not indicate
failure but reflect the terrain of ethical subjectivity in digital capitalism.
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Ethics as discourse: moral technologies and justificatory accounts

Combining the aforementioned perspectives, we conceptualise ethics as discursive prac
tice: a way of speaking and thinking that produces ethical meanings and moral legitimacy. 
In line with Clegg and Feldman (2005); see also Feldman (2002) and Chan and Garrick 
(2003), we view ethics as embedded in everyday talk, routines, and vocabularies that allow 
practitioners to justify decisions, manage uncertainty, and enact professional roles. This 
also aligns with Foucault’s notion of ‘moral technologies’ (Foucault, 1977): mechanisms 
(rules, discourses, techniques) that shape and govern subjects. In personalisation, moral 
technologies such as algorithms, GDPR, performance dashboards, and customer feedback 
constrain what marketers can do while providing discursive resources for ethical self- 
positioning. Marketers draw on these to articulate positions such as the ‘data-driven 
optimiser’, ‘customer caretaker’, or ‘compliant professional’. These are not fixed typologies 
but discursive formations that show how ethics is practiced and accounted for in digital 
marketing work. This framework guides our analysis by focusing on how marketers 
construct ethical subject positions through talk and practice; how discourses of care, 
compliance, creativity, and control justify personalisation; and how ambivalence and 
contradiction are central to ethical subjectivity in data-driven marketing contexts rather 
than anomalies. Rather than assuming ethical subjectivity is coherent or consistent, we 
argue that marketers negotiate competing logics, balancing organisational pressures, 
regulatory constraints, and personal values as they enact professional identities. In this 
view, personalisation becomes a moral laboratory where ethical meanings are continu
ously tested, adapted, and redefined. In this study, accounts of personalisation practices 
are treated as key sites through which marketers construct and perform ethical 
subjectivity.

From this perspective, justificatory accounts should not be understood merely as 
retrospective explanations of why particular personalisation practices are acceptable. 
They also perform identity work by positioning the speaker as a particular kind of market
ing professional: knowledgeable rather than invasive, caring rather than manipulative, 
creative rather than narrowly instrumental, or responsible and compliant rather than 
reckless. Following Baruch (1981), practitioners’ accounts can therefore be understood 
as accomplishing two related tasks simultaneously. They render particular practices 
morally and professionally legitimate, while also constructing the speaker as 
a competent and morally adequate actor. Ethical justification and ethical subject forma
tion are consequently not treated here as interchangeable, but neither are they under
stood as entirely separate empirical processes.

Justificatory repertoires provide discursive resources through which marketers 
establish ethical legitimacy for both their conduct and themselves. When mobilised 
to articulate who the marketer is, what obligations they recognise, how they 
should conduct themselves, and where legitimate boundaries should be drawn, 
these repertoires also become a means through which ethical subjectivity is con
structed and ethical subjectivation enacted. Ethical justification and ethical sub
jectivation are analytically distinct. Justification concerns the rendering of conduct 
as morally acceptable, whereas subjectivation concerns the relationship practi
tioners establish to themselves as responsible professional actors. In the interview 
accounts, however, these processes are intertwined. By invoking relevance, care,
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creativity, or compliance, participants do more than defend personalisation prac
tices: they articulate standards by which they evaluate their own conduct, distin
guish acceptable from unacceptable marketing, and present themselves as 
particular kinds of marketers.

We therefore analyse justificatory accounts not simply as accounts of moral 
reasoning but as discursive sites in which ethical subjectivity is constructed and 
ethical self-positioning is performed. While we do not assume that every justification 
constitutes sustained ethical self-formation, we argue that such accounts provide 
empirical access to the discursive processes through which marketers negotiate, 
perform, and occasionally problematise ethical subjectivity. From a Foucauldian 
perspective, these discursive acts are not simply descriptions of ethical conduct but 
moments of ethical work, in which practitioners articulate the obligations they 
recognise, the limits they seek to respect, and the kinds of professionals they aspire 
to become.

Finally, while this study focuses on the discursive construction of ethical sub
jectivity, such constructions are not purely cognitive or rational. Ethical self- 
formation is also shaped by affective investments, including feelings of care, 
responsibility, discomfort, and ambivalence (c.f. Bhatnagar et al., 2024). These 
affective dimensions are, as we will show, often intertwined with discourse, as 
practitioners not only justify their actions but also express how they feel about 
them.

Methodology

This study is based on a qualitative analysis of 18 semi-structured interviews with 
marketing professionals working in small and medium-sised enterprises (SMEs) (see 
Table 1). The research adopts an interpretive approach informed by the conceptual 
framework outlined earlier. Following Baruch (1981), interview accounts are under
stood as situated accounts in which respondents construct themselves as compe
tent, rational, and morally adequate actors. Interviews are thus treated as sites of 
meaning-making, where practitioners justify their actions and negotiate account
ability. What is accessed is not practice itself, but how practitioners narrate, 
interpret, and morally frame their engagement with personalisation within specific 
institutional and technological contexts. Accordingly, interview data cannot be 
treated as straightforward representations of practice but must be approached 
analytically. It is important to distinguish between two related but analytically 
distinct dimensions of interview data. First, participants provide accounts of prac
tice or descriptions of how personalisation is carried out and justified in everyday 
work. Second, these accounts simultaneously function as identity work, through 
which participants construct themselves as competent, responsible, and morally 
adequate professionals. While the former concerns how practice is presented, the 
latter concerns how marketers position themselves in relation to that practice. In 
this study, these dimensions are analytically intertwined: accounts of practice are 
treated as key sites through which ethical subjectivity is constructed and
performed.
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Table 1. Overview of participants.

Organisation Role Demographics Duration
Transcribed 

pages

International 
Cosmetics

E-commerce 
Manager

E-commerce site manager (Nordic region) with 
approximately 3 years of experience in e- 
commerce. Responsible for front-end campaign 
adjustments, merchandising, and product, filter, 
and cookie management. Previously worked as 
a e-commerce category manager in premium 
fashion.

75 minutes 20

Nordic Design 
Fashion

E-commerce Sales 
Specialist

E-commerce Sales Specialist with ≈4 years of 
experience in fashion e-commerce. Works within 
a direct-to-consumer e-commerce team, 
responsible for online sales activities including 
merchandising, category management, analysis, 
sales follow-up, and campaign-related content. 
Previously worked as an assortment planner for 
a renting platform.

60 minutes 19

Nordic Fast 
Fashion

CRM Coordinator CRM Coordinator with 5 years of experience. 
Responsible for loyalty program development, 
member communication, and data-driven 
campaigns. Works with personalised messaging 
and campaign performance analysis in 
collaboration with IT, marketing, and purchasing. 
Background in web analytics and retail.

70 minutes 24

Leisurefashion Head of E- 
commerce

Extensive experience in digital marketing and e- 
commerce. Currently leading the digital business 
with responsibility for performance marketing, 
CRM, and personalisation. Background includes 
data-driven marketing and prior experience from 
a major fashion e-commerce player.

80 minutes 23

Leisurewear 
Fashion

Head of E- 
commerce

Head of E-commerce with strategic and operational 
responsibility for digital business. Background in 
e-commerce management, including strategy, 
performance marketing, and platform 
development. Recently joined the company (≈3  
months), with experience in driving growth, 
profitability, and international expansion in 
digital retail.

75 minutes 22

Womenswear Brand & Creative 
Director

≈25 years of experience in marketing. Senior 
leadership role in brand and creative direction, 
with focus on digital marketing and social media 
within e-commerce.

90 minutes 25

Menswear Digital Marketing 
Lead

Experience in digital marketing spanning since 
before GDPR implementation (pre-2018). 
Background includes working both in-house and 
on the agency side, with responsibility for paid 
digital marketing, SEO, and multi-channel 
strategy. Works cross-functionally with agencies 
and internal stakeholders in e-commerce.

65 minutes 24

Fashionable 
Interiors

E-commerce 
Manager

CRM and Customer Analytics Manager. Responsible 
for developing customer loyalty and improving 
the overall customer experience, with a focus on 
the company’s loyalty program. Works with 
customer data analysis, CRM activities, and 
experience optimization across touchpoints.

60 minutes 20

Fashion for 
Everyone

Marketing 
Coordinator

~14 years of experience in marketing, including 
prior work with CRM, personalisation, and digital 
marketing. Leads e-commerce operations, digital 
marketing, and content production (email, social 
media, studio). Experience spans both strategic 
and operational roles in retail and e-commerce.

55 minutes 18

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued).

Organisation Role Demographics Duration
Transcribed 

pages

Groceries for 
You

Digital Marketing 
Manager

Experience in digital customer experience and 
marketing spanning ≈6 years, with a background 
in the intersection between business and IT. 
Works within a product-oriented organisation 
focused on the digital customer journey, 
including marketing, personalisation, and 
customer data.

70 minutes 28

Horses & 
Animals 
Supplies

E-commerce 
Manager

Manager responsible for e-commerce, marketing, 
and CRM, leading a small in-house team. 
Experience includes working with customer 
clubs, email/SMS marketing, segmentation, and 
digital marketing across retail organisations. 
Background from multiple retail companies with 
extensive practical experience in digital 
marketing and e-commerce.

60 minutes 19

Local E-com 
Consultancy

Business Systems 
Consultant

Sales-focused e-commerce professional with 5 years 
of experience in footwear retail and 3 years 
working with ERP systems and e-commerce, both 
in operational and strategic roles. Responsible for 
sales, marketing coordination, and project 
management in a small firm, working closely 
with clients and external partners.

60 minutes 16

Development 
Consultancy

Digital  
Transformation 
Consultant

CEO of an IT consultancy firm with a background in 
advanced software and AI-related development 
projects. Works with engineering-focused 
consultants (e.g. data, algorithms, AI) across 
industries such as automotive, medtech, and 
industrial systems. Experience includes leading 
complex technical projects and managing 
consulting teams in software development and 
applied AI.

80 minutes 15

E-business & 
Sales 
Consultancy

Sales and 
Marketing 
Consultant

E-commerce consultant with over 10 years of 
experience in fashion retail. Background in 
buying, e-commerce operations, and consulting. 
Works with commercial and strategic 
development, including CRM and digital 
marketing strategy. Experience ranges from 
hands-on site management to leading e- 
commerce functions within retail brands.

65 minutes 17

Collective 
Retail

Digital Marketing 
Strategist

Marketing Strategist and co-owner of a multi-brand 
e-commerce business targeting women 50+ in 
the Nordic market. Responsible for marketing 
strategy, campaigns, and customer 
communication across channels (email, catalog, 
digital ads). Experience includes e-commerce 
marketing, campaign planning, and working 
with external partners for digital advertising (e.g. 
Google, Meta).

70 minutes 18

Digital Devices Digital Marketing 
Manager

Co-founder, Digital Marketing Manager and Sales 
Manager at a digital marketing agency with ~36 
employees. Responsible for sales, client 
acquisition, and business development. 
Background includes working with SEO, Google 
Ads, and social media marketing across B2B and 
B2C clients. Experience spans building the 
company, developing partnerships, and leading 
sales strategy in digital marketing.

60 minutes 18

(Continued)
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Empirical context and sampling

The empirical material consists of 18 interviews (see Table 1) with marketing profes
sionals working in SMEs in Sweden across sectors including fashion, retail, consul
tancy, and digital services. All participants provided written informed consent for 
their interview data to be used for research and analytical purposes and for the 
resulting empirical material to be included in academic publications. SMEs were 
selected as an analytically relevant context because ethical decision-making is 
often less formalised than in larger organisations, requiring practitioners to person
ally navigate tensions between performance imperatives, customer care, and regu
latory constraints. Participants and businesses were anonymised and assigned 
pseudonyms designed to minimise the possibility of identification from the informa
tion presented in the study.

Participants were recruited through purposive and theoretical sampling (Charmaz,  
2014) to capture variation in how personalisation is understood and justified across 
industries. Rather than aiming for representativeness, the goal was to access diverse 
instantiations of the marketer subject and the discursive repertoires through which 
ethical responsibility is constructed. The sample size of 18 interviews is consistent with 
qualitative research seeking interpretive depth and theoretical sufficiency (Braun & Clarke,  
2019; Charmaz, 2014).

Sweden provides a particularly relevant context due to its high level of digitalisation, 
strong regulatory environment, and widespread adoption of data-driven marketing prac
tices. These conditions make ethical reasoning around personalisation a salient and
embedded aspect of everyday marketing work.

Table 1. (Continued).

Organisation Role Demographics Duration
Transcribed 

pages

E-com 
Education

Program Directors 
(Digital 
Marketing)

Senior e-commerce and mail-order professional 
with over 20 years of experience, including 
international market expansion and leadership 
roles. Background in sales, logistics, and country 
establishment across multiple markets. Currently 
working in education, focusing on e-commerce 
and digital marketing. 
Senior marketing and e-commerce professional 
with 20+ years of experience, including 
leadership roles in marketing operations, CRM, 
and marketing technology. Currently active as an 
educator and consultant in digital marketing and 
systems.

100 minutes 33

Nordic Fast 
Fashion 
(follow-up)

CRM Coordinator CRM Coordinator responsible for customer 
communication, loyalty program development, 
and data-driven marketing across multiple 
markets. Works with email and SMS campaigns, 
customer segmentation, and analysis of member 
behaviour and campaign performance. Role 
involves cross-functional collaboration with IT, 
marketing, and retail to develop and manage the 
customer club.

45 minutes 24

All interviews were conducted in Swedish, audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim before being translated into English 
by the authors.
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Analytical strategy

A hybrid deductive–inductive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Fereday & Muir- 
Cochrane, 2006) was applied to the interview material. The analysis was guided by the 
study’s conceptual framework, particularly Foucauldian concepts of ethical subject for
mation, while remaining open to patterns emerging from the data.

Four analytical categories were developed abductively (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012) 
through iterative engagement with theory and empirical material. These categories 
captured recurring discursive terrains through which marketers constructed ethical legiti
macy (see Table 2):

● Masters of Data – emphasising control, prediction, and optimisation
● Friends and Sources of Inspiration – emphasising care, trust, and relational closeness
● Artists – emphasising creativity and aesthetic expression
● Compliance-Based Subjects – emphasising rules, governance, and procedural 

integrity

These categories functioned as sensitising concepts (Blumer, 1954), guiding the analysis 
while allowing for inductive refinement. As coding progressed, themes were developed 
through iterative comparison, capturing how personalisation is constructed, justified, and 
rendered ethically meaningful in practitioners’ accounts. All interviews were coded at 
both semantic and latent levels, supported by memo-writing and constant comparison. 
Particular attention was paid to discursive positioning, i.e. how participants present 
themselves as ethical, creative, caring, or compliant professionals.

Studying practice through talk

A potential limitation of this study concerns the relationship between interview data and 
the material enactment of marketing practice. As the empirical material consists of inter
view accounts rather than direct observation, the analysis does not capture the proce
dural and socio-material aspects of personalisation work (e.g. algorithmic configuration or 
campaign execution). Instead, interviews provide a retrospective and discursively con
structed account of practice, i.e. how practitioners make sense of their actions and 
position themselves as ethical actors (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011). This study treats this 
not as a limitation to be overcome, but as analytically productive. In line with discourse- 
oriented approaches (Potter & Wetherell, 1987), talk is understood as a constitutive

Table 2. Coding framework summary.
Theme Core meaning Indicative codes

Marketers as Master of Data Control, prediction, optimization; 
data mastery as legitimacy.

Predictive analytics; segmentation; algorithmic 
personalisation; performance justification

Marketers as Friends & and 
Sources of Inspiration

Care, stewardship, intimacy; 
personalisation as helpful 
guidance.

Helping; trust; reciprocity; empowerment; 
relationship care

Marketers as Artists Creativity, expression, aesthetic 
value; crafting experiences.

Storytelling; inspiration; mood/aesthetics; 
platform-native creativity

Compliance-Based Ethical 
Subjects

Ethics as rule-following; GDPR and 
governance as moral horizon.

GDPR; consent; transparency; boundaries; risk 
aversion
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dimension of practice: through language, practitioners construct organisational realities, 
define moral boundaries, and perform professional identities.

To capture this, the analysis attends to rhetorical and linguistic features such as 
metaphors, evaluative language, and justificatory vocabularies. For example, describing 
personalisation as ‘helping’ or ‘guiding’ performs a caring subject position, while framing 
optimisation as ‘improving relevance’ reconfigures efficiency as an ethical value. Such 
discursive repertoires function as ethical technologies of the self (Foucault, 1982/1997), 
enabling marketers to present themselves as responsible, caring, or compliant 
professionals.

Rather than treating interview accounts as transparent descriptions of an external 
reality, we approach interviews as situated occasions in which participants actively con
struct versions of events, justify conduct, negotiate tensions, and position themselves as 
particular kinds of professionals (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). From this perspective, inter
views are themselves sites of ethical work, in which marketers mobilise available dis
courses to explain, legitimate, and evaluate personalisation practices. Accordingly, the 
object of analysis is not ethical practice as something that exists prior to the interview and 
is merely reported upon. Rather, we examine the situated practice of navigating ethical 
tensions through talk. Interview accounts are approached as occasions in which marketers 
justify personalisation, negotiate competing obligations, construct professional legiti
macy, and position themselves as responsible marketing practitioners.

Findings

The analysis identifies four recurring discursive constructions through which practitioners 
position themselves as ethical ‘marketer subjects’ in relation to personalisation. These 
constructions reveal how personalisation is described, justified, and rendered ethically 
meaningful in practitioners’ accounts. The analysis focuses specifically on how marketers 
negotiate ethical dimensions of personalisation, rather than simply how they describe 
their work.

Marketers as masters of data: ethical subjectivity through data-driven 
optimization

This subject position is characterised by a performance-oriented ethical logic, where 
personalisation is justified as responsible insofar as it improves relevance, efficiency, 
and customer outcomes. Participants frequently framed personalisation as a means to 
predict, steer, and optimise consumer behaviour, constructing their professional identity 
around data mastery and its contribution to business performance. This mastery is 
expressed through segmentation, algorithmic targeting, recommendation systems, and 
the use of external platforms (e.g. Meta, Google) to reach likely converters. Ethical 
justification in this framing is often grounded in customer relevance and value creation.

Several interviewees described personalisation as a technological capability embedded 
in the digital infrastructure they use. One marketer, for example, highlighted how product 
displays are shaped algorithmically based on user behaviour: ‘On our site, two people who 
click “View all” will see different product listings based on personal preferences – our platform 
provider’s algorithms shape that experience’. (Interview 06 – Nordic Design Fashion). Others
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emphasised ranking and sorting strategies powered by large-scale transactional data to 
improve personalisation:

We sort mass offers by relevance so the most interesting items for you appear at the top – this 
is driven by transactional data from millions of loyalty members. (Interview 14 – Groceries for 
You)

From this perspective, data mastery serves both performance goals and customer experi
ence. Personalisation is legitimised through its promise of efficiency and ‘relevance’, even 
when its operational mechanics remain largely opaque. A common theme among parti
cipants was the move away from static demographic segmentation towards dynamic, 
predictive personalisation models: ‘We shifted clients from manual demographics to looka
likes and dynamic creative – hyper-dynamic personalisation improves the funnel beyond just 
the conversion stage’. (Interview 13 – Digital Devices). Here, personalisation is positioned 
as a tool not only to convert but to enhance the entire customer journey, suggesting that 
marketers understand their work as shaping customer decisions across multiple touch
points. This construction of the marketer as a data-savvy optimiser also relies heavily on 
the collection and integration of first-party data:

So, it’s all the data we get firsthand. First-party data is what represents the customer, and it 
allows us to think visionary. If we have a lot of first-party data on a large part of our customer 
database, it enables us to do a better job for the customer as well, more than just having an 
email address, which is the lowest level of response. [. . .] Better so that we can do a better job. 
It’s more about transactional history, converting to what you are interested in, what you have 
bought, where you live, what is relevant in your area, which products perform best in certain 
demographic areas, and all that. This makes the personalisation experience much better. 
(Menswear SME)

This statement frames data-intensive personalisation as ethically justified through its 
perceived benefit to the customer (i.e. better in terms of efficiency), transforming surveil
lance into a form of responsible service provision. The detailed account illustrates how the 
accumulation of granular customer data is seen as essential for achieving personalisation 
that is not only more efficient but more ethically defensible, since it is described as ‘doing 
a better job’ for the customer. The underlying assumption is that monitoring behaviour 
creates better marketing and that such surveillance is ethically justified through its out
comes. One respondent outlined how event-based data triggers personalised 
experiences:

‘It starts with some kind of event. Either a type of target group selection or one-on-one. In 
other words, a trigger based on an actual event. There are many different events that we 
monitor. An event monitor. Sounds creepy. Speaking of the store, an event could be someone 
clicking on the web. Then we have a rule or rule algorithm. I don’t know. It’s more of 
a business rule. So, if someone has accepted cookies and is identified on the site, clicking 
on a certain type of furniture, we capture that as an event. And then we mean that the 
customer is probably interested in that furniture area they clicked on’. (Fashionable Interiors 
SME)

This moment makes an ethical tension explicit: while the respondent acknowledges 
the potentially ‘creepy’ nature of this surveillance, it is still described as standard 
marketing logic, grounded in business rules and customer interest inference. 
Further, it reveals not only a discursive acknowledgement of potential intrusiveness
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but also an affective discomfort that is quickly normalised. In these accounts, 
personalisation is framed as anticipating and shaping customer behaviour through 
continuous data collection and predictive modelling. As another marketer 
explained:

‘We have a sister company in which I am also a co-owner. There, we work extensively with AI 
and personalised content based on the job ads you see. We understand what you are really 
looking for based on how you interact on the site, even if you didn’t know that role or 
position existed. So, we show you that type of job ad until it is no longer relevant. It’s called 
Recommended Jobs. But it’s much more advanced than just showing an Account Manager 
role because you searched for Key Account Manager. We understand exactly what you are 
searching for, where you go on the site, and what similar individuals to you have liked. We’ve 
built this using reverse engineering’. (Digital Devices SME)

This account exemplifies the blurring of service and manipulation; the marketer interprets 
behaviour to uncover hidden desires, translating these into hyper-targeted recommenda
tions. As Darmody and Zwick (2020) argue, this form of personalisation hinges on the 
ability to claim hyper-relevance, even when consumer needs are not explicitly stated.

In sum, personalisation is justified through an instrumental rationality in which perfor
mance goals themselves become moralised. Rather than displacing ethics, optimisation, 
relevance, and customer benefit are presented as ethical responsibilities, allowing market
ers to frame data-intensive personalisation as both commercially effective and profes
sionally responsible. Instrumental rationality conventionally refers to evaluating actions 
according to how efficiently they achieve predetermined goals. In marketing, such goals 
typically include improving conversion rates, increasing customer engagement, optimis
ing campaign performance, and maximising commercial value. Our analysis suggests, 
however, that marketers rarely present these objectives as merely economic or technical. 
Instead, they reinterpret them through ethical vocabularies of relevance, customer ben
efit, and responsible service. Commercial objectives are thus not understood as standing 
in opposition to ethical concerns but are themselves recast as moral obligations. 
Delivering relevance, improving customer experience, increasing efficiency, and maximis
ing conversion are presented not merely as business objectives but as responsible ways of 
serving customers. Instrumental rationality is thereby moralised: marketers evaluate the 
ethical legitimacy of personalisation according to whether it produces beneficial out
comes for both the firm and the customer. Surveillance and optimisation consequently 
become ethically acceptable insofar as they are understood to enable more relevant, 
efficient, and valuable customer interactions. Instrumental rationality thus functions as an 
ethical repertoire through which marketers construct themselves as responsible profes
sionals, while positioning users as subjects to be optimised in the name of efficiency, 
relevance, and customer value.

The interviews illustrate how marketers construct themselves as ethical subjects 
through their mastery of data. From a Foucauldian perspective (1982/1997), this subject 
position is constituted through practices of surveillance, algorithmic targeting, and cus
tomer modelling. Marketers articulate their role as enabling both business growth and 
customer benefit, framing personalisation as a form of doing good, even when it involves 
deep behavioural tracking or decision steering. In these accounts, personalisation is 
constructed not simply as a business tool but a moralised practice of control, where 
ethical legitimacy is derived from performance, compliance, and relevance. Marketers
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present themselves as capable of influencing others in ways that are technically sophis
ticated, operationally efficient, and discursively responsible.

At the same time, the logic underpinning these practices reflects what Pridmore and 
Lyon (2011) and Spahn (2020) identify as the instrumentalization of users and turning 
people into data-driven subjects to be steered, ranked, and converted. While ethical 
concern is at times acknowledged (‘sounds creepy’), it is subsequently negotiated 
through organisational vocabularies of customer benefit, relevance, business rules, and 
performance. Rather than displacing ethics, these vocabularies allow marketers to negoti
ate tensions between commercial objectives and professional responsibility, thereby 
sustaining an ethical subjectivity compatible with data-intensive personalisation.

Marketers as friends and sources of inspiration: ethical legitimacy through care 
and relational responsibility

In this subject position, marketers construct ethical justification through accounts of care, 
stewardship, and relational attentiveness towards customers. Rather than focusing solely 
on efficiency or conversion, marketers described their work as helping customers navigate 
complexity, save time, and feel acknowledged. Personalisation was frequently contrasted 
with mass outreach or impersonal advertising and closely tied to customer loyalty, post- 
purchase care, and long-term relationship building. This care-based account positions 
marketers as trusted companions, who understand and support the customer journey. 
One participant emphasised that personalisation is not only about prompting purchases 
but about nurturing ongoing relationships: ‘We want to get closer to the customer. If you 
bought the wool sweater, we help you care for it; the point is a long-term relationship, not just 
a push.’ (Interview 06 – Nordic Design Fashion).

This framing constructs personalisation as an (ethical) practice of care, where data use 
is legitimised through its contribution to customer well-being and long-term relation
ships. The account reflects a shift from transactional logic to relational ethics, where 
personalisation serves as an ongoing gesture of concern and utility. The marketer’s role 
is framed as custodial, extending beyond the sale to support product use and care. 
Similarly, another marketer highlights the importance of aligning personalisation with 
customer interests, not just to improve click-through rates but to create a coherent and 
helpful journey: ‘We meet people where their interests are – like wedding shirts – so the 
journey feels helpful and coherent from ad to landing page.’ (Interview 10 – Menswear)

Here, personalisation is described as attunement rather than targeting, thus support
ing the customer by delivering messages that match their current intentions or needs. 
This supports the construction of a subject position where the marketer is presented as 
a guide, helping the customer progress smoothly along a desired path. Another respon
dent highlights the emotional and relational dimension of this approach: ‘Being close to 
the customer matters, user reviews and relatable content increase conversion because people 
feel guided, not pressured’. (Interview 11 – Leisurefashion)

This distinction between guidance and pressure reflects an ethical boundary, where 
marketers position themselves as supporting rather than manipulating customers. The 
quote emphasises empathy and relevance over persuasion. The marketer’s ethical role is 
to create conditions in which customers feel assisted rather than manipulated. Even the 
goal of increasing conversion is not framed as engineering behaviour, but making
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customers feel understood. Marketers in this position often invoke the language of help, 
guidance, and relationship maintenance to explain the value of personalisation. One 
describes it as stewardship: 

That is to say, we have some kind of idea of what you want, or if we have an idea that you 
want a piece of furniture depending on which furniture, but all of it leads to helping you. 
Purchase guidance. [. . .] You could call it stewardship. We want to take care of the relationship 
and the customer.

(Fashionable Interiors SME). Another speaks of personalisation as part of a broader vision 
for customer well-being and shared values: 

It’s about helping the customer and creating a home that they enjoy and are proud of. It’s 
about helping them buy products in the best possible, fair way. It’s about creating an 
experience. It’s a lot about building relationships and acknowledging customers, really. [. . .] 
But create a feeling that we care. (Leisurefashion SME)

The explicit invocation of care functions as a moral justification for personalisation, 
presenting data-driven targeting as ethically acceptable through its alignment with 
relational values. This framing not only constructs personalisation as ethically justified, 
but also reflects an affective investment in being perceived as caring and responsible. 
Across these accounts, ‘care’ serves to justify data collection and targeting. The use of 
behavioural data is rendered morally acceptable when it is positioned as enhancing the 
customer experience. Personalisation is constructed as less about surveillance and more 
about responsiveness, reinforcing the marketer’s identity as an intimate expert or bene
volent guide. Framed through the lens of Foucault’s ethics of self-relation (1982/1997), 
this subject position constructs marketers as actors engaging in intentional practices 
aimed at supporting others while simultaneously shaping themselves as moral profes
sionals. The assumption of a reciprocal, trust-based exchange where consumers willingly 
share data in return for relevant content aligns with the idea of ethical self-governance. 
The marketer engages in practices of conduct that reflect care, discretion, and relational 
sensitivity, while the consumer is imagined as an empowered co-participant.

However, as Darmody and Zwick (2020) caution, these benevolent narratives risk 
obscuring the asymmetry of power embedded in data-driven personalisation. Although 
personalisation is presented as helpful or even inspirational, it relies on extensive mon
itoring, profiling, and inference. The language of trust and reciprocity can mask the 
surveillance infrastructures and behavioural steering embedded in marketing systems. 
This tension underscores the dual nature of the ‘Friend and Sources of Inspiration’ subject 
position: while marketers see themselves as acting with good intentions, their role is still 
predicated on capturing, analysing, and predicting customer behaviour. The ethical 
legitimacy of personalisation is thus discursively produced by appealing to values like 
care, service, and relational closeness, even as the underlying practices reflect dynamics of 
datafication and soft control.

In this framing, the ethical self of the marketer is not constructed through distance or 
neutrality, but through emotional proximity and perceived benevolence. This allows 
marketers to occupy subject positions such as stewards, advisors, and empathetic helpers, 
reinforcing a professional identity that is both commercially valuable and morally
defensible.
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Marketers as artists: ethical legitimacy through creativity and experiential value

Here, ethical justification is grounded in the creation of meaningful, aesthetically enga
ging, and emotionally resonant customer experiences. In this framing, marketers con
struct themselves as cultural producers who shape mood, narrative, and meaning through 
platform-sensitive storytelling and symbolic design. This construction of the marketer as 
a creative and aesthetic producer resonates with prior work in marketing and consumer 
research that conceptualises branding and marketing as forms of cultural and artistic 
production. For example, Schroeder (2005) highlights how brands operate as visual and 
symbolic artefacts, shaped through aesthetic practices that blur the boundaries between 
commerce and art. Recognising this connection allows us to situate the ‘artist’ subject 
position not only as an empirical finding, but as part of a broader tradition in which 
marketing is understood as a form of cultural and aesthetic labour. Participants consis
tently described personalisation as a form of aesthetic work, where the goal is not only to 
target the right individual but also to make content feel appropriate, natural, and 
emotionally compelling within specific platforms and customer contexts: ‘We reframed 
copy and visuals for “wedding” moments and built a themed destination, storytelling matters 
as much as targeting’. (Interview 10 – Menswear).

This positions personalisation as ethically legitimate through its capacity to create 
meaningful and engaging experiences, rather than merely influencing behaviour. Here, 
personalisation is not a technical afterthought but part of an intentional creative process 
blending contextualised messaging with emotional tone. Similarly, another marketer 
emphasised the importance of aligning with platform-specific aesthetics: ‘We act like an 
uninvited guest on platforms, we are humble, less polished, using UGC and amateur models 
to match the medium’. (Interview 17 – Womanswear).

This quote highlights how creativity is deployed to adapt to the ‘cultural grammar’ of 
platforms, using visual styles and tones that align with user expectations. The ethical value 
is framed around fitting in rather than imposing, thus reducing the sense of intrusion that 
personalisation might otherwise entail. This orientation towards form and aesthetics was 
emphasised repeatedly: ‘Platform-native creativity (e.g. tests on Meta) outperformed generic 
assets, the aesthetic match is a personalisation of form, not only audience’. (Interview 11 – 
Leisurefashion). Here, personalisation is redefined: not simply who receives the message, 
but how the message is composed, styled, and situated to emotionally and culturally 
‘click’. This view reflects personalisation as an art of resonance, not just recognition. Some 
participants went further, describing how symbolic elements and narrative design, i.e. 
colours, moods, visual atmospheres, are tailored to different demographic or psycho
graphic groups: ‘A red winter jacket targeted at a “woman-liking-outdoor-activities” was not 
only marketed as a product but contextualised by embedding it in a cozy winter setting with 
campfires and social activities while similar products for men were contextualised with an 
outdoor narrative including downhill skiing, etc.’ (Leisurewear fashion SME).

This storytelling approach highlights how personalisation is described as constructing 
emotionally rich consumer worlds, tapping into lifestyle aspirations and self-image. It 
aligns with the view of marketing as cultural production (Brown, 2008; Featherstone,  
2007; Schroeder, 2005), where products become symbols, and marketers shape consumer 
meaning through narrative and imagery. Creativity was also associated with the dual 
value of performance and customer experience: ‘Partly because it drives more sales, which
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is our raison d’être in a way. But also to create a better, more delightful customer experience’. 
(Fashionable Interiors SME).

Here, ethical value is constructed in experiential terms, where enhancing customer 
enjoyment becomes a moral rationale for personalisation practices. This dual motivation – 
economic and experiential – positions marketers as professionals who balance commer
cial goals with customer delight. The personalisation process becomes a site of pleasure 
production, where meaningfulness and mood are as important as clicks and conversions. 
But personalisation also involved the creation of audiences not just serving known 
customers, but segmenting, interpreting, and constructing consumer types based on 
shared cultural or symbolic markers. One marketer described this data-informed creative 
profiling:

For example, in Google Analytics, you can see that everyone who has bought a specific 
product or perhaps been the top purchasers over a year. You can look back and see which 
interests are more frequent in this group. For instance, you might find that these people like 
a certain type of car, usually play a certain sport, or like to travel to specific countries . . . This 
becomes a type of personalisation where we have more buyers living in big cities, and the 
material or message we create should reflect that person in some way. (Nordic Design 
Fashion SME)

Thus, consumers are grouped by behaviour and by inferred lifestyle, taste, and cultural 
affiliation, a move aligned with cultural segmentation (Featherstone, 2007) and the 
creation of ‘tribes’ united by aesthetics rather than demographics. This technique posi
tions marketers as cultural analysts, using platforms and data to build identities and shape 
symbolic alignment. However, this process also involves a surveillance logic, as another 
participant acknowledged:

‘[Anonymised data broker company] is the company we purchase data from . . . We can’t buy 
this data on an individual level, but rather it is spread out over the four houses around where 
you live, combined with your own parameters such as purchasing power, annual income, 
loan levels, and so on . . . You can find different clusters . . . and then have different commu
nication strategies’. (Fashionable Interiors SME)

These practices show how creative personalisation is entangled with algorithmic profiling 
and opaque data infrastructures. The marketer, while imagining themselves as a curator of 
meaningful content, also participates in a system of data-based classification and beha
vioural prediction. This construction of the marketer as a creative and aesthetic producer 
but simultaneously enabled and constrained by digital systems and devices, resonates 
with recent work on how digitalisation reshapes creative advertising practice. Akmeraner- 
Kökat and Pellandini-Simányi (2025) show that digital tools such as formats, metrics, and 
algorithmic systems redistribute creative agency across human and non-human actors, 
constraining and reconfiguring creative processes. This is reflected in our data, where 
creative work is described not as purely imaginative, but as shaped by data segmentation, 
performance metrics, and platform requirements. Creativity thus becomes both expres
sive and instrumental: while marketers emphasise storytelling, inspiration, and emotional 
engagement, these practices are simultaneously structured by the technical and eco
nomic logics of digital marketing.

From an ethical standpoint, this artistic self-positioning enables marketers to claim 
moral legitimacy through creativity and customer delight, even as they operate within
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systems of surveillance and segmentation. As Zwick and Dholakia (2004) argue, marketers 
are involved in the discursive construction of virtual identities, not merely serving con
sumers, but shaping them. This creative framing allows marketers to present their work as 
commercially effective and morally enriching, contributing to consumer joy, self- 
expression, and emotional engagement. By emphasising artistry, marketers shift the 
narrative of personalisation away from manipulation and towards empathy, resonance, 
and cultural relevance. Yet this subject position also reveals a postmodern ethos, where 
meaning is fluid, symbolic, and surface-oriented. As Brown (2008) and Featherstone (2007) 
observe, marketing in this mode becomes a practice of crafting hyperreal identities and 
moods, simulacra designed to stimulate affect rather than inform or persuade. The 
marketer, then, becomes a semiotic engineer, navigating between artistry and algorithm, 
symbolism and surveillance. This also aligns with perspectives that position marketers as 
cultural intermediaries, shaping meaning, taste, and symbolic value through aesthetic 
practices (Schroeder, 2005).

In summary, the discourse of the Marketer as Artist enables ethical self-positioning by 
foregrounding personalisation as a creative, cultural, and emotionally intelligent practice. 
Marketers construct themselves as professionals who enhance lives, not only by deliver
ing products but by crafting experiences, moods, and symbolic worlds that reflect and 
shape consumer identity. But this positioning also disclosed an inherent tension in the 
‘artist’ subject position: while marketers construct themselves as creative professionals, 
their work is increasingly embedded in data-driven infrastructures that both enable and 
delimit creative expression (Akmeraner-Kökat & Pellandini-Simányi, 2025).

Compliance-based ethical subjects: ethical legitimacy through rules and 
regulatory alignment

In this position, ethical conduct is constructed primarily in terms of adherence to legal 
frameworks and formal governance mechanisms. A dominant discourse in our interviews 
equated ‘ethical’ with ‘legal’, positioning GDPR and consent mechanisms as external 
constraints and moral boundaries. For many participants, legal compliance served as 
ethical reassurance, allowing marketers to frame their practices as respectful of consumer 
rights even when deeper privacy concerns were not actively considered. This constructed 
a subject position we term Compliance-Based Ethical Subjectivity, in which ethical mar
keting is performed through rule adherence rather than moral deliberation. Several 
participants expressed a strong reliance on GDPR to legitimise their personalisation 
practices. One described the regulation as a protective boundary: ‘Customers are strongly 
protected, GDPR imposes hard constraints, so going “too personal” is not really possible in our 
systems’. (Interview 06 – Nordic Design Fashion).

This emphasis on systemic constraint serves as both a justification and defence: 
marketers are framed as incapable of crossing ethical lines, not due to internal reflection, 
but because external rules won’t allow it. Others described how compliance responsibil
ities are often outsourced to legal or platform actors: ‘We trust agencies to follow the rules; 
clear consent and cookie banners set the line for what’s acceptable’. (Interview 09 – 
Collective Retail). This quote illustrates a form of ethical delegation, where marketers 
position themselves as compliant by default, trusting others to manage the technical or 
legal complexity of data ethics. Participants also reflected on the motivations behind
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compliance, revealing tensions between moral responsibility and risk aversion: ‘GDPR 
drove massive legal work, fear of fines, not necessarily a moral commitment to privacy, 
shaped how companies acted’. (Interview 08 – Development Consultancy).

Hence, ethics is instrumentalised: the goal is not privacy for its own sake, but regulatory 
avoidance. Compliance becomes a strategic necessity, not a principled stance. Despite 
this, some participants articulated a more positive ethical alignment with GDPR, seeing it 
as a welcome improvement over earlier practices:

When I started in marketing 25 years ago, it was the Wild West. No one cared about personal 
data. I actually think GDPR is not limiting; it has cleaned up the market. The worst players can’t 
operate as they did before. Previously, we had more of a moral boundary rather than a legal 
one. So, I think it’s positive overall. Sure, GDPR is complicated, but overall, it’s good that it sets 
a boundary.

(Womenswear SME).

This quote contrasts the present legal structure with a past governed only by subjective 
morality. GDPR is thus seen as an ethical upgrade, even if it brings complexity. Others 
emphasised that while personalisation aims to support and guide customers, GDPR 
shapes how close marketers can ethically and legally get:

We strive to get closer to the customer. We see that you bought this wool sweater, and we 
show you how to take care of it. It’s about getting closer to the customer, but not too close, as 
you have a choice whether you want to be contacted or not. We have very strict GDPR 
compliance. Customers are very protected from sharing too much information. (Collective 
Retail SME).

This reflects the moral ambivalence of proximity: personalisation is desirable when it 
helps, but ethically questionable when it feels intrusive. This formulation points not only 
to a cognitive evaluation, but also to an affective tension, where proximity is experienced 
as both caring and potentially uncomfortable. Ethical conduct is framed in procedural 
terms, yet this framing also serves to alleviate moral discomfort by anchoring responsi
bility in formal rules. GDPR provides a framework that enables marketers to manage this 
tension, allowing them to maintain a sense of ethical legitimacy while continuing data- 
driven personalisation practices. A number of participants described how GDPR has 
become normalised within marketing practice, despite early resistance:

When GDPR came, it was a big shift from how things were done before. Now the whole 
industry has marinated in it and understands its intention. Some may not like it because it 
creates more work, but it makes us feel safer. We can offer website visitors the choice to 
accept cookies or not. If they don’t want emails, they won’t end up on a remarketing list or 
receive emails. We have a process in place if a customer wants all their information deleted.

(Menswear SME).

Compliance here is framed not only as obligation, but as security and a process that 
protects both customers and organisations, even if it limits data access. One participant 
drew a connection between compliance, integrity, and trust:

We’ve been around for over 100 years, and integrity is extremely important. We were very 
early with cookie policies. When you visit our site, we use the leading cookie policy banner. 
Many larger companies don’t take responsibility for GDPR data as we do. It’s a hygiene factor
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that lets me sleep at night, even though it affects paid advertising via Google because we 
can’t know who you are or where you live.

(Nordic Design Fashion SME).

In this account, GDPR is not only compliance but moral hygiene, a practice that fosters 
ethical peace of mind, even when it reduces marketing precision.

Taken together, these accounts reflect a broader discourse that Hull (2015) terms 
‘privacy as self-management’. This model assumes that consumers can manage their 
own privacy through mechanisms like notice-and-consent, typically via cookie banners 
or checkboxes. Marketers, in turn, justify their data practices by offering such choices, 
thereby positioning themselves as ethical actors within a system of individual responsi
bility. Hull’s critique, supported by Mulligan et al. (2020), argues that privacy self- 
management commodifies privacy, transforming it from a right into a negotiable good. 
In doing so, it shifts responsibility from organisations to individuals, reinforcing market 
logics over collective or structural protections. This critique aligns closely with the 
personalisation practices described in our study, where marketers assume that offering 
opt-outs or cookie controls is sufficient to ensure ethical practice, despite the complexity 
of data flows and opaque platform systems. As Pridmore and Lyon (2011) point out, these 
systems function as surveillance infrastructures, where personalisation depends on the 
continuous tracking and analysis of user behaviour. The compliance-based ethical subject 
navigates this terrain by adhering to the rules, but rarely questions the larger power 
asymmetries or exploitative potential embedded in datafication.

In sum, marketers’ ethical subjectivity in this domain is structured by legal compliance, 
particularly GDPR, which offers both reassurance and operational constraint. While some 
embrace GDPR as a positive force, others see it as a necessary burden, a cost of doing 
business ethically. In both cases, ethical legitimacy is derived not from introspection or 
moral reasoning, but from external frameworks and system trust. By reproducing the 
discourse of privacy as self-management, marketers construct themselves as ethical actors 
who offer consumers control, even as they participate in surveillance-based personalisa
tion. This position allows them to navigate the contradictions of digital marketing – 
balancing personalisation with privacy – without challenging the fundamental logic of 
data extraction. The result is a compliance-based ethical subject, one that embodies the 
moral minimalism of modern marketing practice.

The ambivalent marketer subject: navigating the tension between surveillance 
and benevolence

The discourses surrounding personalisation in our interviews reveal a tension that gives 
rise to what we term the ‘ambivalent marketer subject’. Marketers frequently oscillate 
between enthusiasm for personalisation as a tool for relevance, creativity, and customer 
intimacy, and unease over its inherently surveillance-based nature. This ambivalence is 
not merely individual confusion or inconsistency, rather it reflects broader structural 
contradictions in how personalisation is practiced, justified, and experienced by those 
who enact it. Several participants acknowledged this tension explicitly. One respondent 
reflected: ‘Bottom line, what we do can increase consumption, which I’m not proud of; we try
to set sustainability criteria for who we work with’. (Interview 13 – Digital Devices).

JOURNAL OF MARKETING MANAGEMENT 21



Personalisation is recognised as contributing to consumerism, raising moral concerns 
that marketers attempt to reconcile by establishing ethical filters such as sustainability 
standards. Another participant pointed to the potential for misuse, even as they empha
sised restraint: ‘We could know a lot more about customers, but we avoid lines that would 
feel like overreach. For example, never pairing payment struggles with loan ads.’ (Interview 
09 – Collective Retail).

These statements highlight an awareness of personalisation’s ethical grey zones, where 
the capacity for control and targeting exists, but marketers draw lines, often intuitively or 
relationally, around what is acceptable. Similarly, personalisation was framed as a future- 
oriented necessity that nonetheless requires caution: ‘Owning first-party data and seg
menting flows is our future. But we must balance relevance with not being intrusive’. 
(Interview 16 – Leisurewear Fashion).

This balancing act between effectiveness and ethical discomfort is central to how 
marketers describe their work. Personalisation is seen as powerful, but also potentially 
invasive, prompting a need for ongoing self-monitoring and boundary setting. The 
ambivalence is most evident when participants describe personalisation as both valuable 
and potentially alienating. One interviewee captures this duality vividly:

We have a much easier time finding our customer by personalizing the content. This leads to 
more effective marketing. You don’t have to waste resources. However, I think there is 
a danger in personalisation in that the customer feels followed. It’s not just online; you can 
get targeted based on your profile and income or where you live. It feels like someone knows 
a little too much about me. I think there is an inherent resistance among many that it can 
become quite negative for the brand if it feels like they know too much about me and exploit 
it for marketing purposes. So yes, it’s good for us as a company, but it’s not necessarily good 
for you as a customer.

(Womenswear SME).

Thus, personalisation is understood as both efficient and unsettling, thus producing value 
for the company while risking customer alienation and reputational harm. This dual 
framing reflects the moral tension marketers must navigate between business outcomes 
and consumer trust. Another participant framed the same dilemma as a conceptual 
boundary:

For me, personalisation means understanding the user and meeting their needs. You’re 
touching on an interesting boundary: when does it become manipulation, telling someone 
they need something they don’t actually need? That’s the gray area [. . .], which is fascinating. 
From my perspective, it’s about understanding the user and providing the right information 
based on their needs and products.

(Fashionable Interiors SME).

This description foregrounds the ethical complexity of intent in personalisation: under
standing users can become manipulation depending on how and why information is 
presented. The ‘gray area’ here is not an aberration but a space that marketers regularly 
inhabit. Together, these accounts illustrate how practitioners actively negotiate the line 
between care and control, relevance and intrusion, empowerment and manipulation. This 
is consistent with Pridmore and Lyon’s (2011) view of marketing as a form of surveillance, 
where personalisation practices, however benevolently framed, are grounded in data 
collection, behavioural inference, and predictive analytics. These practices raise significant
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concerns around privacy, autonomy, and manipulation, even as marketers describe them 
using terms like helpfulness, inspiration, or customer closeness. At the same time, market
ers engage in what Foucault (1988) calls ‘ethical self-formation’; they do not follow fixed 
moral codes but instead craft themselves as ethical subjects through daily practices and 
discursive framings. Many participants described GDPR as a regulatory constraint and an 
ethical boundary they welcomed, a guideline that helped them avoid overreach. In this 
way, marketers enact ethics through a combination of rule-following, emotional attune
ment, and intuitive restraint.

This aligns with Svensson’s (2007) view of marketing-as-practice, where ethical sub
jectivity is formed through socio-phenomenological experience and discourse. Marketers 
are not just executing strategy; they are constructing meaning and negotiating identity, 
often in contradictory ways. The ambivalence we observe is not a failure of ethics but 
a reflection of ethics-in-practice, where practitioners continuously weigh the trade-offs of 
their actions in real time. The discursive strategies used to justify personalisation such as 
‘relevance’, ‘helpfulness’, or ‘consumer choice’, serve to legitimise surveillance-based 
practices by embedding them in accounts of customer empowerment and mutual 
value. Even when marketers acknowledge the discomfort or ethical risk, they often resolve 
it through language that positions their actions as ultimately beneficial. In this sense, the 
ambivalent marketer subject is not a contradiction to be resolved, but a productive ethical 
configuration and a reflection of how contemporary marketers navigate the competing 
demands of performance, creativity, compliance, and care. It illustrates how surveillance, 
ethics, and practice intersect in the formation of professional identity in digital marketing.

Finally, building on the ambivalence described earlier, the subject positions identified 
in our analysis should not be understood as fixed or mutually exclusive categories. Rather, 
they function as discursive repertoires that marketers draw upon and move between 
depending on situational demands, organisational contexts, and professional roles. For 
example, a marketer may emphasise data-driven optimisation in one context, while 
foregrounding care or creativity in another, or combine these logics simultaneously. 
This highlights that ethical subjectivity in personalisation is not stable but continuously 
negotiated through shifting configurations of these positions.

Discussion

This study contributes to a growing body of work on personalisation by foregrounding 
the ethical subject positions through which marketers articulate their roles in data-driven 
marketing. Rather than treating personalisation as neutral, technical or strategic matter, 
we demonstrate how it is also a moral and discursive practice, embedded in tensions 
between care and control, creativity and compliance. Viewed collectively, the subject 
positions identified in our analysis are best understood as recurring ethical repertoires 
through which practitioners negotiate the structural contradictions of data-driven perso
nalisation. Our analysis resonates with and extends existing literature that critiques the 
personalisation paradigm for transforming consumers into calculable and steerable sub
jects. Zwick and Dholakia (2004); Zwick and Denegri Knott (2009); and Pridmore and Lyon 
(2011) have shown how database marketing and algorithmic surveillance reconfigure 
consumption as a managed and monitored activity. Similarly, Cluley and Brown (2015) 
describe the emergence of the ‘dividualised’ consumer, produced through the
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disaggregation and recombination of behavioural data. Our findings show how marketers 
internalise this logic, while simultaneously engaging in ethical negotiation, often by 
invoking notions of relevance, care, or creative integrity to make personalisation morally 
acceptable. Moreover, our results align with Darmody and Zwick’s (2020) observation that 
personalisation operates ideologically, offering ‘relevance’ as a legitimising narrative that 
obscures surveillance and control. Like Mackenzie (2018), who emphasises the probabil
istic nature of personalisation in online grocery shopping, we find that marketers con
struct ethical legitimacy through the perceived predictive accuracy and usefulness of 
data-driven strategies.

Our contribution lies in shifting the analytical focus from personalisation’s effects on 
consumers to how marketers themselves navigate and make sense of the ethics of 
personalisation. This perspective complements recent studies such as Lambillotte and 
Poncin (2022) and Sörum and Fuentes (2022), who explore personalisation’s ambivalence 
and opacity from consumer perspectives, by showing how similar ambivalences structure 
the self-understanding of those implementing these systems. The ambivalent marketer 
subject identified in this study is not merely a reflection of conflicting demands, but 
a constitutive feature of ethical subjectivity in data-driven marketing. Rather than resol
ving tensions between surveillance and care, marketers continuously navigate and sustain 
them, drawing on different justificatory logics depending on context. Through ambiva
lence, marketers can reconcile potentially conflicting imperatives by selectively mobilising 
discourses of care, creativity, compliance, and data-driven optimisation. In this sense, 
ambivalence functions as a mechanism of ethical legitimation, allowing practitioners to 
maintain a coherent sense of themselves as responsible actors while engaging in practices 
that may simultaneously be experienced as intrusive or problematic.

This has broader implications for how ethics is understood in contemporary marketing 
practice. Rather than being grounded in stable principles or clear boundaries, ethical 
conduct emerges through ongoing negotiation within structurally embedded tensions. 
This aligns with recent work on algorithmic marketing and data-driven governance, which 
highlights how responsibility is distributed across human and technological systems (e.g. 
Darmody & Zwick, 2020; Mackenzie, 2018). Our findings show how such conditions are 
experienced and managed at the level of the practitioner, where ambivalence becomes 
a central resource for navigating competing expectations. This perspective also suggests 
that ethical challenges in personalisation are unlikely to be resolved through regulation or 
individual decision-making alone, as they are rooted in the fundamental logics of data- 
driven marketing itself.

Regulatory frameworks such as GDPR were often cited by participants as both enabling 
and constraining ethical action. This supports Hull’s (2015) critique of the ‘privacy as self- 
management’ paradigm, where responsibility is displaced onto consumers via consent 
mechanisms. Yet in our data, GDPR is also invoked by marketers as a moral boundary that 
helps reduce uncertainty and rationalise personalisation practices. This dual function 
highlights the ambivalent moral terrain that marketers inhabit, seeking ethical clarity 
while operating in structurally ambiguous systems. Drawing on Foucault’s (1988) concept 
of ethical subjectivation, we argue that marketers engage in practices of self-formation 
through discursive framings of care, compliance, creativity, and data mastery. Their 
subjectivity is not fixed but contingent, negotiated, and ambivalent, as they shift between
competing logics in response to organisational, technological, and cultural pressures.
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Our findings can also be connected to emerging work on recognition and dignity in 
service and marketing contexts. For example, Bhatnagar et al. (2024) highlight how 
customer sovereignty often produces ‘recognition gaps’, where service workers struggle 
to be acknowledged as valued subjects, thereby undermining workplace dignity. While 
this literature focuses primarily on frontline service employees, our findings suggest 
a complementary dynamic in digital marketing contexts. Here, marketers construct ethical 
subjectivity through practices that position the customer as knowable, cared for, and 
served. Yet this orientation may also reproduce asymmetries where the marketer’s own 
need for recognition is mediated through performance metrics, customer engagement, 
and organisational expectations. In this sense, ethical self-formation can be understood as 
not only a matter of responsibility towards the customer, but also as a negotiation of 
recognition and professional dignity within data-driven marketing environments.

Our analysis also speaks to recent discussions on the marketisation of care. Chatzidakis 
et al. (2024) conceptualise marketised care as the provision of welfare through market 
mechanisms, highlighting its cumulative effects, including individuation, responsibilization, 
and the potential erosion of relational care. While this literature often emphasises the tensions 
and limitations of care in market settings, our findings suggest a more ambivalent dynamic. 
Rather than positioning care and markets as inherently opposed, personalisation practices 
illustrate how care is actively constructed and enacted within market logics. Through perso
nalisation, marketers seek to demonstrate attentiveness, relevance, and responsiveness, i.e. 
practices that can be understood as forms of ‘market-mediated care’. This does not resolve the 
ethical tensions identified in prior work, but instead shows how care becomes both a resource 
and a justification within marketing practice, simultaneously enabling and legitimising data- 
driven engagement. In this sense, markets do not simply commodify care, but also participate 
in shaping and stabilising caring relations between firms and consumers.

A final important implication of this study concerns the role of affect in ethical subject 
formation. While the analysis has focused on discursive constructions, the findings 
suggest that ethical positioning is also deeply affective. Marketers express not only 
rational justifications but also feelings of care, discomfort, and responsibility. These 
affective dimensions are central to how ethical legitimacy is constructed, as practitioners 
seek to reconcile tensions between surveillance and care not only through reasoning, but 
also through emotional alignment with particular subject positions. This highlights that 
ethical subjectivity in digital marketing is not merely a matter of rule-following or strategic 
justification (Foucault, 1982/1997; Rabinow, 1997), but involves ongoing affective 
engagement with what it means to act responsibly (c.f. Bhatnagar et al., 2024).

Conclusion

This article has examined how marketers construct their ethical selves within the domain of 
digital personalisation. By identifying four recurring subject positions – the Master of Data, the 
Friend and Source of Inspiration, the Artist, and the Compliance-Based Subject – we show that 
personalisation is not just a data practice but a moral and discursive field, where marketers 
navigate competing demands of performance, regulation, care, and creativity. Our study 
contributes to marketing and surveillance literature by showing that personalisation practices 
are sustained not only through platforms and data flows but also through marketers’ own 
ethical discursive repertoires. In contrast to consumer-centric personalisation studies (e.g.
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Airoldi & Rokka, 2022; Ruckenstein & Granroth, 2020), we focus on the producers of persona
lisation, adding an important perspective to ongoing debates about algorithmic culture and 
marketing ethics. In doing so, we respond to calls in the literature (e.g. Svensson, 2007; 
Vesanen, 2007) for more practice-oriented understandings of marketing ethics. Our findings 
suggest that ethical decision-making is rarely governed by formal codes or consistent reason
ing. Instead, marketers operate through situated ethics, drawing on discursive strategies that 
allow them to perform personalisation while maintaining a sense of professional integrity. We 
also contribute to a broader conversation about the economics and governance of AI and 
algorithmic personalisation, as discussed in recent work on digital platforms and market 
dynamics (e.g. Hernández-Tamurejo et al., 2025). As personalisation becomes increasingly 
automated and embedded in third-party systems, marketers’ capacity for ethical agency may 
become further constrained, making it even more important to examine how these profes
sionals make sense of their role within evolving algorithmic infrastructures.

From a practitioner’s perspective, this article offers a nuanced understanding of the ethical 
positions marketers take when working with digital marketing and personalisation. These 
positions can help marketers cultivate a more conscious ethical stance by providing 
a foundation for reflection and more deliberate decision-making. Moreover, the identified 
balancing acts – between surveillance and benevolence, relevance and manipulation, and 
integrity and individual customisation – can stimulate meaningful discussions of ethical 
dilemmas and support marketers in navigating these contradictory demands. For example, 
the insights can be incorporated into internal training and ethical guidelines, supporting 
marketers in making more transparent and accountable choices.

In sum, this study foregrounds the ambivalence of the marketer subject in personalisation: 
a figure navigating the contradictions of data-driven marketing, ethically invested yet struc
turally limited. Understanding this ambivalence is key to advancing more transparent and 
accountable forms of digital marketing. Future research might explore how these dynamics 
vary across sectors or geographies, and how institutional support, regulation, or tools could 
help marketers engage transparently with personalisation practices. This study suggests that 
marketers’ ethical subjectivity is not tied to a single coherent identity, but emerges through 
the navigation of multiple, and sometimes competing, subject positions. Future research 
could thus also explore more explicitly how such navigation unfolds across different organisa
tional settings, roles, and industry contexts, and how structural conditions shape which
positions become more salient or dominant.
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