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Online advertising is one of today’s largest scale, technically most sophisticated, and most 
consequential activities, for example funding much of the everyday digital world and 
transforming political communication. Yet ‘AdTech’ (the technology of online advertising), 
has seldom been studied in any depth in the social sciences.  
 
We are conduct a five-year study of online advertising, based primarily on off-the-record 
interviews with a wide range of people involved in advertising. These include small and large 
advertisers; small and large publishers, including the major platforms; those who work ‘at 
the coalface’ in advertising agencies; those who have other roles in the supply chain; those 
who develop AdTech systems and those who simply use them. See below on our 
commitment to the anonymity of those to whom we speak.  
 
Here is a sample of the kind of issue we are investigating: 

a) How do practitioners seek to measure the effectiveness of advertising and to 
attribute the credit for, e.g., a purchase among the different kinds of advertising to 
which the purchaser has been exposed? How do they seek to optimise campaign 
performance? 

b) How is data gathered and used for measurement, attribution and the targeting of 
advertising, and how is this changing in response to legislation and pro-privacy 
industry initiatives? 

c) How do advertising professionals working for smaller firms negotiate a world that 
also contains large and influential companies? 

d) How do practitioners ensure that their advertisements do not appear in 
inappropriate or damaging contexts? Do they simply use ‘blocklists’, or more 
sophisticated approaches? 

e) To what extent do advertising professionals have to bear in mind the risk of 
campaigns being exposed to ‘invalid traffic’ or other forms of fraud? How do they 
protect their campaigns from this risk? 

f) To what extent do advertising practitioners seek detailed control of bidding 
strategies? Are they content to rely upon the automated bidding algorithms 
provided by, e.g., Google and Facebook?  

g) How is the demand for advertising opportunities brought together with the supply of 
those opportunities? For instance, how and why have the forms of auction employed 
changed through time? 

h) To what extent do advertising practitioners have to keep in mind the 
material/physical underpinnings of AdTech (for example, latency: delay in message 
transmission or computer processing). Are there different ways in which the 
technologies involved can be configured, and what is at stake in the choice among 
configurations?  

 

https://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/staff/donald-mackenzie
https://www.newschool.edu/parsons/faculty/Koray-Caliskan/
https://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/staff/charlotte-rommerskirchen


Our project is going to be supported financially by the UK Economic and Social Research 
Council from April 2022 to March 2026 (grant ES/V015362/1, £513,282), but we have 
already begun research work. 
 

Anonymity and confidentiality 
 
Our paramount concern in everything we do will be to respect the anonymity and 
confidentiality of participants in the research, as well as the commercial confidentiality of 
the firms for which they work. If you agree to take part in this study, we guarantee that 
what you tell us will not be attributed to you or to your organisation in anything we write or 
say. We will also take great care not to disclose in any way any incidental details that might 
make you or your organisation identifiable. Our general practice is to audiorecord and 
transcribe interviews, but only if those to whom we speak agree to this. Notes and 
recordings will never be made public or shared with those not part of the research team, 
and electronic records will be encrypted and kept only in secure computer systems. We will 
not seek out any commercially confidential information, and if we inadvertently learn any, 
we will take the utmost care not to disclose it. 
  
The research team has a great deal of experience in conducting research under these 
conditions of confidentiality. Its leader, Donald MacKenzie, has nearly forty years of 
experience of research of this kind, including over 600 interviews, some on topics far more 
sensitive than those we are exploring here (in particular, the design of nuclear weapons 
systems). At no point in this research has confidentiality ever been breached, and if you 
choose to participate in this study you can be confident that that will continue to be the 
case here. We have an Informed Consent and Confidentiality Form (see below), which we 
will happily sign if you wish (although you may simply give us your consent verbally if you 
prefer). The guarantees given in this form (on anonymity, confidentiality and some other 
important matters) will hold equally if you give your consent verbally. 

___________________________ 
 

Informed Consent and Confidentiality Form  

To gather the necessary information we need the participation of advertising professionals 
such as yourself. You are entirely free either to participate or to decline to do so, and do not 
need to give any reason for declining. If you choose to participate, we guarantee that: 

1. Your participation will be kept entirely anonymous. You will never be identified in 
our publications or in anything else we say or write, and we will take great care to 
make sure that you or your organisation cannot be identified indirectly.  

2. Nothing you tell us will ever be attributed to you or to your organisation in any of 
our publications or in anything else we say or write.  

3. You can cease to participate at any time you choose and do not need to give any 
explanation for doing so. If we are interviewing you or observing your work, you can 
terminate the interview or observation at any point, again without needing to give 
any explanation.  

4. If you later decide to withdraw your consent for involvement, you do not need to 
give any explanation for doing so. Simply let Donald MacKenzie know you are 



withdrawing consent by emailing donaldmackenziepa@ed.ac.uk or using the contact 
details on: https://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/staff/donald-mackenzie. We will then securely 
delete any information you have given us and make no further use of it.  

5. Our general practice is to record and transcribe interviews, but only if you agree to 
this. You do not need to give any explanation for declining to be recorded. 
Recordings and transcriptions will be encrypted and stored securely, and will never 
be passed to anyone outside the research team.   

6. You are perfectly free to decline to answer any question we ask you, if you so 
choose. You do not need to give any explanation for doing so.  

7. We will not seek any commercially confidential information, and should we 
inadvertently come into possession of such information we will not disclose it in any 
way. 

8. If you so choose, we will be happy to send you early ‘working paper’ versions of our 
intended publications, and we will welcome any comments you have on them.  

 

On behalf of the team, I guarantee that the above conditions will always be met.  

 

Signed: ……………………………………………… [researcher] 

Date: 

 

On the basis of the above guarantees, I agree to participate in the study.  

 

Signed: ……………………………………………… [participant] 

Date:  
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