Private No More

By  Paul Herbig

Privacy.  Survey after survey has indicated consumers (nearly 80%) worry about the potential invasion of privacy technological advances could bring 

Procter & Gamble (P&G) is proceeding with plans to put radio frequency identification device (RFID) chips on their products as soon as 2008 with the ability to pair shopper loyalty information with individual consumer purchasing information by 2010.

Despite railings by consumer advocates and denials by P&G and their media agencies, tests continue.   One formerly secret test was conducted at a Wal-Mart store in Oklahoma during 2003:  RFIP chips were placed on a shelf monitored via Webcam by P& G’s headquarters in Cincinnati. UK retailer Tesco tested RFID on products  during 2002. Although portrayed as only an improvement to the already existing bar code, an  asset to the disabled, and a tool for fighting terrorism, the obvious tracking benefits are not lost to P&G nor consumers.  A spokeswoman for P&G disregarded consumer opposition as premature since, “consumers haven’t been fully educated about the benefits of technology yet.” (alright then, tell us what is in it for us?)

This is another example of an industry believing because a technology can increase profits for our companies, you the consumer should love it.  In the early 1980s, banking by ATM or by phone instead of by teller was pushed by major banks because of the operational savings involved.  Therefore because it would save banks money, we, the consumer, should use it.  Sound familiar?  Once again, what is in it for us? To the dismay of the banks, few took them up on their offer.  When they tried to provide monetary disincentives (that is charging us to use tellers for instance), they found their loyal customers were not as loyal as they thought they should be (as they merrily took their money down the street to another ‘outdated’ bank who still had tellers and who welcomed with open arms those technically obsolescent customers).  Now, if the banks had taken a different tact such as paying consumers each time they used the desired system, the outcome would probably have been different.

Which brings us back to P&G.  If P&G believes it can roll over consumer opposition and stealthily bring this effort to fruition without interference or publicity, it is in for a major shock.  The more it tries to hide it, the more angry consumers and advocates will become.  Perhaps mighty P&G believes the American consumer loves its products so much and the brands are so well-entrenched, Americans could not live without them.  If so, they are in for a rude awakening.  The American consumer is not passive. Although it appears the average consumer will not fight over any issue, the real reason is that no issue so far as resonated with the consumer to cause him to begin the fight.  Let P&G think what they may, Privacy is that issue.  Tired of proding eyes and ears,  the American consumer may make his last stand on this issue.  If P&G continues pressing the issue, despite negative feedback and advocate opposition, it could very well find its brands no longer the darlings of the consumer and instead other, more in-tuned companies and their brands , will become major substitutes.

The major question that needs to be addressed here is : Who owns your personal information?  You or the companies that supply you?  Can they access that information (buying habits) without regard to your rights to it?  Or is (like your car or your house) a personal asset that is yours to sell.  If so, shouldn’t you be able to charge others for that information?  If P&G (or any other company) wants to learn more about our personal habits, fine with them but let the consumer price that information and let P&G determine if it is worth the price.  Not just take it away from us. 

Our personal information is the consumer’s last bastion of privacy from a prying outside world.  It is ours to do what we want to with it, not the world’s to do what they want.
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