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Abstract
Two competing trends are shaping the current marketing 
analytics landscape. On the one hand more and more data 
is being generated and stored, and on the other privacy 
regulations and corporate policy threaten the analyst’s ability 

two forces has naturally led to technological innovations that 
seek to maintain the utility of the granular data for analytical 

to the subjects to whom the data pertains. In this paper 
we evaluate several privacy preserving technologies in a 

deployment.  We study the impact of these approaches on 

privacy of the simulated individuals, and propose some 
guidelines for implementing privacy preserving methods in 
marketing analytics.

1. Introduction

privacy preserving 
machine learning

homomorphic encryption
federated learning

Two competing trends are shaping the current marketing analytics 
landscape. On the one hand, more and more data is being 
generated and stored, and on the other hand, privacy regulations 
and corporate policy  threaten the analyst’s ability to access and 

            
naturally led to technological innovations that seek to maintain 
the utility of the granular data for  analytical purposes while, at 

          
whom the data pertains.  

Data has been called ‘the oil’ of the digital economy (Wedel 
& Kannan, 2016). Digitization has led to lower costs  of data 
collection, storage, and transmission (Goldfarb & Tucker, 2019), 
while rapid growth in media channels,  devices, and applications 

 
behaviors,  interactions, and responses. This surge in information 
has provided new opportunities to use data to  provide enhanced 
experiences and satisfaction, while also providing companies 

 
 

(Wedel & Kannan, 2016). 
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But in parallel with this growth in consumer data, 
questions about data privacy have become 
increasingly prevalent, with regulations like 
GDPR and CCPA — that require companies to 
modify their data handling practices — coming 
into force. In addition, Wierenga et al. argue that 
increased sensitivity to privacy concerns has 

      
them reluctant to share data outside of their own 

(Wieringa et al., 2021).  

While some observers predict that as a 
consequence of these growing privacy concerns 

 
data while requiring those on the outside to 
live with data in aggregated  forms, others 

        
preserving  technologies. Although research  into 
privacy-preserving analytics has a long history 
spanning multiple disciplines, in recent years 

         
among academics, spawning almost 18,000 

          
 

and implement useable methods  from the 

research, and although the practice of machine 
learning on granular marketing data falls  within 
the broader scope of existing academic research 
into private learning, relatively little work has  
been done to assess the practical implications 
of privatizing machine learning pipelines for 
marketing  analytics applications. 

In this paper, we evaluate several privacy-

deployment. To achieve this, we generate 
a population of individuals,  then learn their 

regime assumes that the data itself must be 
protected using input perturbation. The second 
takes  an algorithmic perturbation approach, 
applying privacy protection to the machine 
learning model itself.  We study the impact 
of these approaches on computational cost, 

of the simulated individuals, and propose some 
guidelines for implementing privacy-preserving 
methods in marketing analytics.

to end run of the process

Privatized Machine Learning for 
Marketing Analytics 
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2. Simulation Environment

back into the external world. There are two key  
advantages to using simulated data in this kind 
of exploration. Firstly, we know the real answers, 

privatized methodologies against non-privatized 
methods.  Secondly, we can examine the impact 
of counter-factual scenarios, allowing us to look 

conditions.

We created a simulated environment made up of 
an external world, in which the agents 
representing  individuals are acting and 
generating data, and in which the analytics 
environment is contained. The  data is passed 
from the external world into the analytics 
environment and progresses through a series  of 
processes, steps 1 through 5 in Figure 1, and are 
detailed further below. At the end of the analytics  
process, aggregates are created and exported 

3. Security Assumptions
seek to induce  particular outputs or behaviors 
of the attacker’s choosing. These attacks often 
involve ‘poisoning’ the  training data to mislead 

 
given input (Jagielski et al., 2018).  

Finally, attacks on availability of the pipeline 
attempt to prevent access to model outputs or 
other features of the system. 

We focused in this study on potential attacks 
     

environment does not expose a scoring API to 
the external world, we exclude consideration 
of attacks such as reverse engineering of the 
training data, model weight and hyperparameter 
stealing, and membership inference attacks 
(Shokri et al., 2017).

The range of threats to which the marketing 
analytics pipeline is exposed depends to a large 
extent on  the types of interface with the model 
and data that are available to an attacker. We 
assume here that  the attacker does not have 
access to the analytics environment itself — 
that it is secured against  intrusion — and that 
the vulnerabilities are limited to the points in 
the process that are accessible to the  external 
world — i.e the input data and the aggregated 
outputs. 

Attacks on machine learning pipelines are 
 
 

(Papernot et al., 2016)  
aim to recover the  model structure or parameters, 
or the data used to train it. Attacks on integrity 

4. Simulation Process

The synthetic data generating process consists 
of:  

A heterogeneous population of simulated 
software agents, each of which represents 
an individual.  Each of the individuals is given 
a base likelihood of making a transaction, 
the ability to receive  advertising messages, 
and the ability to make a purchase when 
they reach a certain utility for  the simulated 
product. The individuals have a variable level 
of responsiveness to advertising. 

An advertiser with the ability to use 

advertising  impressions to the customer 
agents over time. Individual agents are 

media consumption habits. 

The simulated data is generated and passed to 
the k-anonymization system. 
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 The intuition that motivates k-anonymization 
is that attributes of an individual that uniquely 
identify them may remain in a record, even 

 
been performed, as illustrated in Figure 2. For 
example, in the US, zip code and date of birth 
create a unique combination  of attributes for a 
large part of the population. An attacker that is 
unconstrained by any form of process control 
and has access to these attributes from another 
source can match them against the record in 
question and re-identify the individual (Sweeney, 
2002).  

These attributes are usually referred to in the 
literature as . To protect 

 
proposed k-anonymization as a guarantee that 

     
“with at least k occurrences” in a given dataset. 

       
referred to as Equivalence Classes (EQs) (Ayala-
Rivera et al., 2014).  

In this exercise, we use the Mondrian algorithm, 
a ‘greedy’ multidimensional approach that  
recursively partitions the domain space into 
regions that contain at least k records that share 
the same EQ.  

The data the agents generate, X1, X2, and Y, is 
collected and assembled, then passed through  
the Mondrian k-anonymization process which 

may be set at any level of k. When k is set to 1, 
 

process. Where k is > 1, the algorithm  generalizes 
k by 

setting X1, X2, and Y to their mean values.

 Distances between original and k-anonymized 

Distances between the original ( f ) and  
k-anonymized ( f¯ ) features are calculated

between features over the entire dataset (T):

The Discernibility metric represents how 
indistinguishable a record is from others 
in the dataset.  If a record belongs to an 
Equivalence Class (EQ) containing |EQ| 

record as 1/|EQ|. The discernibility of the 

discernibility of each record:

generalized to a common set
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-
 

Some machine learning models and estimation 
algorithms are susceptible to leaking private  
information from records used during training 
by potentially encoding information that would  
otherwise not be known had an individual 
not been present in the training dataset. As a 
simple  example, consider a situation in which 
an individual has a property unseen in other 
records,  but which is nonetheless encoded as 
a feature in a model. Any association captured 
through  the model estimation process between 
the individual’s property and that their outcome 

with such property in the training dataset.  

In this study, we explore the impact of privacy 
preservation using Logistic Regression models,  
which are commonly estimated using gradient-
based methods. In such estimation algorithms,  
the encoding of individual-level information into 

the gradient of the loss function with respect to 
a single record exerts in the direction of  updates 

A typical strategy to avoid privacy  violations 
through model training is, therefore, to ensure 
that the loss gradients calculated at  each 
algorithm iteration do not expose information 
from any single record.  

Private approach to computing loss gradients  
in our Gradient Descent (GD) based training 
algorithm, as illustrated in Figure 3. At each 

iteration of the algorithm, we  calculate the 
Jacobian of the record-level log-likelihood loss 
function with respect to the model  parameters: 

Where T is the set of all records in the training 
dataset, F is the set of all features in the model, 
Li is the log-likelihood loss for record i, and j is 

j.  

For each model feature j, we then compute the 
sensitivity of the loss gradient with respect to j 
as the smallest value Sj such that for every pair 
of datasets T and 

Finally, we compute the loss gradient with 

The above mechanism is demonstrated to be 
-indistinguishable by Dwork et al. (2006), and 

therefore has privacy leakage bounded by .The 
estimation algorithm is then: 
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Once we have a calibrated model, we conduct a sensitivity analysis using the model and the 
dataset  together to assess the contribution of each of the media channels, X1 and X2, and the 
base level of sales. 

We then sum the contributions of each of the channels. 

Privatized Machine Learning for 
Marketing Analytics 

Set learning rate , set tolerance  
Initialize model parameters: 0

while iteration <= max_iterations do: 
Calculate Jacobian: 

 for every record  and feature  
Calculate Sensitivity: 

|) for every feature  
Calculate gradients:  for every feature  
Update model parameters:  for every feature  
if  

Stop 
Otherwise 

iteration = iteration + 1

Calculate the total sales available in the entire dataset 

Calculate the total sales with X1 excluded
_X1 (                       )

Calculate the total sales with X2 excluded
_X2 (                       )

Calculate sales attributable to base( )
Calculate sales attributable to X1: 
• total_sales – attribution_to_all_except_X1
Calculate sales attributable to X2: 
• total_sales – attribution_to_all_except_X2

1
1
1

The aggregate results produced in Step 4 are the output from the analytics environment into the 
external world.
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5. Simulation Results

As would be expected, Figure 4 shows that as  
the level of k increases, the average distance 
between each X1 and X2 value and its 
k-anonymized counterpart increases. Even at
high levels of k though,  frequently occurring

common that no anonymization is required
since their pre-existing EQ may already meet
the k requirement. In parallel, as k increases
the discernibility of any record in the dataset
decreases (see Figure 5). As Figure 6 shows, the
computational cost of applying k-anonymization
for low values of k can be substantial. As k
increases, the number of partitions the Mondrian

For the purposes of this study, we assumed 
that combinations of X1, X2, and Y may act as 

uniquely identify the simulated individuals in the 
dataset.  In the real world, it may be more likely 

be accessible to an attacker. 

For the particular characteristics of the data 
generating process that we were using, 
the impact of k-anonymization on AUROC 

k

as one standard deviation above and below the mean.

was negligible until k approaches 8% of the 
total number of records  in the dataset (see  
Figure 7). There may be no direct comparison 
of these percentages to other  datasets though, 
since the distributions of the variables and their 

Privatized Machine Learning for 
Marketing Analytics 

values of k as a fraction of the size of  the dataset. Thin 
bars span one standard  deviation above and below 
the mean.
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k as a fraction of the size of the dataset. The dotted 
line represents the AUROC obtained for the model 

to a large value. 

to a non-anonymized model estimation observed 
by  applying the Mondrian k
values of k as a fraction of the size of the dataset.   

the estimation.

inter-relationships will play a  major role. Also, as 
Figure 8 shows, at reasonable practical levels 
of k we observed minimal bias in the attribution 
results. For example, where k =1% of total 
records, e.g. a relatively large k value  of 10,000 
in a million-record dataset, the bias in attribution 

Privatized Machine Learning for 
Marketing Analytics 

is only 1%. As k increases, though, the  level of 
bias trends upwards, and there would be limits 
on the practical usefulness of machine learning 
results from k-anonymized data at some level  
of k. In the data generating process and  
learning pipeline we used, attribution is generally 

k as a fraction of the size of the dataset. 
The dotted line represents the attribution obtained without applying k-anonymity. Thin bars span one standard 
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biased upwards as k increases, but it is not clear  
that the bias would always be in this direction 
for any dataset. 

In experiments that pushed k beyond the values 
reported here, we discovered a number of 

‘breaking  points’ that make k-anonymization 
above a certain level of k impractical. For 
example, if k exceeds  the number of outcomes 
of a particular class in a dataset, the outcome 
cannot be preserved in a  1/0 form but itself 
becomes the average value of multiple classes.

above and below the mean. The dotted line represents the attribution obtained with a model estimated without 
privatized learning. k value was set to 1.

Privatized Machine Learning for 
Marketing Analytics 

k value was set to 1. 

to a non-anonymized model  estimation observed for 

deviation above  and below the mean. k value was 
set to 1. 
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by adding a reasonable amount of noise into the  
output results of a computation over a dataset. 

        
         

 
useless and too little noise (Gong et al., 2020) 

 
 

modulated by the value of  selected. 

        
Gradient Descent iteration, a bound on the ratio 

 

6. Towards an integrated view of privacy
In the previous sections, we explored the prac-
tical impact of applying two types of privacy 
preservation in a machine learning pipeline. 
To understand the role that these mechanisms 
play individually and  their potential to work to-
gether, it is worth stepping back and reviewing 

-
ports. The current literature on privacy-preserv-
ing  technologies does not coalesce around  a 

 
general ideas that motivate research in the area  
include the suggestions that it is the “right to be 
let alone” (Warren & Brandeis, 1890), or “protec-
tion from being  brought to the attention of oth-
ers.” (Gavison, 1980). As technology has ena-
bled the collection of  increasingly detailed data 
about individuals, Dwork argues that “the need 
increases for a robust,  meaningful, and mathe- 

Dwork 
& Roth, 2013). K     
private gradient descent are two examples of 

     -
cy, but they are not competing approaches to 
achieve the same outcome, and each was de- 

 
idea of privacy in mind.  

K-anonymity was conceived as a method
for protecting the identities of individuals in
published data,  for example, people whose
details are contained in the release of medical

data from a hospital. As such, it applies privacy 
protection to the data itself and has an impact 
on any analysis or query that is done  on it. It 
guarantees that each entity contained in the 
data cannot be distinguished from at least k 
individuals whose attributes also appear in it. 

privacy of individuals by applying noise to the 
results  of aggregate queries in which they may 
be present, but does not rely on transformations 
on the underlying data itself. Instead, it 
guarantees that an algorithm’s output does not 

K-anonymization and privacy-preserving

of privacy  protection whose applicability is
determined by the constraints we impose in the
measurement system.  The former allows for
strong guarantees around the limitations of an
attacker’s ability to discern a  user from others

data have on the learning of the measurement
model.

As our simulations have shown, these two 

on both the  increment in computational costs 

Privatized Machine Learning for 
Marketing Analytics 

only  by a single record. Therefore, it limits the 
impact that any record can have in the gradient  
computation, preventing the model from 
encoding information particular to any single  
observation into the model parameters.  

In practice, smaller values of  yield stronger 
privacy protection, at the cost of higher added  
variation in calculated gradients and in attribution 
results (Figure 9). This variation may impair the  

and result in higher computational costs for 
training, as observed in Figure 11, while not 
impacting model accuracy (Figure 10).
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the application of k-anonymization and privacy-
preserving learning. Higher values  imply a larger bias 
on attribution error.

When it comes to measurement accuracy, 
Figure 13 shows that k-anonymity adds a 
stronger bias on the mean attribution calculated 
under its privacy protection. This bias, however, 
is only observed at k values representing higher 
fractions of the entire dataset and, therefore, 
is of little practical concern when working with 
larger datasets. But as we saw in Figure 9, 
privacy-preserving model training does not add 

although it does add variance to the results due 
to the noise injected into the model parameter 
search process. 

Privatized Machine Learning for 
Marketing Analytics 

 
application of k-anonymization and privacy-preserving 
learning, as a factor over the baseline non-private 
model estimation.  

and accuracy of the attribution measurement. 
In Figure 12, we can  see that stronger 
k-anonymity constraints (larger values of k)
result in lesser computational penalty  added
to the measurement process, since a smaller
number of partitions of the dataset are required
to  meet the k constraint. Conversely, stronger
privacy preservation at the level of model training
results  in higher computational costs, due to

       
the estimation  problem under higher amounts
of added noise.

Conclusion
 

problem of measuring marketing impact under the controlled environment of simulated data. Our  
analysis shows that there are a number of considerations a marketing measurement practitioner 

K-anonymity 
               

accuracy, results  variance, and computational costs. We have found that k-anonymizing process 
inputs potentially yield measurement biases at high thresholds of k, whereas lower k values result in 
super-linear increases in  computational costs. Conversely, privacy-preserving  model estimation 

, but will increase the 
variance associated with measurement, as well as training costs, at higher strengths of privacy 
preservation. 

It is worth noting that privacy preservation techniques do not come without computational cost. 
As  shown in Figures 6 and 11, which are expressed as a penalty with respect to an end-to-end 
model  estimation process that does not include a privacy-preservation step, there is a time 
penalty associated with each of the methods that we evaluated. 
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Ultimately, the choice of which privacy protection method to employ — or combination of  
methods — and which protection strength lies on the balance between the measurement accuracy 
considered acceptable, the computational costs involved in the process, and the levels of privacy 
protection deemed necessary to be imposed on the system. Our results indicate that using a k 
below 1% of the dataset size yields very small biases and may still be computationally feasible for 
most use-cases. A value of  greater than 0.02, still considered small for many applications, results 
in a low impact in both accuracy and computational costs.

References

http://Source
https://doi.org/10.1257/jel.20171452%20%0D
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2019.05.005%20%0D
https://doi.org/10.1109/SP.2018.00057%0D
https://doi.org/10.1142/s0218488502001648%20%0D
https://doi.org/10.1109/mci.2020.2976185%0D
https://doi.org/10.2307/1321160%0D
https://doi.org/10.2307/795891%20%0D
https://doi.org/10.1561/0400000042
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijresmar.2020.03.006
https://doi.org/10.1109/icde.2006.101
https://doi.org/10.1145/3298981%20


White PaperMarketing Solutions

14

52 www.i-com.org Back to Table of Contents

Authors

Joao Natali is Sr. Director, Data Science, leading analytics R&D for Neustar 
Marketing Solutions. Joao has over 15 years of experience in data science 

 
of technology. He has a Ph.D in engineering, focused on optimization and 
machine learning applied to full genomic analysis.

joao.natali@team.neustar

Robert Stratton  
Marketing Solutions. Robert has over 15 years of experience leading 
and conducting analytics projects across a wide range of industries and 
applications, from digital attribution and transactional analysis to process 
mining, marketing mix and brand equity analysis. He has a PhD from 
King’s College in London and is an expert on computational modeling.

robert.stratton@team.neustar

Privatized Machine Learning for 
Marketing Analytics 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/joao-natali-6083565/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/robertstratton1/
mailto:joao.natali@team.neustar?subject=
mailto:robert.stratton@team.neustar?subject=


©2021 TransUnion LLC. All Rights Reserved.

WP-MS-335772-01.21.2022

ABOUT TRANSUNION (NYSE: TRU)
TransUnion is a global information and insights company that makes trust possible in the modern economy. We do this by providing an actionablepicture of each 
person so they can be reliably represented in the marketplace. As a result, businesses and consumers can transact with confidence and achieve great things. We 
call this Information for Good®. A leading presence in more than 30 countries across five continents, TransUnion provides solutions that help create economic 
opportunity, great experiences, and personal empowerment for hundreds of millions of people. www.transunion.com

ABOUT NEUSTAR
Neustar, Inc., a TransUnion company, is a leader in identity resolution providing the data and technology that enable trusted connections between companies 
and people at the moments that matter most. Neustar offers industry-leading solutions in marketing, riskandcommunications that responsibly connect data 
on people, devices and locations, continuously corroborated through billions of transactions. Learn how your company can benefit from the power of trusted 
connections at www.home.neustar.

http://www.transunion.com
http://www.home.neustar



