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INVASION OF THE BODY STALKERS

BY MELISSA MARTIN

HE winter sun tumbles in from Osborne
Street and lands right where I'm staring in
blank-faced silence at a package the Canada
Post clerk just handed me.
“So, um,” the sunny postal employee says, shift-
ing awkwardly. “When did you have your baby?”

Never. [ never had my baby, because there is no
baby and there was never going to be. [ am 32,
never pregnant, not planning on reproducing any
time soon. Not that it’s anyone’s business what’s
shaking in my womb; certainly not the folks at
Similac, who just direct-mailed me a big ol’ box
of baby formula. “Hi Melissa,” the form letter
inside the package reads. “Your new addition
means preparing for every possibility.” Ap-
parently.
“Naturally, you’ll have a lot of questions
during this journey.” Yeah, I have a few.
Truthfully, [ already know the shape of the
answers, because I got a similar delivery
just over a year before. That time, it was
a box of Enfamil formula, hand-deliv-
ered to my door. That time, I called
the parent company to sort out how [
ended up on a mailing list for baby
formula. On the phone, the Mead
Johnson Nutrition representative
was helpful: They bought my name
on a “new parent” list, sold by a
company called West List.

While I am not a new parent,
not someone who buys baby
stuff at all, how I ended up on
this list is revealing.

In February 2012, the New
York Times reported on market-
ing’s “arms race” of predictive

analytics, a battle to crunch data
on shifting consumer habits,
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Melissa Martin and the baby formula she received in the mail.
No, she’s not pregnant. But yes, she has a few questions on how
it happened. The farmula has been donated to Winnipeg Harvest.

For brands, the prize is hooking potential new customers
before the competition, and one of the demographic holy
grails is newly pregnant women. “If companies can identify
pregnant shoppers, they can earn millions,” Times reporter
Charles Duhigg wrote. “The only problem is that identifying
pregnant customers is harder than it sounds.”

The scientists found a way. The Times reported how Tar-
get started by running numbers on pregnant women on the
store’s baby registry. They noticed that as those women pro-
gressed in their pregnancy, their purchasing habits shifted:
more unscented lotion around their second trimester, more
cotton balls, more doses of certain vitamins. From there,
researchers began assigning all female shoppers a “preg-
nancy prediction” score, based on their purchase history in
Target stores.

So when a woman of a certain age starts changing her
shopping habits — no matter how innocuous — there’s a
chance she could tumble onto the lists of “new parents.”

For companies, this is what profit looks like. For women,
it seems like a quiet sort of invasion.

Of course, at any given time there is a chance a woman

buying unscented lotion could be hoping for, preparing for
or enjoying the arrival of a new baby. But there is also a
meaningful chance she is struggling to conceive, or unable
to become pregnant, or contemplating an abortion. There is
a reasonable chance she is not interested in having children.
Worse, there is a reasonable chance she is grieving the loss
of a wanted pregnancy. Or a wanted infant.

And how painful would it be for them to accept a surprise
delivery of baby formula and a guide to Your New Baby.

“That’s totally where I thought you were going with this,”
the Canada Post clerk exclaims, relieved it wasn't me. “I'm
0 on your side on this.”

The point is this: Baby formula isn’t free toothpaste. Hav-
ing babies (or not, as circumstances may be) is never a neu-
tral subject: It’s complicated, sometimes painful, sometimes
political but always deeply personal. And deeply personal
topics don’t make well for a mailbox surprise. But this is
where we're at now — companies do business by knowing
(or guessing) everything we do with our bodies, our families
and our lives. And business is booming.

While the commodification of personal information has
reached a sort of fever pitch, we are never shown how many
pieces of our lives companies are selling. In January, a Chi-
cago man received a letter from OfficeMax, addressed to
“Mike Seay, Daughter Killed in Car Crash.” It was less than
a year since his teen daughter died after her boyfriend’s
SUV veered off the road, and the letter ripped the grieving
parents’ hearts apart. OfficeMax blamed a “third-party
mailing-list provider.”

Whoever that was, they never answered why they would
be collecting and selling such a painful piece of informa-
tion.

This is a rare enough event, though it whispers a sign of
things to come, as data- mining techniques catch up to the
marketing pressure to know everything about everyone.

To marketers, our bodies and our lives are just numbers, a
prediction score of buying behaviours.

And while the rush of data itself may be too far ad-
vanced to stop, maybe it’s not yet too late for us to draw a
line around the most sensitive parts of our lives, and say
“enough.”
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