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Reject ing cook ies may be worse for your pri vacy than accept ing them

If you click ‘reject all cook ies’ whenever you visit a new web site, you may be reveal ing more
about your self than you think, says new research.
Cook ies are pieces of data stored on your devices for vari ous pur poses, such as remem ber ing
your login details. They can also track your online beha viour so that com pan ies can tailor
adverts to you. Many people don’t like this, whether because they want to keep their per -
sonal inform a tion private or because they don’t want com pan ies using it to sell them
things.
But new research, announced at Neur IPS 2023 (an AI con fer ence that took place in Decem -
ber 2023), revealed there’s a par tic u lar demo graphic that rejects cook ies more than other
people – and the advert isers know this. So cook iere ject ors may not really be keep ing their
inform a tion private after all.
Cookie rejec tion tends to depend on your age and loc a tion. If you live in Amer ica and are
over 34 years old, this is likely to be you. If you click ‘reject all’, the algorithm assumes
you’re part of this demo graphic and applies ‘col lab or at ive �l ter ing’ to tailor con tent to you.
It notes what other users in this group search for and o�ers you the same.
“The advert isers might have �ve pieces of inform a tion from one per son who’s accep ted the
cook ies and only two pieces of inform a tion from the per son who’s declined them (the web -
site they’re cur rently on, and the fact that they’ve declined cook ies). But there’s more
inform a tion encoded in that decision,” one of the study’s authors, IBM research sci ent ist Dr
Eliza beth Daly, told BBC Sci ence Focus.
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The research ers believe this demo graphic is more likely to reject cook ies because older
people are less trust ing of tech com pan ies. In fact, only 28 per cent of older Amer ic ans say
they accept cook ies, com pared to the 40 per cent of younger Amer ic ans (under 34 years old)
who usu ally accept cook ies.
Fur ther, the US doesn’t have the same data pro tec tion laws as the EU, so Amer ican users
may be aware that their inform a tion is less robustly pro tec ted. The highest rate of cookie
accept ance in the world is in Poland, where 64 per cent of users usu ally click ‘accept all
cook ies’.
The authors hope that their research will inform poli cy makers when it comes to cre at ing
rules for reg u lat ing new tech no logy like AI.




