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PERSONALIZATION AND MASS-
CUSTOMIZATION IN THE 
RESEARCH LITERATURE 

Anne Sunikka and Johanna Bragge    

Abstract. Personalization and mass-customization are defined in numerous ways in the 
research literature. We combine a text-mining approach for profiling personalization and 
mass-customization research with a literature review in order to distinguish the 
characteristics of these two research streams. Research profiling with search words 
personalization and mass-customization was conduted using the ISI Web of Science 
database in April 2009. The elements typical to the personalization and mass-
customization research were identified. Personalization research has a strong focus on 
technology and the internet, in addition to which it emphasizes customers’ needs and 
preferences and information collection for user modeling and recommender systems. 
Mass-customization is an older research stream, and the main body of the research has 
focused on tangible products but has lately initiated service research as well. We suggest 
a classification of concepts linked to personalization in order to avoid confusion with the 
use of these concepts.   

Keywords. Personalization, Mass-customization, Customization, Research Profiling, 

Literature Review. 

Introduction 

Personalization is a concept that is intuitively appealing. The roots of 
personalization are in the relationship marketing and management (Crosby et al., 
1990; Dwyer et al., 1987). Just like a helpful sales clerk, the seller (or the 
electronic customer interface), greets the customer by name, remembers what s/he 
has purchased or browsed previously, and suggests products s/he might be 
interested in the future. In the 21st century the wide-spread use of information and 
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communication technologies (ICT) has made personalization a more varied and 
affordable strategy for implementing interactive relationships with customers. The 
benefits of personalization are said to be many for both marketers and customers. 
Individualized products, services and communication are believed to attract 
customer attention and foster customer loyalty and lock-in (Ansari and Mela, 
2003), and serve as a protection against the commoditization of the offering 
(Wind and Rangaswamy 2001). According to Goldsmith and Freiden (2004) 
personalization is one of the major changes that influence marketing, and 
Kalyanam and McIntyre (2002) include personalization as a significant element in 
the online marketing mix. 

Another commonly used term for offerings designed for individual customers 
(either consumers or companies) is customization. Especially when a 
comparatively low price is emphasized (the same or almost the same as for a 
standardized product), a term mass-customization is used. However, researchers 
have not reached a commonly agreed conceptualization of personalization and 
customization. According to some researchers, there is a difference between the 
concepts (e.g. Arora et al., 2008; Gilmore and Pine 1997; Kumar, 2009; 
Montgomery and Smith, 2009), whereas other researchers use the terms 
interchangeably (e.g. Peppers and Rogers 1997; Miceli et al., 2007). 

The motivation for this paper arose from the desire to understand 
personalization and how it is defined and conceptualized in the literature. There 
are also other terms whose main content is to offer the right products and services 
at the right time and in the right place to the right customers. As mentioned, the 
concepts of customization and mass-customization are commonly used 
interchangeably with personalization. We examine personalization using two 
approaches; traditional literature review and research profiling (see Porter et al., 
2002). We will first present definitions and conceptualizations of personalization 
retrieved predominantly from the marketing and information systems literature. 
We will then discuss the research profiling methodology, and present the results 
of the electronic database searches that were conducted in April 2009 using the 
ISI Web of Science (ISI-WoS) database. The results reveal the main similarities 
and differences of the personalization and mass-customization literature. The final 
section discusses the results and concludes the paper with a framework of the 
contemporary usage of the concepts. 

Definitions and frameworks of personalization 

Definitions from the literature 

Personalization goes by many names, for example, individualization (Riemer and 
Totz 2001), segmentation (Smith, 1956), targeting, profiling, and one-to-one 
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marketing (Peppers and Rogers, 1997), as there is no agreed on definition on what 
constitutes personalization (Wind and Rangaswamy, 2001). Smith (1956) defined 
the original idea of tailoring the offering to better suit a certain customer group as 
segmentation: “Market segmentation involves viewing a heterogeneous market as 
a number of smaller homogeneous markets, in response to differing preferences, 
attributable to the desires of consumers for more precise satisfaction of their 
varying wants”. It is difficult to differentiate between market segmentation and a 
personalized offering, or individual marketing as Simonson (2005) calls it. 
According to him, many examples of one-to-one marketing could also be 
classified as usage-based segmentation.  

The other main concept in our study, mass-customization, was coined by Davis 
(1987). Pine (1993) provided the practical underpinnings to shape mass-
customization into a viable strategy (Kumar, 2007). According to Hart (1996), 
mass-customization is defined as ”using flexible processes and organizational 
structures to produce varied and often individually customized products and 
services at the price of standardized mass-produced alternatives”. Gilmore and 
Pine (1997) used the term customization, and defined four basic types of 
customization: adaptive, cosmetic, transparent, and collaborative customization. 
According to them, collaborative customizers conduct a dialogue with individual 
customers to help them articulate their needs, to identify the precise offering that 
fulfills those needs, and to make customized products for them. Adaptive 
customizers offer one standard, but customizable, product that is designed so that 
users can alter it themselves.  Cosmetic customizers present a standard product 
differently to diverse customers, and transparent customizers provide individual 
customers with unique goods or services without letting them know explicitly that 
those products and services have been customized for them. Customerization, a 
term coined by Rangaswamy and Wind (2001), combines mass customization 
with customized marketing, and aims at buyer centric marketing. Customerization 
is under the control of customers and initiated by them, and it focuses on helping 
customers to better identify or define for themselves what they want 
(Rangaswamy and Wind, 2001). In Table 1, we have collected the definitions of 
personalization and included also the definitions of customization or mass-
customization, if available in the same article. 
 
Author (s) Definition (s) 
Peppers and 
Rogers 
(1997) 

Personalization is customizing some feature of a product or 
service so that the customer enjoys more convenience, lower 
cost or some other benefit. Personalization can be initiated by 
the customer or by the firm. 

Riemer and 
Totz (2001) 

Personalization (or individualization which are used 
synonymously) in general means matching one object’s nature 
with one subject’s needs (i.e. customize products, services, 
content, communications to the needs of single customers or 
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customer groups). Mass-customization is the individualization of 
products (and services) at the cost of one-size fits all. 

Blom and 
Monk 
(2003) 

Personalization is a process that changes the functionality, 
interface, information content, or distinctiveness of a system to 
increase its personal relevance to the individual. 

Chellappa 
and Sin 
(2006) 

Personalization refers to the tailoring of products and purchase 
experience to the tastes of individual consumers based upon their 
personal and preference information. Therefore, personalization 
is critically dependent on vendors’ ability to acquire and process 
consumer information, and on consumers’ willingness to share 
information and use personalization services. 

Ho (2006) In customization, a web site provides an array of choices for the 
users to modify a web site’s look and feel (i.e. is a user-driven 
process). Relevant content based on the preferences of groups of 
users is provided in adaptation (i.e. according to the country of 
web users). Personalization is a process of providing relevant 
content based on individual user preferences, and personalized 
web sites obtain preference information implicitly by tracking 
customer purchases or usage habits.  

Tam and Ho 
(2006) 

There are three types of personalization: user-driven 
personalization when the user specifies in advance the desired 
web layout and content that matches her interests and 
preferences with the tools and options provided. In transaction-
driven personalization online merchant generate the 
personalized layout and content, and thus personalization is 
driven by previous transactions. Context-driven personalization 
employs an adaptive mechanism to personalize content and 
layout for each individual user based on the context and 
inference of users’ processing objectives in real time (e.g. 
product inspection versus random browsing). 

Arora et al. 
(2008) 

Personalization is a firm’s decision on the marketing mix 
suitable for the individual that is based on previously collected 
customer data. Customization, on the other hand, occurs when a 
customer proactively specifies one or more elements of her / his 
marketing mix. 

Kumar 
(2007)  

Personalization is a limiting case of mass customization. Mass 
customization aims at a market segment of few, whereas mass 
personalization aims at a market segment of one. The degree of 
transformation from mass customization to mass personalization 
depends on the extent to which the product of a company is soft 
and produced electronically.  

Frias-
Martinez et 
al. (2009) 

There are two major approaches to personalization: adaptability 
that enables users to adapt the content layout and navigation 
support to their preferences by themselves, while adaptivity 
makes an automatic adaptation for users 

Montgomery Personalization is the adaptation of products and services by the 
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and Smith 
(2009) 

producer for the consumer using information that has been 
inferred from the consumer’s behavior or transactions. 
Personalization is automated by the marketer on behalf of the 
customer as opposed to customization that a customer requests 
on her own behalf.  

 
Table 1: Definitions of personalization and attached concepts (in chronological 
order). 
 
As can be inferred from Table 1, the conceptualizations of personalization 
diverge. The most recent conceptualizations make a distinction between 
personalization as a seller initiated activity, and customization as a customer 
initiated activity. 

Personalization processes and frameworks for personalization 

 
According to Peppers and Rogers (1997), one-to-one marketing is personalized 
marketing based on the idea of an enterprise knowing its customers and treating 
customers differently. The authors conceptualize personalization as a four phase 
process: i) identifying potential customer; ii) determining their needs and their 
lifetime value to the company; iii) interacting with customers in order to learn 
about them; and iv) customizing products, services and communications to 
individual customers 

Personalization as a process has been studied also by Adomavicius and 
Tuzhilin (2005). They see personalization as an iterative process that consists of i) 
understanding the customer (with sub processes data collection and building 
consumer profiles); ii) delivering the personalized offering (sub processes 
matchmaking and delivery and presentation), and iii) measuring the impact of 
personalization (sub processes measuring the impact and adjusting personalization 
strategy). Vesanen and Raulas (2007) developed the process model further and 
propose that personalization is a broad concept that encompasses execution, 
marketing outputs in the form of products and services, promotion and 
communication, price and delivery, and the creation of value for both customers 
and marketers.  

Miceli et al. (2007) presented a conceptual framework for e-customer profiling 
that aims at supporting personalization decisions along a continuum ranging from 
common product versioning to complex reverse marketing (see Table 2).  

 
Personalization 
approaches 

Product variety Interactional 
flexibility 

Product designer 

Product 
versioning 

low low FIRM 

Mass high low FIRM/CUSTOMER 
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customization (at the late stage) 
One-to-one 
personalization 

low high FIRM/CUSTOMER 

Customerization/ 
co-creation 

high high FIRM/CUSTOMER 
(at the early stage) 

Reverse 
marketing 

high high CUSTOMER 

 
Table 2: Personalization continuum (Miceli et al. 2007, p. 9). 

 
The personalization framework of Miceli et al. (2007) combines multiple 

dimensions that capture the customer heterogeneity. They characterize 
personalization by four dimensions: value, knowledge, orientation and 
relationship quality. Value refers to customer expectations for both content and 
site-specific features, while the knowledge dimension pertains to the customer’s 
expertise and familiarity with the internet and web-based interaction tools. 
Orientation is about the customer’s mindset during the navigation experience, and 
relationship quality depicts the strength of the customer’s relationship with the 
firm. The analytical framework of Miceli et al. (2007) aims to prescribe the ideal 
personalization process by first clustering the customers based on these four 
dimensions, and then suggesting the most appropriate form of personalization for 
each cluster.  

According to the personalization framework presented by Fan and Poole 
(2006), personalization can be conducted either by the system (implicit), or by the 
user (explicit) (see Table 3). The object of personalization can be the content, user 
interface, functionality or channel. Furthermore, the framework makes a 
distinction whether personalization is directed to individuals (individuated) or to 
groups of individuals (categorized), which is important as personalization targeted 
to an individual requires more computing power.  

 

 
Table 3: Implementation possibilities in personalization, based on Fan and Poole 
(2006, pp. 187 - 188). 
 

The object of personalization can also be any part of the marketing mix: 
product, promotion, placement or price (Arora et al, 2008; Vesanen and Raulas 
2006). In addition, customer communication can be personalized in several ways: 

What? Who 
does it? 

To whom? 
Content User 

interface 
Functio-
nality 

Channel/ 
Info Access 

Individuated      Implicit 
(System) Categorized      

Individuated     Explicit 
(User) Categorized     
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according to frequency, timing, or by designing websites, newsletters or e-mails 
with various types of greeting, or using pictures and videos. 

Comparison of personalization and mass-
customization literature with research profiling 

Methodology of research profiling 

Literature reviews are an essential part of any scientific research. They can be 
done in different scales: from one section to whole state-of-the-art review articles. 
Their purpose is to justify the research questions and to present relevant earlier 
research on the subject. The search process for relevant literature is iterative as in 
each search one learns more about the topic under investigation. Porter et al. 
(2002) propose enhancing the traditional literature review through an extensive 
research profiling approach, as “this broad scan of contextual literature can 
extend the span of science by better linking efforts across research domains. 
Topical relationships, research trends, and complementary capabilities can be 
discovered, thereby facilitating research projects.” Research profiling is made 
possible through sophisticated text-mining tools combined with modern search 
engines and electronic science databases. Besides offering advanced reporting 
functions, these text-mining tools allow the researcher to interact with the 
literature data in unprecedented ways. Thus, the tools can be regarded as Decision 
Support Systems for researchers (Bragge et al., 2007). Table 4 summarizes the 
key differences between traditional literature reviews and research profiling. The 
largest difference is based on the amount of literature included, and, consequently, 
on the type and scope of discussion it allows. 
 
Traditional literature reviews Research profiling 
Micro focus (paper-by paper) 
 

Macro focus (patterns in the literature 
as a body) 

Narrow range (~20 references) Wide range (~20 – 20.000 references) 
Tightly restricted to the topic Encompassing the topic + related areas 

Text discussion Text, numerical, and graphical 
depiction 

 
Table 4: Traditional literature reviews and research profiling (Porter et al., 2002, 
pp. 353).  

Results of research profiling 

We conducted research profiling on personalization and mass-customization 
employing one of the most well-known scientific databases, the ISI Web of 
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Science (ISI-WoS). We chose ISI-WoS because of its wide coverage on 
information systems and computer science journals. The searches on 
personalization and mass-customization articles were conducted in April, 2009 
and they resulted in 883 (personalization) and 1544 (mass-customization) articles 
for the time period 1986 - 2009. The data (including bibliographic details and 
abstracts, not full-texts) was imported to a text-mining tool called the 
VantagePoint. After that the data had to be cleaned to improve the validity of the 
results. Only journal articles were included in our analysis since conference 
papers are less structured; they often lack keywords or abstracts. After the clean-
up we started the actual analysis of the data. 

The yearly divisions of articles returned with the personalization and mass-
customization literature searches are presented in Figure 1. Articles from years 
1986 – 1994 and 2009 are not included the figure. The figure shows that research 
has increased constantly, totaling 140 articles (personalization) and 211 articles 
(mass-customization) in 2008. 

Research articles in 1995 - 2008
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Figure 1: Articles with the search words “Personalization” and “Mass-
customization” in 1995 – 2008. 

 
Table 5 lists the most prolific authors of personalization and mass-

customization, and the number of articles they have written. The research activity 
of the top researchers amounted to approximately 3 % of all the articles published.  
There were no common authors in the top author lists. 

 
PERSONALIZATION MASS-CUSTOMIZATION 
# Authors  # Authors  

10 Jiao, Jianxin (Roger)  
7 

Fernandez-Vilas, Ana 
Frias-Martinez, Enrique 7 Huang, George Q. 
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6 Li, Li  Garcia-Duque, Jorge 
Pazos-Arias, Jose J. 

5 
 

Kumar, Ashok 
Salvador, Fabrizio 
Tu, Y. L  
Xue, Deyi 
Yunchu, Yang 
Zhang, Yiyang 

6 
 

Chen, Sherry Y. 
Diaz-Redondo, Rebeca P. 
Gil-Solla, Alberto  
Liu, Xiaohui  
Lopez-Nores, Martin 
Ramos-Cabrer, Manuel  
Smyth, Barry 
Tuzhilin, Alexander 

4 
 

Kusiak, Andrew 
Simpson, Timothy W 

 
Table 5: The most prolific authors of personalization and mass-customization 
research. 
 

Appendix 1 depicts an auto-correlation map of the top-50 personalization 
researchers. The lines in the auto-correlation maps reflect a measure of similarity 
(number of articles authored together) between the author nodes, which is a 
number between 0 and 1 as indicated in the legend (Pearson’s r correlation). The 
most common author defined keywords are attached to the map afterwards to 
build a picture of who is studying what under personalization. The densest 
researcher network with Fernandez-Vilas et al. have examined digital TV and 
learning, Frias-Martinez et al. have studied digital libraries and cognitive styles. 
Briggs has focused on trust and advice in the online context, Smyth has studied 
web search, Tam and Ho web personalization and efficiency, Rust service, and 
Kumar mass-customization, especially the tendency to combine personalization 
and mass-customization research. Appendix 2 depicts a corresponding auto-
correlation map of the mass-customization research. The most productive mass-
customization author, Jiao, has focuses on product portfolio and product family. 
Tseng has studied flexibility and customer views, Wang and Chen have 
concentrated on examining customer requirements, and Chang and Chen have 
focused on customer satisfaction online (see Appendix 2 for details). 

Table 6 depicts the author affiliations with the highest number of 
personalization and mass-customization articles. The total number of affiliations 
whose representatives examine personalization is 771, and 1408 for mass-
customization. The top affiliations represent ca. 8 % of the personalization and 12 
% of the mass-customization research activity. Three affiliations appear in both 
top lists: Georgia Institute of Technology, Hong Kong University of Science & 
Technology and University of Michigan (marked in italics). 
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PERSONALIZATION MASS-CUSTOMIZATION  
# Affiliation  # Affiliation  

10 Brunel Univ Middlesex, UK 38 
Nanyang Technological Univ, 
Singapore 

22 
 

Hong Kong Univ of Science & 
Technology, Hong Kong, China 
National Univ of Singapore, 
Singapore 

9 
 

NYU, New York, NY USA 
Univ of Minnesota, 
Minneapolis, USA 
Univ of Toronto, Toronto ON, 
Canada 19 Stanford Univ, Stanford, USA 

17 
Georgia Institute of  
Technology, Atlanta, USA 
Penn State Univ, USA 

16 MIT, Cambridge, USA 
15 
 

Univ in Carolina, Chapel Hill, 
USA 7 

 

Georgia Institute of Technology, 
Atlanta, USA 
Hong Kong Univ. of Science & 
Technology, Hong Kong, China 
Univ of Melbourne, Australia 
Univ of Michigan, Ann Arbor, 
USA 
Univ of Turin, Italy 
Univ of Washington, Seattle, 
USA 

14 

Shanghai Jiao Tong Univ, 
Shangai, China  
Univ Calgary, Calgary, Canada  
Univ Maryland, College Pk, 
USA.  
Univ. of Michigan, Ann Arbor, 
US 

 
Table 6: The top affiliations of personalization and mass-customization research. 

 
Both personalization and mass-customization research are published in a large 

variety of journals. Table 7 lists the top journals based on the frequency of 
published articles. There are 457 journals that have published 883 articles on 
personalization, and the top journals represent 18 % of the total number of 
personalization articles. With mass-customization the number of journals is 664, 
the number of articles 1544, and the top journals represent 17 % of the articles. 
Expert Systems with Applications journal appears in both top lists (marked in 
italics). The focus of the personalization research on computing; and mass-
customization’s interest in manufacturing are evident in the journal lists.  

 
PERSONALIZATION MASS-CUSTOMIZATION 
# Journal  # Journal  

36 
Expert Systems with 
Applications 

49 
International Journal of 
Production  Research 

21 
User Modeling and User-
Adapted Interaction 

28 
International Journal of 
Advanced Manufacturing 
Technology 

15 
Communications of the ACM 
(Association for Computing 

24 
Production  Planning & 
Control 
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Machinery) 

23 
 

Computers in Industry 
Concurrent Engineering –
Research and  Applications 

12 
 

Computers in Human Behavior 
Interacting with Computers 
Multimedia Tools and 
Applications 21 

IEEE Transactions on 
Engineering Management 

20 
 

International Journal of 
Production Economics 
Journal of Intelligent 
Manufacturing 

10 
 

Decision Support System 
IEEE Transactions on Consumer 
Electronics 
Wirtschaftsinformatik 

19 
International Journal of 
Operations & Production 
Management 

9 
IEEE Transactions of 
Knowledge and Data 
Engineering 

18 
International Journal of 
Computer Integrated 
Manufacturing 

8 
Educational Technology & 
Society 

17 
Expert Systems with 
Applications 

 
Table 7: The top journals of personalization and mass-customization research. 

 
ISI-WoS categorizes each journal into 1-6 subject categories. Computer 

science literature dominates the personalization research (48 %) while it is the 
second largest subject area in mass-customization (34 %) after engineering (40 % 
of the articles).  

Keywords offer an indication of what is being studied within the 
personalization and mass-customization research streams. An analysis of the 
keywords defined by the authors (see Table 8) reveals that personalization 
research in conducted mainly in the online environment. Personalization research 
focuses predominantly on personalization technologies as the keywords like 
recommender system, user model, collaborative filter, data and web usage mining 
and user profile indicate. Because personalization depends on the gathering and 
usage of user information, privacy issues are a major concern. Mass-
customization keywords, on the other hand, refer more to tangible products (e.g., 
product family, supply chain management, platform product, modularity, product 
configurator, product development). There are four keywords that recur in both 
top lists: personalization, electronic commerce, customization and internet 
(marked in italics). During the past four years service has emerged as a top 
keyword in mass-customization research indicating the widening of the research 
interest. 

 
PERSONALIZATION MASS-CUSTOMIZATION 
# Keywords (authors’) # Keywords (authors’) 
248 personalization 188 mass customization 



Personalization and mass-customization in the research literature                   Sunikka and Bragge 
 

Submitted to 5th World Conference on Mass Customization & Personalization MCPC2009 12 

41 recommender system 122 customization 
38 user model 33 product family 
35 electronic commerce 32 supply chain management 
32 collaboration filter 30 electronic commerce  
18 data mining 23 platform product 
17 web usage mining 
15 user profile 18 

genetic algorithm 
modularity 
product configurator 

13 
customization 
ontology 

16 personalization 
product development 

12 
adaptive 
information retrieval 
privacy 14 

flexibility 
postponement 
service 

11 
clustering 
context aware 

10 
internet 
machine learning 

 
13 
 

case study 
design 
internet 

 
Table 8: The top keywords defined by authors.  

 
In summary, personalization and mass-customization research are still clearly 

distinguishable research streams, even though mass-customization research has 
approached personalization research due to increased utilization of ICT. However, 
there is only one author, Kumar, that appears in both personalization and mass-
customization top-50 lists (see Appendices 1 and 2). Three affiliations (Georgia 
Institute of Technology, Hong Kong University of Science & Technology and 
University of Michigan) are represented in both top lists. Even though the subject 
areas of journals publishing personalization and mass-customization research are 
very similar, only one journal, Expert Systems with Application, recurs on both 
top lists. 

Snapshot of the current personalization research 

 
Although research profiling, especially the keyword analysis, reveals the trends in 
the research streams, we wanted to examine in more detail what are the main 
focus areas of the recent personalization research. In order to understand the 
personalization research better we took a sample of the 2008 and 2009 articles to 
examine the main focus and methodologies used in the articles. We read either 
abstracts or full papers in order to discover the contexts in which the phenomenon 
was studied (if mentioned), and the research methodologies. The main 
classification was made between conceptual (e.g. literature reviews, model 
development without testing) and empirical papers. Empirical papers include 
qualitative, quantitative, and experimental papers. Experimental papers are papers 
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whose main focus is on developing an algorithm, a prototype or a system that is 
tested, experimented or simulated in order to determine how successful the new 
solutions are.  

The 2008 and 2009 data were further cleaned. Since we were mainly interested 
in personalization research that has a linkage to business and management 
domains, we omitted articles from other domains (e.g. health science) or general 
papers that did not specifically focus on personalization. Also purely technology-
oriented articles were omitted from the dataset. Table 9 depicts the classification 
of the articles. 

 
No of articles 192 
No of omitted 
articles 

51 (irrelevant domain)  
40 (technology-orientation) 

No of remaining 
articles in the dataset 

101 

Conceptual papers 11 (pure conceptual) 
10 (conceptual with experiments or qualitative or 
quantitative methods) 

Empirical papers 80  
 
Table 9: Classification of the 2008 and 2009 personalization articles. 

 
Most of the personalization papers are empirical; case studies, experiments and 

simulations being the most common methods used. Only 11 papers were 
identified as purely conceptual papers (e.g. Oulasvirta and Blom, 2007). The most 
common research contexts were learning (17 articles, e.g. Gaeta et al., 2009, Rey-
López et al., 2008), mobile applications (9 articles, e.g. Xu et al., 2008), e-
commerce (6 articles, e.g. Lee and Kwon, 2008) and marketing (5 articles, e.g. 
Arora et al., 2008; White et al., 2008). Nine articles examined web search or 
information retrieval (e.g. Stamou and Ntoulas, 2009; Xue et al., 2009). Xue et al. 
(2009) aimed at finding a solution to cold-start and sparse information problems 
by developing a model called collaborative personalized search. It considers group 
user profiles, global user profiles (all users) and specialties of individuals in the 
model. Most of the personalization papers focused on developing an algorithm or 
prototype to enhance the personalization experience for the user, or profit 
potential for the service provider. Especially recommender systems were a 
recurrent topic of research. Chen et al. (2008) studied recommender systems that 
also take into account the profitability aspect, Zanker and Jessenitsching (2009) 
concluded that explicit customer requirements are a useful source or feedback, 
especially for new users. Berkovsky et al. (2008) focused on mediation of user 
models, that is, process of importing and integrating the user modeling data 
collected by other recommender systems.  
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Discussion and conclusion 

 
Both personalization and mass-customization research are on the rise, and several 
disciplines study these topics. Since the research interest is comparatively recent, 
the definitions are still unfolding. For some researchers, the difference between 
personalization and customization is not important, whereas some researchers 
emphasize the difference.  

Among those researchers who define personalization and customization as 
separate concepts, the consensus seems to be that the term personalization is used 
in three instances; i) it is a company-driven process; ii) it is used when marketing 
related concepts, especially personalized communication, is studied; and iii) it is 
the term used in the internet environment. Customization is perceived as an 
activity controlled by users, for example, configuring the content of a website, 
whereas mass-customization focuses mainly on tailor-making of products 
emphasizing affordable price of mass-customized products. Lately, however, 
mass-customization research has also started to investigate services. We speculate 
that the importance of services for the GDP of the developed nations and the 
emphasis on services also in the traditional goods manufacturing companies have 
contributed to the change. Furthermore, the dissemination of ideas of the service-
dominant logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004) has underlined the importance of 
service: service is seen as the common denominator in exchange, not some special 
form of exchange — what goods are not. Central to service-dominant logic is co-
creation that consists of customer's active involvement and interaction with their 
supplier in every aspect, from product design to product consumption. In addition, 
a new multi-disciplinary service science explores various aspects of service design 
and management (Spohrer et al., 2006; Vargo et al., 2008). Faced with so many 
initiatives it is not surprising that also mass-customization research stream has 
also turned to studying services.  

Based on our literature analysis we suggest a preliminary framework of the 
current concepts in personalization, customization and mass-customization 
research in Table 9. 

 
PERSONALIZATION 

 Intangibles (web-context, service) Tangibles (products) 
 Individual Group Individual and group 
System 
initiated 

One-to-one 
personalization 

Mass 
personalization 

User 
initiated 

Web 
customization 

Co-creation 
customization  

 
Mass-customization 

 
Table 9: Framework for personalization, customization and mass-customization 
research. 
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Most of the concepts in the framework originate from previous research 

although different terms have been used to describe the same concept. One-to-one 
personalization is personalization initiated by a system (also expressed as implicit 
or transaction-driven personalization or adaptibity). The possibility to personalize 
the offering to more than one recipient has been depicted as a personalization 
continuum in the previous research literature. The end-points of the continuum are 
one person versus several people; here personalization directed to several people 
is called mass-personalization. Customer-initiated personalization for configuring 
web sites is typically called web customization (also explicit personalization or 
adaptability). A new concept, co-creation customization, refers to a situation 
where consumers collectively personalize a website or a service to fit their 
common goals and preferences. The software applications of web 2.0 have made, 
for example, the use of folksonomy (user-generated taxonomy) popular (Mathes, 
2004). Folksonomies make collective classification of information possible by 
allowing users to socially bookmark and tag stories, pictures and videos (Mathes, 
2004), and thereby could also be used for personalization in a group level. For 
example, Xue et al. (2009) have examined a new approach, collaborative 
personalized search. The typical mass-customization research is still dominated by 
studies on tangible products, and it emphasizes affordability.  

The validity of the above framework could, however, be impugned on two 
grounds. At first, information gathering on customers’ preferences, needs and 
previous behavior usually combines both customer and company initiatives, thus 
the division to personalization and customization based on who takes the 
initiative does not always seem sensible. In addition, mass-customization research 
that has traditionally focused on tangible products has started to move into the 
service domain making the distinction between research into tangibles and non-
tangibles less relevant. We suggest that personalization is used as the higher level 
construct since it is more open and it encompass several different forms of 
matching of individual preferences and offerings (Poulin et al., 2006). We see 
mass-customization as a more limited concept and a special case of 
personalization. 

This paper aimed at increasing understanding of how personalization is 
perceived by scholars. The multiplicity of definitions and terms may actually harm 
the development of the field and thus a unified framework would be helpful. It 
would also be beneficial for the practitioners if the concepts were more lucid and 
understandable. 

This research has the following limitations. The ISI Web of Science is regarded 
as a high-quality electronic database, and it is very representative regarding 
technical and technological journals. However, several business journals (e.g. 
advertising or communication journals) are not included in the electronic database 
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biasing the search results toward the technical point of view of personalization 
and mass-customization research streams. 
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