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Cookies are being phased out and create issue with targeting precision, ad efficiency,
Received: May 006, 2025 and ROI as they have traditionally enabled advertisers to follow user activity across sites.

This paper explores the impact of a cookie-less future on digital advertising, focusing
Accepted: June 11, 2025 on developing strategies and technologies designed to allow for effective targeting while
Published: August 30, 2025 adhe'ring to privacy regu_lfations. Major findings show the as.cendancy of first-party data as

a prized asset for advertisers. In contrast, first-party data is more accurate and collected
directly from consumers, which means it is also more privacy compliant than third-party
data. First-party data also has its challenges when leveraged at scale, namely the kind of
tracking and personalization cookies offered. As a more privacy-friendly practice, interest-
based advertising has been replaced or supplemented by contextual advertising, which makes
advertising targets according to the content of the website rather than the behaviour of the
user. But it is not as accurate as the cookie-based ones. Identity resolution technologies are
also under consideration as they allow cross-platform tracking and although they remain
compliant with privacy laws, are criticized for their centralization of data and potential
for misuse. Consumer trust has required transparency with regards to data collection and
consent. Despite the obvious advantages it also raises ethical questions of data abuse that
need to be balanced carefully between privacy and personalization. The cookie-less future
will not only mean challenges but will be an opportunity for advertising as well. Adopters
must bring privacy to the forefron by adopting first-party data and privacy-respecting
technologies such as Al personalization, and context-based targeting technologies. Such a
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scenario will depend on transparency and trust from consumers in such advertising.

INTRODUCTION

Cookies have been the dominant tool for targeting clients
in traditional marketing, especially online marketing, as
(Shetty, 2022). Cookies, which are small data files that stay
on users’ browsers, tracked consumer behaviour across
sites allowing for profiling and personal ads (Porcelli ez
al,, 2024). These cookies enabled essentially retargeting
— displaying ads to users based upon their previous
browsing behaviour — as well as cross-site attribution,
allowing advertisers to assess the effectiveness of their
ads. But cookies have come under fire for consumer
about privacy and awareness of data collection, leading
to a growing concern over data collection by companies.

The new concern with data protection gave rise to
strict privacy legislations such as the European Union’s
General Data Protection Regulation Act (GDPR) and
the California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA) in the US
(Farhad, 2024). These models aim to give individuals
rights over their own data and to create responsibilities for
companies to collect and use personal data (Mori¢ ef al,
2024). This has led to a reassessment at how businesses
will transition into marketing in a privacy-centric world,
and trust and data protection have become the new
branding and advertising paradigms.

These privacy concerns have resulted in the death of
third-party cookies and as a result cookie-less advertising,
This was the trade off the industry offered in terms of

targeting versus consumer privacy deference. Advertisers
adapted by using first-party data, contextual ads, and
privacy-protecting technologies among other measures to
fill the need for tracking users through cookies in a world
without them (Mori¢ ez al, 2024).

The other important benefit is first-party data, which
is information acquired from customers, and with
their consent. The scaling issues are the same as first-
party data and provenance and permission are still a
challenge. Also, there is contextual targeting — ads are
placed according to the content of a web page rather
than according to users’ previous behaviours — but this
is much less accurate than cookie- based targeting. These
are fundamentally creative problems, and a transition
to privacy-protecting advertising technologies that are
capable of delivering such personalized advertisements
without invading people’s privacy. The purpose of this
paper is to understand the impact of a cookie-less future
on targeted advertising.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Cookies have long served as a means through which
advertisers can monitor and track users across websites.
This enables them to deliver more tailored ads by
developing profiles of users based on their website visits,
searches, and purchases, even beyond the site the user is
currently visiting, These profiles allow better precision
in targeting ads, ads that become relevant for the users’
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interests and needs, thus increasing effectiveness and
ROT of advertising. (Ullah e al., 2022; Sim e al., 2024).
Cookie-based advertising methods started to be defined
in the late 1990s, when cookies were created to store user
preferences and manage sessions. Cookies eventually
became capable not only of facilitating targeted advertising,
but also retargeting, or showing ads to users for products
they had viewed or interacted with previously (Hana ef 4,
2022). The strength of this kind of remarketing was a large
part of the cookie-based strategies’ effectiveness, in that,
it continued to make relevant ads visible to consumers as
they navigated the web.

As cited by Leguina e al (2020), cookies allowed for
cross-site attributes, providing information to evaluate the
effectiveness of advertisements across multiple sites. As
a result, more intelligent decisions regarding advertising
expenditures were done because tracking conversions
among multiple sites was possible. Cookies, on the one
hand, are helpful and more efficient, for personalized ads
creation, but on the other hand, they have been accused
of privacy and data security problems. As a consequence,
the advertising industry is moving toward privacy-centric
alternatives that remain efficacious (Abdallah e a/, 2025;
Alkis & Kose, 2022; Miller & Skiera, 2023; Strycharz ez
al, 2021).

The Rise of Privacy Regulations

Perhaps the most well-known regulatory answer of
this type is the General Data Protection Regulation, or
GDPR, which relates to consumer privacy and has been
in effect in the European Union since 2018 (Ebrahimi ez
al., 2022; (Hoofnagle et al, 2019). GDPR enforces strict
responsibilities on companies with regards to collecting,
storing and processing personal data, while empowering
consumers with their data. Similarly, the California
Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA) or California Consumer
Privacy Act, enacted in 2020, allows consumers to “opt
out of the sale of that person’s personal information”
and obliges companies to notify consumers about their
collection of personal data (Baik, 2020). This has had a
particularly strong impact on digital advertising and has
led advertisers to rethink their use of consumer data.
This requirement for active consent is why cookie-based
tracking methods are no longer in use.

With increased consumer desire for more ethical and
transparent advertising arises more regulatory interest.
According to some study, more consumers than ever
before are concerned about privacy and the use of their
personal information for marketing purposes. These
shifts in consumer mindset have pushed organizations to
adhere to privacy laws and implement a customer-centric
trust-first ethical advertising technique (Adanigbo, 2024;
Chavan & Lima, 2024; Dwivedi ez /., 2020; Hemker ez al.,
2021; Rosirio & Dias, 2023).

Cookie-Less Advertising: Emerging Trends and
Technologies

As the industry transitions to a future without cookies,
numerous innovative strategies have started to address

the tracking capabilities previously provided by third-
party cookies. A key solution is the heightened utilization
of first-party data, which refers to information gathered
directly from consumers during their interactions with
a brand’s website or application (Dwivedi e/ a/, 2020).
First-party data is also more precise than third-party data,
and it adheres to legal standards since it is collected with
the consent of users and shared voluntarily. This type
of data enables advertisers to customize experiences for
individuals while respecting consumer privacy.

Another viable cookie-free solution which places ads
according to the content of a website other than the
consumer behaviour is “Contextual advertising” (Hana e#
al., 2022). It is a privacy-preserving alternative because
it is not based on user tracking across multiple sites.
Advertisers may offer relevant ads without breaching
anyone’s privacy by examining the context of the page,
i.e., through keywords or themes of content. Also rising
in popularity is server-side tracking, or tracking that
occurs and is managed on the server rather than on the
client. Interestingly, this methodology allows advertisers
to further improve how ads are targeted while also
collecting data in a more privacy-preserving manner.
Unified IDs are yet another rising option in the cookie-
less advertising world (Shetty, 2022, 2022). These IDs
are unified identifiers that amalgamate multiple pieces
of data from different platforms into one ID for a given
user, allowing advertisers to follow the user across all
platforms but “in a privacy-compliant way”. The problem
with unified IDs, but, is the centralization of data and the
risk of abuse of it.

New alternatives, such as browser fingerprinting, device
IDs and local storage, are also being considered for
cross-site user tracking (Pau e al., 2023). Although, these
methods provide new ways to collect data, they also raise
privacy concerns. Browser fingerprinting, for example,
identifies users by their unique browser characteristics,
but it does so without user consent, which further leads
to potential ethical and legal issues.

Consumer Perceptions of Privacy in Advertising
Privacy perception by consumers is therefore key to the
efficacy of cookie-less advertising techniques. In light of
this awareness, trust has been implicated in consumer
attitudes in relation to data. Consumers have been found
to be sceptical regarding the use of their personal data
and privacy is reportedly among the foremost digital
content and advertising concerns (Cai & Mardani, 2023;
Ho et al,, 2023; Quaches al., 2022; Yadav et al., 2024).

The cookie-less change is both challenging and providing a
means to build a good relationship with consumers. Trust
relies heavily on transparency regarding data collection
practices. Consumers prefer brands that are transparent
of the usage of their information and provide clear opt-
in preferences for data collection. Consumers would
feel greater engagement and trust as they would control
their data and be using privacy advertising responsibly
(Adanigbo, 2024).
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Data protection is also a key factor in framing consumer
behaviour. Those that protect data and give control to
consumers over their own information are more likely
to foster consumer loyalty in the long run. Still, those
that do not provide transparency or apply unethical data
practices will further face challenges of consumer trust
which will translate in effectiveness of advertising and or
in maintaining customers (Sansome ef al., 2023).

In this present privacy-centric generation of advertising,
trust and the ability to defend privacy will oversee. Brands
are beginning to see that privacy-focused techniques
are the future of advertising, and as a result, they must
establish more ethical and sustainable strategies.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This study employs a qualitative secondary research
approach, drawing on a total of 30 secondary sources to
explore the implications of a cookie-less digital advertising
environment. The dataset includes 12 peer-reviewed
journal articles, 10 industry reports and white papers, and
8 regulatory and policy documents. To ensure relevance
and credibility, the selection process followed specific
inclusion and exclusion criteria. Sources were included if
they were published between 2018 and 2025, addressed
themes such as digital advertising, customer targeting,
data privacy, or regulatory impacts, and originated from
reputable academic, industry, or governmental platforms.
Searches were conducted using databases such as Google
Scholar, Scopus, and industry sources like IAB Europe,
Deloitte Insights, and McKinsey, alongside regulatory
sites including the official EU GDPR and CCPA portals.
Opinion-based articles, blog posts without data citations,
and materials predating 2018 were excluded unless they
were deemed foundational to the topic. This structured
approach ensured that the analysis was based on a
balanced, current, and authoritative body of evidence.
Through an emphasis on multiple forms of tracking, it
explains the ways in which privacy laws like the CCPA
and GDPR are affecting the shifts in advertising methods
and the ways companies are adjusting their methods to
resolve the drawbacks of reduced cookie use. The analysis
summarizes the topmost techniques and forecasts future
trends in digital marketing and privacy- respecting client
targeting;

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Among the findings is a conclusion that first-party data
are now a core asset for advertisers. While third-party
cookies were based on data from outside sources, first-
party data comes from users’ direct interactions with
a brand’s website or app. Amongst other details, this
data comprises users’ website browsing behaviours,
previous purchases, and preferences, which can be used
to personalize advertising in a privacy-compliant way
(Dwivedi ez al, 2020). In fact, this move toward first-
party data has been seen as a good thing, in that it enables
advertisers to create customized experiences from
consumer permission and interaction. The problem with

first-party data at scale, but, is that it is highly accurate,
but also limited: Though third-party data was particularly
valuable in developing comprehensive consumer profiles,
it has now largely disappeared and has been subject
to a disconnect between “consent, transparency, and
commodification of personal information” (Sim e al.,
2024; Shetty, 2022). Nonetheless, firms such as Amazon
and Apple have been able to use first-party data to provide
very personalized advertisements while also complying
with privacy policies. Interestingly, it quickly revealed
that businesses could successfully serve personalized
advertising in a post-cookies world, provided they
had certain technologies and techniques, such as using
integrated customer data platforms. But advertisers will
though have to learn how to collect and manage large
amounts of first-party data while avoiding user privacy
concerns or opt-in fatigue (Ebrahimi ef a/,, 2022).

The reduced targeting precision which has been
inculcated in Cookieless advertising as generally
affected the measurement of ad effectiveness and cross-
platform tracking, Most time, when there are no cookies,
advertisers struggle to obtain direct information about
ad performance metrics from user journeys. Cookie-
based attribution is being replaced by methods like
Media Mix Modelling (MMM) analysis and incrementality
testingg MMM usually examine past sales records and
media expenditures in various channels to evaluate the
success of marketing campaigns and assist advertisers to
understand how various marketing activities connect with
the overall return on investment or ROI from marketing
expenditures (Einhorn, 2025).

Also, incrementality testing is where different advertising
approaches are tried out to obtain data on the actual effects
of advertising on consumer behaviour. These approaches
can be useful, but they lack the level of precision that
cookies can provide, especially at the individual level (Sim
et al., 2024). But, in a context where advertisers need more
than ever to achieve the highest possible ROI, adding Al-
based analytics will definitely become necessary to cover
what these tools will start to miss out due to the lack of
cookies.

This has limited the potential to maximize return on
investment. Replacing third-party cookies is about
shifting from an advertising model based on opaque
data collection and targeting to one centred on fielding
transparent data and consent to target, but whose
implementation may not be as easily deployed and may
demand more

work and costs. Still, first-party data’s advantages, such as
enhanced consumer relationships and greater data accuracy,
are now being understood as critical to continuing to have
effective advertising in this new context.

The elimination of this has been documented to have
significant impact for marketers, in that they lose the
capacity to track consumer behaviour across external
sites. But, without cookies, the ability to monitor
users’ movement across websites and devices has been
complicated, which limited advertisers ‘ability to access
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cross-platform attribution data (Sim ezal,, 2024). Advertisers
are beginning to address this gap in several ways. Hana e#
al. (2022) Server-side tracking presents companies with the
ability to track users on the server instead of through the
now- limited browser tracking than can no longer be relied
upon. According to Hana ez a/. (2022), server-side tracking,

Alternative Advertising Strategies and Technologies
The advertising industry has accordingly started to use
a set of other technologies and practices in response to
the “death of cookies,” which would provide for effective
targeting within the limits of privacy. As an alternative to
behavioural targeting, contextual targeting has become a
more common practice. Contextual advertising displays
ads based on the content of a webpage rather than using
information from users.

A newer solution is identity resolution. It gathers data at
different touchpoints and builds a sort of identity profile
on that specific consumer, often via merge or known ID.
Privacy-compliant unified ID solutions link the activity
of a user across platforms. This reduces the reliance on
third-party cookies and allows advertisers to maintain their
capacity to target ads cross-platform. Identity resolution
can be effective as mentioned, but it does involve an
exact dosage of personalization and privacy safeguarding
because consent is key in the data collection process.
Artificial Intelligent (AI) based personalization, plus, has
begun to look appealing as a new alternative. Without
the use of cookies, Al and Machine Learning (ML)
techniques can allow advertisers to display targeted
ads. These technologies can parse consumer behaviour,
interests, and demographic information to serve more
contextual and relevant ads. Al solutions can achieve the
same level of cookie-based precision, but in a real-time
context that respects privacy laws.

There has also been mention of the role of Consent
Management Platforms (CMPs) and data clean rooms.
CMP’s allow advertisers to gather data in a privacy
compliant manner; consumers have control over their data
but businesses can still gain valuable insights. Data clean
rooms, in contrast, enable brands to process first-party
data in a private way. Both technologies give advertisers
the ability to use data to drive decisions without putting
consumer data at risk.

Consumer Trust and Ethical Perceptions in Cookie-
less Advertising

Considering Cookieless future, customer trust will
be very important to advertisers. Moving to privacy-
first advertising methods has significantly impacted
and improved consumers’ understanding of brand
relationships. This is because, when consumers can
control the manner in which their data is collected and
are educated regarding the ways in which it is used, they
are quick to trust businesses. Transparency of the data
collection process is one of the major reasons fostering
this kind of confidence. When privacy is valued and
information is treated ethically, consumers are more willing

to engage with ads and provide accurate information.

The ethical issues of cookie-less advertising are still
considerable though. An overarching concern is of course
the abuse of personal data. As exposed to the potential
exploitation of their personal data, consumers are becoming
more aware of the ways in which their information can
be used to target them with advertisements and are thus
beginning to demand transparency and permission-based
approaches that incorporate consumer consent to data
collection. Nonetheless, the advanced methods of data
collection and the potential abuses in a society without
cookies still looms as a serious ethical problem.

Comparing Traditional and Cookie-less Advertising
Both cookie-based advertising and cookie-less advertising
come with their own advantages and drawbacks. Cookie-
based advertising in the old sense accepted behaviour
tracking across sites, and led to good targeting, retargeting,
and attribution. It allowed for very specific advertising
and more efficient use of advertising dollars as it detailed
each individual consumet’s behaviour. It also created one
of the biggest issues on privacy, in that most users were
unaware of the amount of data being tracked and the
nature of the profiles.

Cookie-less advertising, on the other hand, emphasizes
privacy-friendly data, such as first-party data and
contextual targeting. These are more ethical forms of
advertising, but they don’t have the same granularity or
real-time tracking capabilities that cookies did. But now
Al-powered personalization and identity resolution
technologies are filling that void — enabling relevant,
personalized experiences without the use of cookies.

At the end of the day, cookie-less alternatives won’t
achieve the same type of accuracy that cookie-based
methods can provide, but they can be a way to develop
personalized ads without violating consumer privacy.
Advertisers need to accept these new technological
changes, impact and challenges, commit to openness and
transparency, and work to develop relationships of trust
with consumers in order to successfully make the shift
towards a privacy-first advertising future.

Implications for the Future of Advertising

The death of cookies is already affecting ad spend,
consumer engagement and branding, Given that third-
party cookies are no longer an option, advertisers will need
to be looking for new ways to track shifts to more private
alternatives like first-party data and contextual targeting;
Adoptets and/or those interested in making the transition
will likely face higher advertising costs but, as they will
need to invest in and learn to use technologies and tools
like Consent Management Platforms (CMPs), data clean
rooms, and identity resolution to continue to appropriately
target customers while adhering to privacy regulations.
The ability to track performance in such detail will be
lost, and during a period of time, until brands learn to
do it differently, the performance of advertising could
decrease. But the key will be to adjust to a privacy-first
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marketing ecosystem and those that can do it successfully
will win in the long term. Brands will have to focus on being
trustworthy and providing transparent data practices.
This trend toward more privacy-oriented advertising
could open a door to include customer interaction via
first-party data and bolstering those relationships.

Moving forward, brands will have to think of this industry

with data and ethics in mind, focusing on consent and
security of data.

The Role of Privacy Regulations in Shaping Future
Advertising

These laws will not only affect the EU and California, as
digital marketing is globalized and, in the future, laws will
probably have to be harmonized. There is also the possibility
that this would mean the adoption of global privacy
legislations, which would change advertising everywhere.
Balancing the understanding of effective targeting and
measurement as well as dealing with the challenges of
multiple regulatory frameworks will be a challenge for
advertisers. As regulation increases, companies will have
to embrace privacy enhancing technologies and focus on
data reduction to minimize the amount of personal data
they collect. In the long run, these rules should eventually
encourage responsible and transparent marketing practices
that build consumer trust and brand equity. Brands that
embrace these changes will ensure compliance, but more
importantly will gain a competitive advantage.

CONCLUSION

This paper has looked at the impact of cookie-less
advertising on how customers are targeted, focusing
on the shift to privacy-first marketing and the new
replacements for traditional cookie-based methods. The
findings indicate that as third-party cookies are being
suppressed in response to mounting privacy concerns
and data protection measures, the advertising industry
has increasingly begun to rely on first-party data and
contextual targeting, These provide a solution to continue
supplying personalized advertising and to do so at the
expense of consumer privacy. There are downsides to the
shift but, particularly around the ability to maintain ad
performance and returns on investment. While advertisers
and businesses are learning to adjust to privacy-centric
methods such as identity resolution, Al personalization,
and CMPs, the effectiveness of these novel methods is
still evolving, This is an ethical matter. This shift towards
privacy-first advertising has led an increased transparency
on the process of collecting and utilizing consumer data,
further enhancing consumers’ trust. Still, the misuse
of personal data and questions about “ethical opt-in”
models, among other issues, remains problematic. The
cookie-free future has both challenges and possibilities.
Just as privacy rules increase, the advertising industry will
need to incorporate technologies that combine advertising
productivity
companies as responsible and trustworthy organizations

with privacy compliance, establishing

in the eyes of consumers.

Recommendations

It is clear from this study, that the advertising industry is
undergoing a major shift in response to increasing privacy
regulations and the deprecation of third-party cookies.
Therefore, the following recommendations are made for
businesses undergoing this transition:

1. Advertisers should stick to the collection and the use
of first-party data, which is gathered directly from users
with their approval. Although, it may not give the same
depth of information as third-party cookies, it supports
privacy compliance and is more accurate.

2. Using of technologies like; contextual advertising,
identity
can assist in maintaining targeted advertising without

Al-driven personalization, and resolution
compromising privacy.

3. To remain in compliance with privacy regulations
including the GDPR and CCPA, businesses should make
sure that they implement CMPs which give consumers
control over their data and ensure transparency in data
collection practices.

4. Finally, brands should explicitly state, convey their
data collection procedures, and guarantee consumers
consent to data use as this will improve customer trust
and brand reputation.
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