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The pervasiveness of the Internet in today's society means that the first interaction most companies have with a potential customer is via the company Web site. In this world of e-commerce and e-CRM (Customer Relationship Management) the need for a ‘one to one’ or a ‘personal’ relationship with customers, or to state it differently, the need to understand customers has become of critical importance.
Interest in Personalization and the number of companies touting software and services for Personalization has exploded. Gartner in their research article titled “World CRM software market booms”, reports a growth in CRM ranging from 57 percent to 76 percent in each of the past three years. Their figures confirm the acceptance and priority of customer relationship management investments by the enterprise.

However, present Personalisation/CRM technologies fail to recognize and incorporate the context of the visitor in the one-to-one interaction. The analytics are mainly based on demographic information (age, income, zip code, etc) or previous purchases or transactions within the site. In “The Problem with Personalization”, Prof. Sandeep Krishnamurthy explains some limitations of present personalization approaches:

They assume stable consumer preferences. Covert systems assume that past behaviour is the best predictor of future behaviour. While this is true to some degree (e.g. routinized purchases of low-value items), it fails miserably in some situations. Two examples where this will not work are variety seeking and impulsive shopping behaviours. … They also underestimate the non-linearity of the shopping experience.

Lynne Harvey in her report “It's All About Me and You: How Personalization Can Build Better Customer Relationships” says:

To create an effective dialogue, context is key. It's important to understand ME, who I am, what kind of business I've done with you in the past, and everything that I've bought from you. But it's also important to use this information in the right context. Context is more than just timing and place; it involves understanding what my current mode as a customer is. Am I killing time or in a hurry? If possible, it is also important to infer my mood-frustrated, relaxed, or elated.

Therefore a contextual assessment has to be in place in order to model and incorporate the on-line contextual information of the user (state of mind: in a hurry, experienced user, learning the site structure, lost in the site, etc) in the personalization cycle.

However, for this contextual assessment to be successful, it has to be non-intrusive. If the user has to choose her context from a list of options prior to her interaction, it will break the fluent conversation that the personalization process aims. It also might raise all sorts of concerns regarding her privacy and the real purpose of the assessment.

One option to assess the context without asking for an active role from the user is to study her on-line behaviour. Information like time spent on pages, if recommendations are followed or not, content of the pages visited, etc. can be analysed to infer contextual information about the on-line visitor.

We refer to this approach as On-line Behavioural Context Assessment (OBCA). Broadly, the goal of OBCA is to model user context through the behavioural traces the user leaves while surfing a web site. We intend to incorporate this OBCA approach to Personalization and CRM at a first stage. Nevertheless we recognize it could be used in multiple scenarios, and we believe it will be increasingly important in multi-channel, mobile applications.

