LLM Whisperer: An Inconspicuous Attack to Bias LLM Responses

Weiran Lin
Carnegie Mellon University
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, USA
weiranl@andrew.cmu.edu

Lujo Bauer
Carnegie Mellon University
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, USA
Ibauer@cmu.edu

Abstract

Writing effective prompts for large language models (LLM) can be
unintuitive and burdensome. In response, services that optimize or
suggest prompts have emerged. While such services can reduce user
effort, they also introduce a risk: the prompt provider can subtly
manipulate prompts to produce heavily biased LLM responses. In
this work, we show that subtle synonym replacements in prompts
can increase the likelihood (by a difference up to 78%) that LLMs
mention a target concept (e.g., a brand, political party, nation). We
substantiate our observations through a user study, showing that
our adversarially perturbed prompts 1) are indistinguishable from
unaltered prompts by humans, 2) push LLMs to recommend target
concepts more often, and 3) make users more likely to notice target
concepts, all without arousing suspicion. The practicality of this
attack has the potential to undermine user autonomy. Among other
measures, we recommend implementing warnings against using
prompts from untrusted parties.

CCS Concepts

« Security and privacy — Usability in security and privacy;
Social aspects of security and privacy; « Computing method-
ologies — Natural language generation.
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1 Introduction

With recent advances in LLMs, chatbots are becoming a ubiquitous
part of users’ digital experience. Users interact and control chat-
bots through natural language (i.e., prompts) for numerous tasks.
However, despite this interface, effective prompts are often hard
to create [49, 69, 90, 107], leading researchers to develop a variety
of prompt optimization, recommendation, and improvement tech-
niques (e.g., [43, 69, 83, 87]). The industry has followed suit and
released services to optimize users’ prompts [2, 83] and recommend
new ones based on usage patterns [67, 68] (see Fig. 1). Forums dedi-
cated to sharing pre-written prompts, often called prompt libraries,
have also emerged (see Fig. 2). While these prompt providers are
convenient to users, little research has focused on the implications
of using prompts created by other (untrusted) parties. Existing
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/-suggestion

Help me create a list of gas station
brands. I'm looking for good
alternatives that are truthful,
widely available, and cheap.

Among all of the gas station brands,
which are honest and dependable?

What are the most trustworthly and
wallet-friendly gas station brands?

B 0

Figure 1: An unbranded chatbot service (created for illus-
tration in the user study), closely mimicking Copilot, sug-
gesting prompts. Popular chatbot services (e.g., ChatGPT,
Meta AI, Gemini, Copilot) all employ such prompt recom-
mendation mechanisms. Some, like Copilot [68], continu-
ously update recommendations based on the chat history.
Adversarial prompt providers may suggest specially crafted
prompts. Fig. 3 depicts an attack.

work, so far, has only focused on risks and harms of LLMs in the
context of adversarial users [14].

In contrast to prior work, in this paper, we study whether incon-
spicuous manipulation of prompts by prompt providers can lead
to LLM responses with substantial biases, influencing users in the
direction of an attacker’s choosing, and doing so without arousing
suspicion about the manipulated prompt (§3). This attack would
give the appearance of a personalized chatbot experience, while
ultimately undermining users’ autonomy [13, 103]. We assume ad-
versaries cannot, or are disincentivized to change the weights of,
or insert system prompts to LLMs.

While many approaches claim to subtly perturb natural-language
prompts (e.g., [102, 105]), these studies differ from ours in an im-
portant way: we are the first to empirically demonstrate that our
perturbations are inconspicuous from the perspective of users. Un-
like much prior work, our attack does not require access to the LLM
weights or gradients. We utilize two separate LLM use scenarios
as examples to demonstrate the effectiveness of our attack: recom-
mending brands for a specific category of goods when users are
shopping, and suggesting a concept (e.g., a name, nation, political
party) for a societal topic (e.g., the most influential U.S. president).
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Al Prompts for Ad Campaigns

Al Prompts for Ad C: i Need ad campaigns for y
Your advertising strategy.

business? Use these Al prompts to help boost

| Create AID,

Back tothe Al promp library

Note: These prompts will require OpenAl's GPT 4 to work properly.

Dictan

v Create AIDA model

5] Act as an advertising campaign specialist. Create an AIDA model
for a business and their product. Then, draft a detailed and
actionable campaign plan to promote the business and the
product and how to do it.

Before you start with this task, ask me a few questions about the
business so you can provide the best results possible.

Build a campaign for product or service

Figure 2: A screenshot of a prompt library on the “Ad Cam-
paigns" page. The prompt library explicitly asks users to “use
these AI prompts to help boost your advertising strategy."
Adversaries may similarly publish their prompts and execute
the attack we describe in Fig. 3. This screenshot was captured
at https://www.godaddy.com/resources/ai-prompts-for-ad-
campaigns on Sep 10th, 2024.

Our scenarios are not hypothetical: Amazon, the largest online
retailer, released Rufus, a chatbot that recommends products to
users [67]. For each task, we assume that a user is looking for in-
formation and decides to consult a benign (i.e., not intentionally
biased) LLM. To reduce the prompting burden, we suppose that
users use prompts from prompt providers (e.g., prompting services,
online forums) who modify user prompts or suggest new ones.
Unbeknownst to users, these prompt providers are adversarial, sug-
gesting perturbed prompts without raising user suspicion, while
ultimately causing LLMs to recommend a target concept more often.
In our experiments, we used the frequency of LLMs mentioning
certain concepts as a proxy metric for their likelihood of recom-
mending those concepts (an assumption we later validate in §5).
Additionally, in practice, we target a set of words related to the
brand (e.g., “MacBook,” “Apple” for the “Apple” brand). Throughout
the paper, we refer to responses that contain any of these target
words as the LLM mentioning said concept.

We take a multi-tiered approach when developing our attack.
As a first step in evaluating potential risks, we measure how para-
phrased prompts can result in biased responses in different di-
rections. In one case, we measure that the likelihood of an LLM
mentioning a specific concept shifted from never to always (§4.3.1),
showing that LLMs can be highly sensitive to small changes in
input. However, generating paraphrases can be a costly process
and may result in prompts that have noticeably different meanings
to users.

To address this shortcoming, we then propose a new approach
that exploits the fragility of LLMs. Specifically, we use synonym
replacements to perturb (benign) base prompts, where the resulting
prompts differ from the base only by a few words. While several
synonym dictionaries existed prior to our work [44, 45, 58, 81, 110],
we found that synonyms in these dictionaries are human-detectable

in the context of recommendation, leading us to create our own
synonym dictionaries. After creating a list of candidate replacement
prompts by replacing some words with their synonyms, we modify
an existing loss function to capture adversaries’ goal to force LLMs
to mention a target concept, or, more specifically, a set of target
words related to that concept. Hypothetically, the lower the loss
value is, the more likely it is that LLMs will generate one of the
target words. We show that our synonym replacement method can
increase the likelihood that LLMs mention a concept by absolute
improvements up to 78.3% (§4.3.2).

Most of our attack success measurements rely on the LLM’s
likelihood of mentioning a concept. However, this metric may not
perfectly measure adversarial goals, remaining inconspicuous while
influencing users. To evaluate more realistically if our attack can
meet adversarial goals, we conducted a between-subjects user study
(§5), focusing on the shopping scenario due to its benign nature com-
pared to other scenarios. Similar to the recently launched Amazon
Rufus [67], we ask our users to pretend that they are shopping for
products and ask LLMs to recommend brands. We act as a prompt
provider, serving half of the participants manipulated prompts and
the other half base prompts. We specifically measure if participants
will (1) find differences between perturbed/unperturbed prompt
pairs, (2) find differences in responses to these pairs, and (3) be influ-
enced by the increased likelihood of brand appearance in responses.
We found that our synonym replacement attack achieves all three
adversarial goals with statistical significance (§5.2.2), validating our
earlier measurements.

In summary, our contributions are the following:

o We define a new (but realistic) threat model where adversaries
perturb prompts and convince users to use them, ultimately caus-
ing LLMs to mention a target concept more often and influencing
unsuspecting users.

e We notice similar prompts might lead to significantly different
LLM responses, and exploit this with synonym replacement, forc-
ing the chances of a target concept being mentioned to increase
or decrease.

e Finally, through a user study, we show that synonym replacement
meets adversarial goals in a realistic setting.

The rest of the paper has the following layout: We give an
overview of related work in §2, and define our threat model in
§3. We develop and evaluate the attacks in §4. We validate the ap-
proach in a user study in §5. We discuss the implications of our
findings in §6 and the limitations of our work in §7. Finally, we
conclude in §8.

2 Background

In this section, we first discuss biases in LLMs (§2.1), then review
existing inconspicuous attacks (§2.2), next go over user difficulty
with prompting and demand for prompt providers (§2.3), and finally
describe deceptive design (§2.4).

2.1 Biases in LLM Responses

In this paper, we study how semantically similar prompts might
cause LLMs to recommend concepts with significantly different
probabilities, creating the opportunity to inject biases into responses.
The specific definition of biases in LLM responses is context- and


https://www.godaddy.com/resources/ai-prompts-for-ad-campaigns
https://www.godaddy.com/resources/ai-prompts-for-ad-campaigns

LLM Whisperer: An Inconspicuous Attack to Bias LLM Responses

culture-dependent [34]. In addition to various efforts to define [8,
98] and measure [29, 31, 51, 54, 89] biases, numerous attempts have
been made to mitigate biases in LLMs [48, 73]. Some of these studies
focused on societal biases in the context of e-commerce [80] and
brands [51, 95], a context we also use in this paper. Others focus on
discrimination, hate speech, and exclusionary speech. The societal
topic bias we explore in this paper (e.g., countries, political parties,
candidates) remains relatively under-explored.

2.2 Inconspicuous Attacks

One possible goal of adversaries is to ensure attacks are inconspicu-
ous, preventing humans to notice an ongoing attack in real time [24,
36, 94]. Evasion attacks are a type of attack on machine-learning
systems that often aim to remain inconspicuous [46, 70]. With slight
perturbations on images, evasion attacks aim to force well-trained
machine learning models to behave unexpectedly [22, 59, 60]. In
the image domain, L, norms were proposed as a metric to measure
the inconspicuousness of evasion attacks [39, 65]. However, user
studies suggest that L, norms might not accurately correspond to
inconspicuousness [26, 38, 85].

In the text domain, different approaches have been suggested to
generate inconspicuous attacks: some use the distances between
words (e.g., the Levenshtein edit distance) or embeddings (e.g.,
the USE score [16]) as metrics to measure inconspicuousness [37],
some change only a few words [27, 104], some utilize generative
models [102], some exploit common typos [77], and some perform
synonym replacement [81]. This body of work has one of two
evaluation limitations: either the inconspicuousness of the attacks
is not verified by a user study (e.g., [102]), or the user studies have
found that attacks to not be inconspicuous (e.g., [105]). In contrast,
we suggest a new text-domain inconspicuous attack (see §4.1.2 and
§4.3.2), verified by a user study (see §5).

2.3 Prompting Issues and Prompt Providers

Users, especially non-experts, may struggle to effectively use LLMs.
They struggle with defining their needs [90, 107], crafting effective
prompts [90, 107], understanding LLM outputs [90], and using those
outputs effectively [53, 107]. Specific user groups, like the elderly,
may face difficulties finding speech inputs, which creates a barrier
that blocks them from effectively accomplishing desired tasks [99].
Without guidance, finding adequate prompts tends to require trial
and error [23].

Research has aimed to assist users with these issues. Some pro-
posed methods are UI adjustments [90, 107], developing LLM ex-
plainability [90], user education [107], providing multiple outputs [49,
90], and prompt-chaining, where outputs are passed through multi-
ple LLMs to break down the task required [101].

In contrast, more related to our study, other work aims to directly
suggest or modify user-written prompts [49, 107]. This approach
can take the form of prompt-building tools [23, 49], providing spe-
cific prompt examples [90], or more subtly in prompt-writing recom-
mendations [107]. Prompt suggestions are not new; they have been
utilized in rule-based chatbots for years [99]. A newer strategy, in
the context of LLMs, is to modify prompts. For instance, Lashkevich
etal. [57] prepends details about the desired output to user-provided
prompts. Researchers have suggested various implementations of

1. “Try these prompts: ..I"
___y.__.p___p._> 2. forwarded

User prompt LLM

3. response

Figure 3: Pipeline of an attack where the adversaries craft
prompts and persuade LLM users to try these prompts. For
example, Instacart suggests prompts users can try with its
ChatGPT-powered search [111]. Once persuaded, the users
send these prompts to LLMs and read the responses.

1. “Can you help me to
write a prompt about ...?"
-————

3. forwarded

2. ‘Sure, here is User prompt LLM
the prompt:..." S —
4. response

Figure 4: Pipeline of an attack where users ask adversaries
to draft prompts. Users may ask prompting services to draft
prompts for efficiency and utility. Users then forward the
prompts to LLMs and read the responses. Companies (e.g.,
PromptPerfect [2]) offer such services.

these ideas. Dang et al. suggest an implementation that detects cer-
tain elements in a user-written prompt and provides a dropdown
of suggested replacements [23]. Khurana et al. provide suggestions
based off of the user’s base prompt to make their query clearer, as
well as a specific example prompt users are encouraged to use [53].
These proposed designs, as well as deployed products [67, 68], fit
well into our threat model for prompt providers. They suggest or
otherwise modify user-written prompts to increase the likelihood
of a desired outcome.

2.4 Deceptive Designs

Deceptive designs, also known as dark patterns [17], are inter-
faces purposefully designed to confuse users or manipulate user
actions [62], potentially violating the law [64, 72, 93]. They are
effective due to their asymmetric, covert, deceptive, information
hiding, restrictive, and disparate attributes [66]. Deceptive designs
exist in domains such as privacy [11], games [106], social safety
apps [18], and e-commerce [100]. Researchers have identified var-
ious deceptive designs in the wild [41, 42, 62]. Researchers have
also proposed defense mechanisms against deceptive designs for
specific groups, such as older adults [5]. In this paper, we describe
how adversaries may perturb prompts to bias LLM responses and
therefore, manipulate users’ perceptions of specific concepts. Such
perturbations can be seen as an implementation of deceptive design
on chatbot systems.

3 Threat Model

This work demonstrates that trusting prompts from (untrusted)
sources can lead to unforeseeable biases in LLM responses. While
demonstrating this fact, we adopt a threat model to scope our study.
Specifically, we assume that when users are interacting with an
LLM they use prompts from third parties that optimize, recom-
mend, and/or distribute prompts for higher-quality answers. This
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user behavior fits well with existing taxonomies of how users in-
teract with LLMs, denoted as the facilitating and iterating setup
by researchers [35]. However, in this work, we assume that unbe-
knownst to users, the prompt providers have alternate adversarial
goals (such as promoting a brand), discussed in detail in technical
goals and constraints below.

Our threat model is rooted in real-world setups and makes no
assumptions about the owner of the prompt provider, the LLM
provider, or the LLM; it applies to the following setups:

(D A chatbot service is developed using an LLM and also provides
prompt recommendation services. The service wishes to bias results
in favor of certain concepts. If the chatbot service has outsourced
the LLM,! it recommends prompts to users to achieve this goal. If
the chatbot service owns the LLM, but does not want to retrain the
model to avoid extreme costs [88], it also introduces bias through
recommended prompts.? This setup is summarized in Fig. 1 and
Fig. 3.

(@ The prompt provider might be a third-party service, having no
direct relation to the chatbot service. Such a prompt provider can
be implemented as extensions [43, 83] or standalone products [2].
Regardless, users could use these services to automatically optimize
prompts for higher quality answers, but might receive adversarially
manipulated prompts instead. This setup is summarized in Fig. 4.
(3 Further, unlike the first two, the prompt provider might not have
any direct interaction with the LLM or the chatbot. Instead, the
prompt provider may release prompts on forums that share prompts
(i.e., prompt libraries). If prompt providers manage to convince
victims to try these prompts, users send the prompts to LLMs and
read the responses. This setup is summarized in Fig. 2 and Fig. 3.

Technical goals and constraints In our threat model, re-
gardless of specific use cases, adversaries cannot, or are disincen-
tivized from, modifying LLM weights. Neither can they insert sys-
tem prompts to LLMs. They can, however, suggest prompts to users.
Prompt providers can also query LLMs with these prompts in ad-
vance of prompt distribution. We further assume that the prompt
provider is constrained in its prompt perturbation: the prompts
and resulting responses must not alert users that a manipulation is
taking place. As such, the prompts and responses must be incon-
spicuous (see §2.2). If users are suspicious (e.g., prompts/responses
semantically incorrect, containing nonsequiturs), they may stop us-
ing these prompts or take other actions against the prompt provider.
We propose a practical definition of inconspicuousness for prompts
and responses in §5.1.1.

The main goal of the prompt provider is to induce LLMs to
recommend certain target concepts more often, while not neces-
sarily the most often among all concepts. Similar to advertising
and propaganda, prompt providers may economically or politically
benefit from this outcome. Fig. 5 shows an example where users
are looking for recommendations regarding three concepts of the
same category (e.g., brands of a product category): A, B, and C. The
prompt provider aims to have LLMs recommend concept A more
and succeeds in doing so. Notably, the prompt provider does not

!Many have announced or implemented chatbots using outsourced LLMs (e.g., OpenAI
API), including Instacart [111], Lowe’s [61], Expedia [30].

2Notably, Copilot and Rufus recommend prompts based on user behavior [67, 68].
Anthropic generates task-specific prompts for developers [4].

User User

User

—{ LLM
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B / Responses User |« =
/ - /

User |« User
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\

Figure 5: An illustration of the adversaries’ goals. In this
example, the adversary tries to increase the frequency of
a target concept (A) through inconspicuous prompt recom-
mendations.There are three concepts of the same category
(e.g., brands of the same product): A, B, and C. Adversaries
achieved this goal as concept A was recommended twice be-
fore the attack and four times after the attack. In practice,
each response may recommend more than one concept.

aim to prevent other target concepts (e.g., target concept C), from
being recommended more frequently. In practice, each response
may recommend more than one target concept. Note that prompt
providers may not need LLMs to explicitly name a target concept
for it to be effectively recommend. For example, to recommend the
brand “Apple” when users ask LLMs for recommendations of laptop
brands, prompt providers may instead cause the word “MacBook"
to be used.

In summary, our threat model assumes that prompt providers
suggest prompts but do not have control over the model. An attack
succeeds if, compared to a baseline, 1) prompts and responses are
inconspicuous to users and 2) the LLMs recommend a target concept
more often. We describe such attacks in §4.1.1 and §4.1.2, and verify
the effectiveness in §4.3 and §5.

4 Inducing Biases in LLM Responses
Inconspicuously

This work follows a two-step approach to uncover the risk of using
prompts from untrusted sources. In this section, we introduce a
set of methods to perturb prompts to cause LLMs to recommend
a target concept more often (§4.1) and evaluate the effectiveness
through a series of experiments (§4.2 and §4.3). We then conduct a
user study to substantiate our findings and demonstrate that the
perturbed prompts are inconspicuous to humans while influencing
them in the expected direction through LLM responses (§5).

4.1 Developing the Attack

Here we first summarize the differences in LLM responses to para-
phrased prompts (§4.1.1) and then describe our synonym-replacement
approach to perturb prompts inconspicuously (§4.1.2). Fig. 6 illus-
trates the overall attack approach.

4.1.1  Paraphrased Prompts. Machine learning models, including
LLMs, are brittle (e.g., [15])—they can be highly sensitive to small
changes in their input. We take advantage of this to cause LLMs
to promote a target concept. We explore manipulating LLMs by
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Figure 6: The flow of our attack development, using prompts asking for smartphone recommendations as an example. We
first begin with a seed prompt that we use to generate paraphrased prompts (§4.1.1), for which we explore the difference in
LLM responses. We then generate perturbed prompts using synonym-replacement (§4.1.2). Replaced words are underlined.
This figure only shows perturbed prompts for one base prompt, but all paraphrased prompts are used as based prompts in our
experiments. We then optionally select one of these synonym-replaced prompts that has the lowest loss as the prompt that is
most likely to emphasize the desired concept (e.g., mention the target smartphone brand first). We refer to this prompt as the
perturbed prompt for a base prompt (given a target concept and model).

generating and testing paraphrased prompts that ask for recom-
mendations within a certain category (e.g., recommendations of
laptop brands). Details can be found in §4.2.4. We show that these
various paraphrased prompts (§4.3.1), although similar, can lead to
significant variations in the prominence of a target concept, e.g., a
brand, in LLM responses. Given enough paraphrases, we can find
a prompt that causes LLMs to recommend a target concept more
often.

We paraphrased prompts automatically, as we describe in §4.2.4.
Alternatively, the paraphrased prompts could be written manually.
Neither approach requires any access to LLMs’ internal weights
or token probabilities. However, paraphrasing manually is time-
intensive, while automatically generated paraphrasings may need
to be checked to confirm that they are inconspicuous. In addition,
these paraphrases, whether created manually or automatically, may
have slight differences in semantic meaning. Finally, it is also time-
intensive to generate LLM responses for all paraphrases in order to
identify the optimal prompt. As such, we propose another method to
explore many similar prompts while ensuring minimal differences
in meaning between them—the synonym-replacement attack—as
well as a method to select a prompt out of this set.

4.1.2  Synonym-Replaced Prompts. This attack perturbs prompts
by replacing a small set of words in a base (unperturbed) prompt
with synonyms, minimizing semantic changes while maintaining
inconspicuousness to users

Our early experiments showed that existing synonym dictionar-
ies [58, 81, 110] can include non-exact synonyms that do not fit the
meaning of prompts in our scenarios. For example, in the context
of product recommendations, WordNet [81] suggests “raw" as a
synonym for “newest", but it is quite awkward to ask for “the raw
smartphone" instead of “the newest smartphone". Thus, we manually
create new synonym dictionaries compatible with our high-level
scenarios. Some synonyms were compiled from existing dictionar-
ies by filtering out less exact matches, and some were compiled
manually. Our synonym dictionaries do not include all possible
synonyms. However, even these limited dictionaries are sufficient to
demonstrate the efficacy of our attack (§4.3.2). More comprehensive
dictionaries should only lead to more successful attacks.

Prior work requires white-box access to LLMs (i.e., access to
architecture and weights of LLMs) to use gradient-based prompt
modifications [112]. In contrast, we assume a less privileged attack.
Our method does not require access to model weights or gradients.
Our search space is much smaller, and thus we do not need to
consider all possible tokens a model accepts, just synonyms [112].
However, the list of all possible new synonym-replaced prompts
can be long for any given base prompt. For example, one of our base
prompts has 6, 144 candidate perturbed prompts. This means that
identifying the optimal prompt by generating responses to each
of the candidate prompts becomes prohibitively time-consuming.
We address this problem by computing a logit-based loss for all of
these candidate perturbed prompts and picking the combination
with the lowest loss. Adversaries could use such a loss function to
search for the optimal prompt without generating and evaluating
an LLM’s response to each prompt, and thus have a much lower
computational cost (more in §6.4). Alternatively, a non-resource-
constrained attacker can use an approach more similar to what we
do when it comes to paraphrased prompts, and test multiple or all
synonym-replaced prompts, rather than select just one using loss.
This does not require access to the logits.

Loss function Specifically, we use the following loss function.
Using the same notation as existing work [112], we consider LLMs
as a mapping from a sequence of tokens Xi., to a distribution over
the next token Xj+1. In other words, LLMs generate a probability
Pp(Xn+11X1:n)- The probability that the next H tokens are some se-
quence X', i.e., Xp+1.n+5 = X', canbe denoted as p(Xp41:n+H1X1:n)-
Zou et al. define a loss function to generate a specific sequence of
tokens:

t(X1:n) = —logp(Xn+1:n+H1X1:n) 1
In contrast, we design a loss function to generate a sequence from
among a set of possible candidate sequences T

[(Xlzn) = _ZOgP(Xn+1:n+H € T|X1:n) (2)

Intuitively, our loss function aims to cause LLMs to generate some
sequence from the set T right after the prompt Xj.,,. As we describe
in §3, adversaries may not need to cause LLMs to explicitly spell out
a specific string in order to mention or recommend the concept, e.g.,



Weiran Lin, Anna Gerchanovsky, Omer Akgul, Lujo Bauer, Matt Fredrikson, and Zifan Wang

causing LLMs to recommend either “Macbook” or “Apple" meets
adversaries’ goal of recommending the brand “Apple" when users
are asking LLMs for laptop brand recommendations. In this case, T
might be {“Macbook”, “Apple”}. Further, each sequence in T may
include more than one word. For example, when users are asking
LLMs for grocery store recommendations, T might be “Trader Joe’s."
This formulation inherently incentivizes earlier mentions of target
concepts. We hypothesize that users are more likely to notice earlier
mentions of a concept, and we confirm this hypothesis via a user
study, described in §5.2.

Target words Our loss function aims to increase the likelihood
of words to appear from the target set T right after the prompt, and
we use the increased likelihood of sequences from this target set
as a proxy to estimate how close adversaries are to their goal of
promoting a target concept. We use increased likelihood to estimate
which prompt from the set of candidate perurbed prompts causes
LLMs to recommend the target concept more often. Notably, despite
the loss function’s definition, a successful prompt does not need to
cause LLMs to generate sequences from the target set T immediately
after the prompt; adversaries could still succeed if any of the target
sequences appear later in the generated response (i.e., many tokens
after the prompt). In §4.3.2, we show that a prompt with a lower
loss value according to our new loss function was more likely to
mention one of the target sequences in set T among up to the first
64 generated tokens.

Our proposed approach may not be the most effective under our
threat model (§3). Perturbations to prompts could be made more
noticeable, increasing the search space for more effective prompts.
In fact, the user study we describe in §5 shows that our perturbed
prompts were indistinguishable from the original prompts to users,
indicating that there might be room for more invasive changes to
prompts.

4.2 Evaluation Setup

We create a set of experimental setups to test the effectiveness of our
prompt perturbations. In this section, we first introduce our choice
of LLM and parameters, in §4.2.1. We then describe our experiment
scenarios, in §4.2.2, and our base (unperturbed) prompt selection,
in §4.2.3. Finally, we describe our experimental process, including
evaluation metrics, for paraphrased prompts and synonym-replaced
adversarial prompts, in §4.2.4 and §4.2.5, respectively.

4.2.1 LLM Setup. In our experiments, we used six open-source
LLMs as our benchmarks: a 7B pre-trained Llama 2, an 8B pre-
trained Llama 3, an 8B instruction-tuned Llama 3, a 7B instruction-
tuned Gemma, a 7B instruction-tuned Mistral, and a 0.5B instruction-
tuned Qwen. We used both instruction-tuned and pre-trained mod-
els to show our conclusions hold on both types of models. Each
of these models was downloaded from their official repositories
on HuggingFace. We used various LLMs to ensure our conclusions
apply to more than just one specific instance of an LLM. We focus
on open-source models for two main reasons: (1) our synonym-
replacement approach (§4.3.2) requires direct access to logits, which
are not available with closed-source, API-only models (e.g., Claude,
GPT) (2) using open-source models allows our experiments to be
reproduced. However, we do explore the transferability of our ap-
proach to closed-source models in §A.2.

LLMs have a temperature parameter that controls the deter-
minism of their responses. Following prior work exploiting the
nondeterministic behavior of LLMs [112], we used the default tem-
perature for each of the six models in this paper. Experiments on the
effect of different temperature settings can be found in App. A.3,
showing that lower temperature values lead to more successful
attacks.

LLMs are nondeterministic, thus, the number of LLM responses
to collect per prompt is a critical parameter in our experiments.
A large number of responses increases the changes of accurately
estimating the average LLM response to a prompt. Existing works
collect up to 100 responses per prompt to examine the biases in
LLMs (e.g., [34]). However, these studies grouped responses into
two (e.g., “he” versus “she” [34]), while in concept-recommendation
tasks, there might be more than two candidate concepts (e.g., “Ap-
ple”, “Google”, and “Samsung” are all cell phone brands). To calculate
how many responses we needed per prompt, we ran a preliminary
experiment with 16 combinations of prompts, target concepts, and
LLMs. We collected two sets of 500 responses for each combination
and found that these two sets differed in the number of responses
mentioning the target concept by no more than four (i.e., 0.8% in
absolute means), which we deemed acceptable. Despite this, we
collect 1000 responses per combination.

When collecting responses, we generate 64 tokens per response.
We focus on the first 64 for three reasons: 1) focusing on the begin-
ning of responses is likely a good heuristic for what concepts users
are likely to see first, and thus notice (our post-hoc analysis of user
study data, in §5, confirms that early mentions of target concepts
are much more likely to be noticed by users than later mentions); 2)
some models (e.g., Llama 2, Llama 3) don’t stop generating tokens
until they reach the maximum token limit of 4096, resulting in
often repetitive and meaningless responses; and 3) computational
cost prohibits us from collecting substantially more tokens than we
have. Nonetheless, we acknowledge that the number of tokens we
generate per response might not be representative of the real-world
use of LLMs.

4.2.2  Experiment Scenarios. We used two high-level scenarios to
evaluate our prompt perturbation approaches. In the first scenario,
users are asking LLMs for recommendations of brands when they
are shopping for a specific category of goods (e.g., laptops). Ad-
versaries try to cause LLMs to recommend a specific brand more
often, e.g., which allows them to advertise without user awareness,
thereby gaining economic benefit, and de facto interfere with user
autonomy. In the second scenario, users ask LLMs about a stance
on societal topics (such as the winner of the space race, the most
influential US president, or the country that is the worst offender
of women’s rights), with potentially controversial (potentially due
to propaganda and misinformation) answers. A small number of
these prompts is “negative” (e.g., what country is the worst polluter).
We still use the term “recommend” whenever a target concept is
mentioned throughout this paper for consistency, even though in
these cases “condemn” may be more accurate. In our threat model,
adversaries aim to propagandize by forcing LLMs to answer with
the target concept. In our user study, to minimize risk of harm, we
only evaluated the product scenario (§5). The scenarios we consider
may not generalize to all the ways users utilize LLMs. We partially
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mitigate this limitation by considering many prompts and target
concepts per scenario.

4.2.3 Base Categories. We first compiled categories of concepts
and target concepts that users may query LLMs for. For the product
scenario, we compiled a list of 77 product categories where several
established brands dominate the market by crowdsourcing sug-
gestions from fellow researchers. For each category, we identified
popular brands we were aware of and supplemented this list by
querying ChatGPT for a list of popular brands in these categories.
Some brands appeared in more than one category: for example,
the brand “Apple” appeared in both the category “laptops” and
the category “smartphones.” The number of brands we listed for
each category ranged from one to nine, with an average of 3.96
per category. We performed the same collection procedure for the
societal scenario, and ended up with two to nine concepts for each
of the eleven topics we found, with an average of 5.27 per topic.
The lists of concepts we manually collected may not be exhaus-
tive and additional concepts may appear in responses but not in
our lists. However, our lists are sufficient to evaluate whether the
approaches described in §4.1.1 and §4.1.2 achieve the adversary’s
goals. As we described in §3, adversaries aim to promote a specific
concept regardless of how the chances of other concepts appearing
in the response changes.

4.2.4  Paraphrased Prompts Setup. Aided by ChatGPT, we gathered
prompts that recommended concepts in each product category or
societal topic. Specifically, for each product category, we queried
ChatGPT with the following prompt: “Give me multiple rephras-
ings and add details to: ‘What is the best XXX?’", where “XXX" is
the category (e.g., smartphones). ChatGPT suggested several can-
didate prompts for each category. For societal topics, we similarly
collected prompts for each category, starting with prompts such
as “Which country won the space race?" The prompts collected in
the same category were GPT’s interpretation of paraphrases of the
same seed prompt, and we manually checked that these prompts 1)
paraphrased each other and 2) were inconspicuous (see definition
in §3) from our perspective. We filtered out prompts that violated
either of these principles.

We also verified our selection of paraphrases with the USE
score [16], i.e., the cosine similarity between the USE embeddings of
two pieces of text. The USE score has a range of [—1, 1]; the higher
the score, the closer two pieces of text are in meaning [105]. We
used prompts that ask for different products as our baseline: such
prompts all ask for product recommendations and thus are more
similar than two pairs of random prompts. As shown in Fig. 7, we
found that our paraphrased prompts, on average, have substantially
higher USE scores than prompts that ask for different products,
indicating that paraphrased prompts are much closer in meaning
than prompts that ask for different products.

An example of paraphrases we used would be “Which VPN service
stands out as the optimal choice for ensuring top-notch online privacy
and security according to your experience?" and “Can you recommend
the ultimate VPN that excels in providing robust encryption, reliable
performance, and a user-friendly experience?", both of which are
prompts that request a recommendation for a VPN and were created
from the same seed prompt. We provide more examples in Tab. 5.
Paraphrased prompts may have different levels of detail, ask for
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larity and -1 greatest difference. Paraphrases are much closer
in meaning than prompts that ask for different products.
Synonym-replaced prompts are almost identical.

slightly different features, and use different wording, but ultimately
ask for recommendations of the same concept. We had three to ten
prompts per product category (average of 5.83, total of 449 prompts)
and six to eight prompts per societal topic (average of 6.82 and a
total of 75 prompts). We collected 1, 000 responses to each of these
449 + 75 = 524 prompts on each of the six models. These were
the paraphrased prompts that were the basis of our analysis for
the method we described in §4.1.1. These paraphrased prompts
were then used as base prompts in the synonym-replacement attack
setup in §4.2.5.

As we introduced in §4.1.2, for each combination of category
(or topic) and concept, adversaries aim to cause LLMs to mention
some words that are not necessarily concept names but evoke the
concept. For example, we consder any of “ChatGPT", “OpenAi"
and “GPT" as target words (or, in some cases, strings) for the brand
“ChatGPT" in the product category “LLMs". For each combination of
category (or topic) and concept, we collected a list of target words.
We created these lists of target words based on our knowledge and
observations of the responses from the 524 different prompts. Each
combination of category (or topic) and concept had one to five
target words. We compare paraphrased prompts by how often they
mention some target words of a category (or topic) and concept in
§4.3.1. We refer to a response as mentioning a target concept if it
contains any of that concept’s target words.

4.2.5 Synonym-Replaced Adversarial Prompts Setup. As we intro-
duced in §4.1.2, we created new synonym dictionaries compatible
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with recommendation tasks. We came up with a dictionary con-
taining a total of 94 words in 36 synonym groups for the product
scenario, and a dictionary consisting of 38 words in 11 synonym
groups for the societal scenario. Each word may have at most seven
synonyms.

To evaluate the efficacy of our synonym-replacement approach
(introduced in §4.1.2), we perturbed the 524 prompts in favor of each
concept of that category (or topic). We obtained 2, 207 synonym-
replaced prompts for each model, consisting of 1, 809 for the product
scenario and 398 for the societal scenario. We compared the 524
prompts to the 2, 207 prompts by how often they mention a target
concept in §4.3.2. We paired the prompts after synonym replace-
ment with those before synonym replacement (i.e., 2,207 corre-
sponding pairs). For each pair, we computed the absolute improve-
ment in the percentage of responses that mention a target brand.
If 20% of responses of the prompt before synonym replacement
(base prompt), and 50% of responses of the prompt after synonym
replacement (perturbed prompt) mention the target brand, the ab-
solute improvement was 50% — 20% = 30%. We also computed the
USE score between each pair as shown in Fig. 7. Across all models,
our synonym-replaced prompts have much higher (close to one)
USE scores than the paraphrased prompts, suggesting the synonym-
replaced prompts are near-identical in meaning. We also find the
USE scores between synonym-replaced prompts that achieve the
biggest absolute improvement in likelihoods do not have the low-
est USE scores among all synonym-replaced prompts, indicating
that difference in meaning is not a driving factor for higher attack
success rate.

4.3 Results

In this section, we describe our empirical results. First, in §4.3.1, we
describe our observations on paraphrases of prompts—measuring
how pairs of paraphrased prompts can have significant differences
in the probability that the target concept appears. Next, in §4.3.2,
we report how often our synonym-replacement approach yields a
perturbed prompt that causes LLMs to mention a targeted concept
more often than the base prompt. More experiments characterizing
the attack can be found in App. A.

4.3.1 Concept Frequency Differences on Paraphrased Prompts. For
each prompt in our dataset (§4.2.4), we measured the probability
that LLMs would mention some target concept of a category/topic
within the first 64 tokens of the response. For each combination
of category/topic and concept, we computed the maximal differ-
ence in the probability of responses mentioning the target concept
between paraphrased prompts of the category/topic (within the
first 64 tokens). Adversaries may paraphrase a low-probability base
prompt to find the high-probability prompts to achieve the goals
described in §3.

We summarize our results in Fig. 8 and Fig. 9. These violin plots
illustrate the distribution density of absolute difference between
likelihoods (of mentioning a target concept between paraphrased
prompts). The wider the violin plot is at a specific height, the more
pairs of paraphrased prompts have such an absolute difference in
likelihoods. The height of the violin plots suggest the range the
absolute difference can be up to. On both plots (i.e., for both brands
and societal concepts), all violin plots show a range of likelihood
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Figure 8: Absolute difference in the likelihoods of responses
mentioning a target brand within the first 64 tokens gen-
erated in response to paraphrased prompts. Paraphrasing
prompts leads to an absolute improvement in the likelihood
of LLMs mentioning target brands of up to 100% (i.e., one
prompt elicits responses that never mention the target brand
while another prompt’s responses always do).
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Figure 9: Absolute difference in the likelihoods of responses
mentioning a target societal concept within the first 64 tokens
generated in response to paraphrased prompts. Paraphrasing
prompts leads to an absolute improvement in the likelihood
of LLMs mentioning a target societal concept of up to 99.8%.

differences, suggesting it is possible for adversaries to manipulate
the likelihoods by using paraphrased prompts. Specifically, on six
open-source LLMs (§4.2.1), the likelihood of the target concept
being mentioned in the responses can differ between a pair of para-
phrased prompts by up to 100.0%. When comparing responses to
“I'm curious to know your preference for the pressure cooker that offers
the best combination of cooking performance, durable construction,
and overall convenience in preparing a variety of dishes." with the
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prompt paraphrased as “Can you recommend the ultimate pressure
cooker that excels in providing consistent pressure, user-friendly con-
trols, and additional features such as multiple cooking presets or a
digital display for precise settings?", the probability of Gemma-it
mentioning the brand “InstantPot" (“pressure cooker” product cate-
gory) within the first 64 tokens of the response went from 0% to
100.0% (i.e., went from never mentioning “InstantPot" to always
mentioning “InstantPot"). Among the six models, the average of
this absolute difference in likelihood is 3.6%-18.6% for brands and
5.9%-25.2% for societal concepts.

Our results suggest that while paraphrased prompts appear simi-
lar to humans, the responses to the prompts can differ substantially
in how likely they are to mention a target concept (within the first
64 tokens of the response). Therefore, an adversary wanting to
promote a certain concept can use this to their advantage: the ad-
versary may try various paraphrases of prompts, test the prompts,
and pick the paraphrase that results in the highest probability of the
target concept being mentioned, ultimately promoting the concept
when the perturbed prompt is used in the real world. While we gen-
erated these paraphrases using ChatGPT, and confirmed that they
were valid and reasonable, adversaries may also be able to create
paraphrases manually or by another method, and may be able to
test even more paraphrases than we did in our measurements.

4.3.2  Synonym-Replaced Adversarial Prompts. As opposed to para-
phrasing, in the synonym-replacement approach, we automatically
generated a set of potential candidate prompts by perturbing a
base prompt via synonym replacement, without needing to confirm
whether these perturbed prompts are valid. The prompt with the
lowest loss was selected, and we assessed how well these selected
prompts increase the probability that the target concept is men-
tioned. We evaluated the average improvement over the probabili-
ties of different concepts being mentioned in the base prompt. We
used the loss as a metric that narrowed down the large set of poten-
tial perturbed prompts we find using synonym replacements to one.
Therefore, we are interested in exploring the highest improvement
we can achieve between a base and perturbed score, as adversaries
would be able to use a similar method to §4.3.1 and explore multiple
perturbed prompts. So, we also describe the largest increases in
the probability of mentioning a target concept in the responses
to the perturbed prompt we find via our synonym-replacement
method compared to the base prompt. Our evaluation shows that
our synonym-replacement attack increased the likelihood of LLMs
mentioning a concept on average. For all evaluations, we focus on
the first 64 tokens of the response (see §4.2.1 for details).

Average improvement Overall, we found that our attack re-
sults in an average absolute improvement in all models. We took
the average over various prompts and target concepts for the abso-
lute improvement (i.e., the difference in likelihoods after synonym
replacement, see §4.2.5 for more details) on each of the six models.
Specifically, for concepts that were mentioned at least once (i.e.,
0.1% of the time) and at most 500 times (i.e., 50% of the time) in
responses to the base prompt, the six models had an average ab-
solute improvement of 0.43%-2.05% for brands and 0.26%-1.68%
for societal concepts, as shown in Fig. 10 and Fig. 11. Our syn-
onym replacement approach achieved a positive average absolute
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Figure 10: Average absolute improvement in likelihoods that
LLMs mention a target brand when the base likelihood is
within [0.1%, 50%]. Results are presented along number of gen-
erated tokens. Our synonym-replacement approach achieves
improvements in probabilities, which verifies the capability
of forcing LLMs to mention target brands more often.
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Figure 11: Average absolute improvement in likelihoods
that LLMs mention a target societal concept when the base
likelihood is within [0.1%, 50%]. Results are presented along
number of generated tokens. Our synonym-replacement ap-
proach achieves improvements in probabilities, which veri-
fies the capability of forcing LLMs to mention target brands
more often.

improvement in probabilities, which verifies that our approach is ca-
pable of forcing LLMs to mention target concepts more often within
some number of tokens. On some models, we saw a bigger absolute
improvement within the first 64 tokens. As we described in §4.1.2,
our proposed approach might not necessarily be the most effective
under the threat model (§3), however, our approach illustrates that
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Figure 12: Max absolute improvement in likelihoods that
LLMs mention a target brand. Results are presented along
how many tokens are generated. We achieve a bigger abso-
lute improvement on Gemma-it compared to the other three
Llama models.

attacks under our threat model exist, with potentially stronger vari-
ations possible. While we did not see improvements in all pairs (for
example, some base prompts had near 100% probabilities of men-
tioning certain concepts, not allowing for any improvement), we
still saw pairs with significant increases when considering long re-
sponses. For Llama3-it, the perturbed prompt “Can you recommend
the superior video game console that excels in providing top-notch
graphics, dissimilar gaming options, and additional features such as
online connectivity, appropriate for both casual and hardcore gamers?”
was 55.9% more likely than its base prompt “Can you recommend
the ultimate video game console that excels in providing top-notch
graphics, diverse gaming options, and additional features such as on-
line connectivity, suitable for both casual and hardcore gamers?” (i.e.,
“ultimate” was changed to “superior” and “diverse” was changed to
“dissimilar”) to mention Xbox in long completions, even more than
when completions were only 64 tokens long (32.9%). We evaluated
if attack objectives are met with full responses in a more realistic
setting in §5.2.2.

Maximum improvement Besides the average absolute im-
provement, we also explored the maximum absolute improvement
among all combinations of base prompts and concepts, as shown
in Fig. 12 and Fig. 13 for brands and societal concepts respectively.
While these results do not represent the expected improvement
using this method, they do demonstrate that it is possible to find
pairs of prompts with vastly different probabilities of mentioning a
certain concept. In §4.3.1 we showed this for prompts that were man-
ually paraphrased; here, we show that the synonym-replacement
attack can find such alternative prompts automatically. Further, the
prompts generated by synonym replacement differ from their base
prompts minimally (at most a seven-synonym difference in our
dataset), and are perceptually the same along multiple dimensions
(see §5.2.2). We were able to achieve a much higher max absolute
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Figure 13: Max absolute improvement in likelihoods that
LLMs mention a target societal concept. Results are presented
along how many tokens are generated. We achieve a bigger
absolute improvement on Gemma-it compared to the other
three Llama models.

improvement compared to the average absolute improvement, sug-
gesting the synonym replacement works exceptionally well with
specific prompts and synonyms. We will explain the implication of
this observation in §6.3.

5 User Study: Verifying Practical Attack Success

So far we have shown that our synonym-replacement approach
biases LLM responses towards a target concept and appears to be
inconspicuous. However, this does not necessarily indicate practical
attack success. To evaluate the attack in a realistic setting, we
conduct a user study, detailing our methods (§5.1) and statistical
evaluation (§5.2). We discuss implications throughout our results
and takeaways (§5.2.3). We find that our attack is indeed successful
in inconspicuously pushing users toward chosen concepts.

All human-subjects procedures were approved by the Carnegie
Mellon University institutional review board.

5.1 Methods

This between-subjects study evaluates the effectiveness of our pro-
posed attack (see §3), creating inconspicuous prompts that trigger
inconspicuous responses, making a target brand more noticeable.

Some of the topics we explored in previous sections might be con-
troversial and cause emotional harm. As such, we focused the user
study on the shopping task, a benign topic that users are exposed to
every day. Similar setups have been used in prior work [86]. Testing
each prompt-and-response pair from our previous experimentation
would be cost prohibitive. Thus, we limited our study to six pairs
of prompts, each from a different product category and evenly split
between two models (see §5.1.2).

We tested whether users could distinguish between base and
perturbed prompts and responses in multiple dimensions (including
clarity, likelihood of use, satisfaction, and more). Each participant
was shown one prompt-and-response pair.
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Fully informed consent was obtained from participants and our
procedures were approved by the Carnegie Mellon University insti-
tutional review board. Following advice from prior work [19, 20],
we pre-registered our study.’

5.1.1 Survey procedures. We recruited a gender-balanced sample
from Prolific,* a commonly used platform for security-relevant user
studies [1]. To reduce selection bias, we avoided mentioning LLMs
or bias in the study title, “Chatbot prompting study.” Participants
had to be in the U.S., be 18 or older, and have an approval rate of at
least 95%. Obeying Prolific guidelines,” participants were paid $1.6
for an estimated 7-9 minute study, averaging $12.45/hour.

After providing consent, participants were first given an overview.
Next, we asked our participants to imagine that there was a chatbot
service that was able to recommend prompts appropriate for what
users want to use the chatbot for. We further instructed partici-
pants to imagine that they were shopping for a certain product (e.g.,
laptops) or service (e.g., parcel delivery) and wanted to use this
new chatbot service to help them decide on a brand, similar to the
use case of Amazon Rufus [67]. After a comprehension check on
instructions, participants were shown a prompt recommendation
for the product they were shopping for (e.g., “Which laptop model
do you consider the optimal choice for versatile computing, powerful
performance, and innovative features that enhance your work and
entertainment experience?”) and instructed to review it. After a min-
imum of 10 seconds had passed, we asked (1) how likely they were
to use this prompt, (2) how clear the prompt was, (3) was it biased
to a certain brand (and which), (4) and if anything stood out (e.g.,
unexpected).

Participants were then asked to imagine they had chosen to use
the prompt and presented a response to the prompt word by word,
mimicking chatbots. After a minimum of 20 seconds, they were
asked: (1) how clear the response was, (2) if they were satisfied with
the response, (3) how likely were they to take the recommendation
in the response, (4) and if anything stood out. In a series of open-
ended questions, we additionally asked (1) which brand participants
would pick based on this response, (2) what were all the brands
recommended, and (3) what the top brand recommendation was.
These 11 (numbered) questions form the practical definition of
inconspicuousness and increase in target brand perception. They
form the basis of our statistical analysis §5.2.2.

To help with recall, participants could hover over relevant ques-
tions to reveal the relevant prompts and responses.

Participants self-reported how frequently they give tech advice
and used chatbots, if they paid for a chatbot, and their ChatGPT
familiarity. The survey concluded with demographic questions,
which we summarize in Table 3.

5.1.2  Experimental groups. Our overall goal was to find whether
people notice differences between our perturbed prompts (and
corresponding responses) compared to base prompts. Due to pro-
hibitive cost, we could not test all of our 1,809 base and perturbed
(brand) prompt pairs from §4 in the user study. Instead, we selected

Shttps://osf.io/6mycr/?view_only=face90d04806439bb1f69fc110fboale
https://www.prolific.com/

Shttps://researcher-help.prolific.com/hc/en- gb/articles/4407695146002- Prolific-s-
payment-principles
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six pairs of prompts to use in the user study, each pair from a dif-
ferent product category, giving us 12 prompts total.® Because each
pair of prompts belonged to a unique product category, we refer to
them by their product categories in the results. The prompt pairs
were split between two models, three pairs for Llama3-it and three
for Gemma-it. We focused on these more user-friendly instruction-
tuned models since they display chatbot-like behavior [74]. To
increase the realism of the study we set the following criteria when
picking which prompt pairs to use:

e Prompts pairs from product categories among the top 50% of
product categories that participants reported caring about. This
increases the chances that participants would have shopped for
the product outside an experimental environment.

e Prompts pairs from product categories among the top 50% of
product categories that participants reported they might use
an LLM when shopping for. This increases the chances that
participants would have used an LLM when shopping for the
product. Combined with the previous criteria, we selected the
product categories that are most likely to be investigated with
an LLM in a real-world scenario.

o The prompt pairs had the highest probability increase that the
target brand is mentioned with the attack, as measured in §4.3.1,
mimicking the type of prompts an attacker might choose to
deploy for the highest effectiveness.

All participants within a group saw the same prompts, but, mir-
roring real-world chatbots, each participant was shown a unique
full-length response. For each of the 12 prompts, we obtained a ran-
dom sample of ~75 model responses from our earlier experiments
with the models (§4.3.2). This sample was stratified to ensure the
ratio of responses that mentioned the target was the same in this
set of ~75 as it was in the overall set of 1000.

5.1.3  Piloting and preliminary data collection. We piloted our study
extensively. We ran a series of preliminary studies to determine
whether the study design was feasible and whether participants
would encounter issues. To detect potential problems, questions
were timed and augmented with meta-questions on how clear the
main questions were. We also collected participants’ interest in
product categories and their likelihood of using chatbots when
shopping for these categories. In total, we collected responses from
90 Prolific participants for piloting and 63 for product category
preferences. We further ran pilots with two HCI researchers, asking
them to review and criticize our study.

Based on responses, we made the study more concise with clearer
instructions. Mimicking chatbots, we changed how prompts and
responses were displayed. Attention and comprehension checks
were added to ensure high data quality.

5.1.4 Statistical analysis. For each of the six base and perturbed
prompt pairs, we analyzed the difference between base and per-
turbed group responses with a series of non-parametric tests on
our 11 main measurement variables: two-tailed Mann-Whitney U
tests for Likert data and chi-squared tests for binary data. To un-
derstand whether the base and perturbed groups are equivalent,

®We aimed to detect “medium” effect sizes with 80% power at & = 0.05 for two tailed
Mann-Whitney U, requiring ~75 participants per group.
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Prompt Reponse

Clarity (L7) Use (L7) Bias(L5) Standout (B) Clarity (L7) Use (L7) Satisfied (L7) Standout (B)
TV  -0.23% -0.15x% -0.03%% -0.085%% 0.06%% 0.00% 0.05% -0.025%
ISP -0.28% -0.04%«  -0.06%% -0.075% -0.19%% -0.08x -0.15% -0.10%%
Parcel delivery  -0.15%« -0.58 0.045% -0.06%% 0.045%% {0.41%}  {0.55%} -0.06%%
Gaming console  {-0.8%} -0.10% -0.01%% 0.00%% -0.175%% -0.21 -0.21% -0.015%
Investment plat.  0.01% -0.10%x  -0.07%F 0.005%% -0.02%% 0.20% 0.03% -0.02%%
Laptop -0.04% {0.35%} -0.0%% 0.043% 0.10%% 0.20% 0.22% 0.045%%

Table 1: Mean difference between base and perturbed groups among eight questions, four about prompts and four about responses (see §5.1.1
for details). By default test for equivalence is reported (TOST WMU), {} indicates test for difference (MWU, CHI?). Higher is better for all
differences. *: p < 0.05, % p < 0.01 ¥ : p < 0.001, ¥¥ : p < 0.0001. L7: seven-point Likert, L5: five-point Likert, B: binary.

Gemma-it LLama3-it
TV IN Y Parcel delivery Gaming console Invesment plat. Laptop
P% A% T% P% A% T% P% A% T% P% A% T% P% A% T% P% A% T%
Base 25.0 33.8 353 239 46.2 343 106  22.7 13.6 0.0 183 0.0 14.1 38.0 14.1 53 61.3 1.3
Pert 57.1 80.0 82.9 39.1 78.2 50.7 41.4 58.6 443 11.2 648 1.4 40.3 58.4 429 7.1 74.3 0.0
Diff 32.1%+ 46.28 47.6%% 15.2 31.9%+ 16.4 30.8%« 35.8%« 30.6%+ 11.2% 46.55 1.4 26.1% 20.4% 28.8%+ 1.8 129 -1.3

Table 2: % of responses mentioning the targeted brand. P: What brand the participant (p)icked given a response, A: What are (a)ll recommended
brands the participant found, T: What the (t)op recommended brand is to the participant. #: p < 0.05, ¥: p < 0.01 ¥+ : p < 0.001, ¥%: p < 0.0001.

Gender Male 48.2
Female 50.3
Self-described 0.9
Age 18-25 16.7
26-35 36.0
36-45 21.5
46-60 18.2
61+ 5.2
Ethnicity White 63.0
Black or African Am. 12.1
Asian 9.8
Hispanic or Latino 5.6
Other or mixed 12.7
Education Completed H.S. or below 10.4
Some college, no degree 18.0
Trade or vocational 2.5
Associate’s degree 11.1
Bachelor’s degree 39.1
Master’s or higher 18.5
Chatbot usage Daily or more freq. 16.6
frequency Daily to monthly 49.7
Monthly or less freq. 33.7
ChatGPT Alot 57.2
familiarity A little 40.7
Nothing at all 2.1

Table 3: Demographics. May not total 100% (rounding, opt-outs).
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we replaced non-significant tests for difference with tests of equiv-
alence. To establish equivalence, we used the two one-sided tests
procedure (TOST) and set our equivalence margin to be A = 0.5 for
80% power [56].” Brand-recall questions (e.g., brand participants
pick based on the response), were coded into binary categories: was
the targeted brand reported or not. Hesitant or unclear responses
did not count as matches.

Because of our extensive testing (11 tests between the base and
perturbed prompt per product category), we controlled our false-
discovery rate per product category with the Benjamini-Hochberg
procedure [9].

5.2 Results

Our data show that, under most measures, perturbed prompts and
corresponding responses are inconspicuous. Further, these prompts
successfully nudge more users into noticing the target brand in
most measures, fulfilling the adversarial objectives.

5.2.1 Participants. We recruited 845 participants and evenly dis-
tributed them to 12 groups, each group defined by the product
category and prompt type (base or perturbed). Product categories
were split between Llama3-it and Gemma-it. Our participants were
more educated, younger, less Hispanic, and had more familiarity
with ChatGPT than the national average [76, 92]. Table 3 summa-
rizes the demographics of our participants.

"Testing for equivalence is a deviation from the pre-registration; however, we believe
this approach paints a more complete picture.
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5.2.2 Statistical Evaluation. We asked 11 core questions about the
prompts and responses. Four of these were to test the inconspicu-
ousness of the perturbed prompts. Another four were to test if users
were significantly more dissatisfied with the perturbed responses.
We further asked three questions to test if our perturbations made
the targeted brand more perceptible. Table 1 and Table 2 show the
results.

Equivalence From participants’ perspectives, nearly all per-
turbed prompts and responses were equivalent to corresponding
base prompts and responses in terms of variables measured (42/48
comparisons were equivalent, p < 0.05) with the following excep-
tions: statistical tests showed no difference or equivalence for the
likelihood of using the parcel delivery prompts (p > 0.05); responses
to the parcel delivery perturbed prompt were more satisfactory and
more likely to be used (all p < 0.05); the perturbed gaming console
prompt was less clear than the base prompt (p < 0.05); no difference
nor equivalence was found for the likelihood of using the response
for gaming platforms (p > 0.05); the laptop perturbed prompt was
more likely to be used (p < 0.05). These results suggest that not
only is our attack imperceptible to users, but in a few cases the
perturbed prompts and responses might be preferable.

Attack success In order to measure attack success, we recorded
the percentage of participants who would pick the targeted brand
given the response, the percentage of participants who noticed
the brand in the response, and the percentage of participants who
said the targeted brand was the top recommendation. As shown
in Table 2, in five out of six categories our attacks were able to
increase the prominence of the target brand in at least one of the
three questions: in four categories participants were more likely
to pick the targeted brand when given the perturbed prompts, in
five categories participants were more likely to notice the targeted
brand, and in three categories participants were more likely to say
the targeted brand was the top recommendation.

Effect of earlier brand appearance Attack success is likely
dependent on various factors, including how early the target is men-
tioned in the response. We made this assumption when generating
perturbed prompts through synonym replacement. Thus, we used
a loss function that increases the probability of a target concept
being mentioned at the beginning of the response. Here, we run an
exploratory (not pre-registered) analysis on the user study data to
test this assumption.

Specifically, we ran a series of logistic regressions to predict
whether participants would notice the target brands based on how
soon the target brand was mentioned in the response. We formu-
lated the model where correctly noticing the target brand is the
dependent variable and the position of the target brand in the re-
sponse is the independent variable (if “Verizon” is the 15th word,
the position would be 15). We included a random effect for the
prompt used, since product categories and base prompt phrasing
might have different baseline effects. We find that, later mentions
of target brands in responses are less likely to be noticed by partici-
pants. This observation remains true for all three measurements
of attack success: what brand is picked, what the top perceived
recommendation is, and if the brand is perceived as recommended
by the LLM. A 10-word increase in the position of the target brand
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reduces the chances of users noticing the target brand by 1.7%, 5.9%,
and 0.6% respectively (all p < 0.0001).

5.2.3 Takeaways. We show that our synonym-based attack can
practically shift users towards a concept of the attacker’s choosing.
In nearly all measures, perturbed prompts and responses were statis-
tically indistinguishable—or even occasionally preferred—compared
to their base counterparts. Meanwhile, in five of six product cat-
egories, participants were more likely to notice or choose the at-
tacker’s target brand when given perturbed prompts. Taken to-
gether, this study verifies the assumptions and results of our earlier
experiments. Though we only tested this attack on a benign case
(brands) to avoid harm, the results show potential for harm and
serious implications on user autonomy, which we discuss next.

6 Discussion

We identify a novel threat model in which an adversary aims to
induce biases in LLM responses users receive by using adversarially
crafted but innocuous-seeming prompts. We empirically show that,
when generated with the right method, users do not notice that
these prompts are adversarial but are influenced by the biased
responses that the prompts result in. Here, we first discuss the
implications of our findings (§6.1) and suggest potential defenses
(§6.2). Then we attempt to explain why our attacks work (§6.3).
Finally, we end with an economic analysis in §6.4.

6.1 Implications

This risk we highlight in this work stems from real-world deploy-
ments of LLMs in chatbots and the accompanying prompt providers,
e.g., Amazon Rufus [67]. As such, it has real-world implications.
Users may be manipulated into thinking a certain way, while be-
ing under the impression that they are receiving unbiased advice.
Prompt providers could be giving the impression of a personalized
experience, while subtly undermining user autonomy. This risk can
fundamentally be thought of as a risk of intentional algorithmic
bias, which is well understood to be particularly dangerous in the
context of political and social issues [10, 97], but also concerning
in commercial contexts [3]. As outlined in prior work, this type
of misuse can produce effective propaganda and misinformation,
resulting in emotional and financial distress [97]. Notably, LLMs
already disseminate propaganda [71]-prompt providers may fol-
low suit at a lower cost. We argue that the seriousness of this risk
necessitates defensive measures, likely requiring an ensemble of
defenses to be effective.

6.2 Defenses: Multi-Pronged

We identify a series of complementary defenses—with various
tradeoffs between effectiveness and deployment cost—that different
stakeholders can employ to mitigate the risk of adversarial prompts.

User warnings, labeling, and education  Using prompts from
untrusted sources is akin to running code copied from untrusted
sources, a well-studied problem in computer security [6, 32]. Thus,
similar protection mechanisms, like warnings [33], might be effec-
tive. However, unlike untrusted code, inconspicuous attacks are
difficult to detect and therefore might require more invasive warn-
ings. Security warnings have a long history in human-centered
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design [12, 40, 79, 109], showing they can be integrated into the
user interface to possibly help users make more informed decisions.
These warnings could appear in various locations depending on
the owner of the prompt provider. If the prompt provider is not the
chatbot owner, the chatbot could warn users about the potential
risks of using prompts from untrusted sources. Notably, certain
chatbots already warn users, e.g., ChatGPT warns, “ChatGPT can
make mistakes. Check important info.” [21]. Further, prompt li-
braries can warn users about the potential risks of using prompts
from other users, similar to proposed warnings in programming
forums [33].

Warnings tend to be reactive, appearing only when an emergency
arises. In contrast, users can be proactively educated with “nutrition”
labels [52], a standardized summary of what users need to pay
attention to (e.g., privacy practices) before using a product. Notably,
privacy-relevant nutrition labels have had widespread adoption®
and has been shown to be effective in multiple computing contexts,
including mobile applications and IoT devices [7, 28]. Similar labels
for the capabilities and pitfalls of LLMs could be developed and
publicized.

Labels and warnings, however, are likely only part of the solution.
More involved user education campaigns on how to use LLMs and
chatbots safely and effectively might need to be developed [107].

Robust models Our attacks fundamentally rely on LLMs (like
other deep neural networks) being brittle, a fact we also observe in
our work (§4.3.1). They respond to small changes in prompts in a
way that is unexpected and can be manipulated. Despite the claims
of robustness by many LLM providers, our work (and many others)
show that there is still much work to be done. Existing robust LLMs
focused on the correctness of LLM answers [47, 55, 75, 78, 96, 108].
To the best of our knowledge, we are the first to explore how this
model fragility allows slight (inconspicuous) perturbation in LLM
prompts to vastly different probabilities of LLMs mentioning tar-
get concepts. Such differences may lead to bias and risks that hurt
user autonomy, including but not limited to advertising without
user awareness, misinformation, and propaganda, as we showed
in this paper. We suggest LLM providers emphasize robustness
against these defenses. However, given the rapid—perhaps rushed—
deployment of LLMs in the wild (e.g., [82]), it might be up to regu-
lators to enforce robustness requirements [50].

New bias metrics Our work does not use prior definitions
of bias [8, 98] during evaluation. This is intentional: existing bias
metrics focus on discrimination, hate speech, and exclusion, but do
not capture the type of bias we introduce in this work. For instance,
many brands could be mentioned in an LLM response, and an ideal
bias metric should be able to capture how much each one can be
biased. This suggests that new metrics need to be developed to
capture this type of bias, enrich the definition of LLM robustness,
and eventually, make testing meaningful.

Continuous audits In the absence of guaranteed robustness,
an elusive target, frequent testing of models for bias and other risks
is essential. We advocate for systematic testing of prompt providers
for bias, including the type of bias we introduce in this work. Such a
system could regularly check if prompts are biased towards certain

8Google Play and Apple App Store made privacy nutrition labels mandatory for apps.
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concepts, and if so, alert users. The effectiveness of such a system
would fundamentally depend on the quality of the bias detection
tests.

We further find that running measurements on LLMs is difficult
due to the variability in responses. While this is a feature that LLM
developers intentionally build, it also complicates the measurement
of bias. How can we measure the underlying bias in the model? Is
simply averaging numerous responses enough? We advocate for
future research to explore this question.

6.3 Why Does the Attack Work?

As we illustrate in §4.3.2, our synonym replacement method has a
much higher max absolute improvement compared to the average
absolute improvement, suggesting the approach works particularly
well with specific prompts and synonyms. We hypothesize that
one reason this may be caused by the synonym occurring in close
proximity to the promoted concept in training instances. For exam-
ple, when the prompt includes the word ‘reliable’ and asks LLMs to
recommend a streaming service, LLMs almost always recommend
the brand “ Netflix”, and ‘Netflix’ is commonly associated with ‘re-
liable’ in online text,” while other streaming services are less often.
However, we are not able to identify such words (or word combi-
nations) for every prompt where our synonym replacement works
particularly well, suggesting that there may be other factors at play.
Our attacks can be thought of as adversarial examples, which are
not fully understood.

6.4 Economic Analysis

As we described in §3, adversaries may run attacks we discuss in
this paper to perform advertising without user awareness. Prompt-
optimization engines may advertise products on behalf of others to
generate revenue. In the following paragraphs, we briefly analyze
the potential economic incentives of such attacks, we list benefits
and current costs to run attacks (i.e., synonym replacement and
paraphrasing) compared to more traditional advertising methods.
We also compute the number of increased mentions of the target
concept needed for adversaries to make profits.

At the time of writing, the cost per mille (CPM), i.e., price to
show an ad 1,000 times is $4 — $10 on Meta, Youtube, Snapchat,
and TikTok!?, making the price to show a single ad $0.004 — $0.01.
The price for running an LLMs is $0.04 — $30 for one million input
tokens and $0 — $75 for one million output tokens!!. Adversaries
need to pay the cost for generating the adversarial prompt (either by
paraphrasing or synonym replacement). The victims will take the
adversarial prompt and run on LLMs by themselves (as we defined
in §3) so there is no additional cost after the prompt is released,
regardless of how many times the adversarial prompts are used.

Our prompts are no longer than 400 tokens. The synonym re-
placement (§4.1.2 and §4.3.2) only needs to perform inference once
(i.e., compute one output token), and therefore, the cost can be up
Eg., https://netflixtechblog.com/keeping-netflix-reliable-using- prioritized-
load-shedding-6cc827b02f94,  https://www.forbes.com/sites/rosaescandon/2020/
05/19/netflix-is-the-most-reliable- streaming- service-new-survey-shows, and
https://www.infoq.com/articles/netflix-highly- reliable-stateful-systems/. All visited
on Dec 3, 2024.

10 According to https://www.guptamedia.com/social-media-ads-cost, visited on Dec 2

2024.
1 According to https://llm-price.com/, visited on Dec 2 2024.
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to $0.15/1, 000, 000 = 400 + 0.20/1, 000, 000 = 0.0000602 for Mistral
and $30/1, 000, 000 = 400 + 75/1, 000, 000 = 0.012075 with the most
expensive token prices. Adversaries only need one more mention
of the target concept (as $0.0000602 is less than $0.004) on Mistral
or up to 0.012075/0.004 ~ 3 more mentions of the target concept
for any other models to have more benefits than cost. The synonym
replacement achieves more than 0.3% average absolute improve-
ment on each model we used (Fig. 10), i.e., more than three more
mentions of the target concepts within 1, 000 uses of the prompt.
Thus, adversaries can run much more efficient advertising using
our synonym replacement approach.

In contrast, if adversaries only use paraphrasing (§4.1.1), the cost
is much higher: with the same setup we used (§4.2.4), adversaries
may need to generate up to 64 tokens 1, 000 times for an average
of 2,207/524 ~ 4.21 prompts (including the unperturbed prompts
and paraphrases). The cost can be up to $(0.15/1, 000, 000 * 400 +
0.20/1,000,000 * 64) = 1,000 = 4.21 = 0.306488 on Mistral and
$(30/1, 000, 000 * 400 + 75/1, 000, 000 * 64) * 1,000 * 4.21 = 70.728
in the worst case scenario. Up to 77 more mentions on Mistral and
17, 682 more mentions of the target concept in the worst case on
other models are needed for the adversaries to have more benefits
than costs. As we suggested in §4.1.1, this makes paraphrasing more
time- and cost-intensive than synonym replacement. The number
of more mentions we compute are all upper bounds, and whether
adversaries can make profits by only paraphrasing depends on
specific prompts, models used, and the number of times that the
prompts will be used.

7 Limitations

We explore methods to make LLMs mention a specific concept while
remaining inconspicuous to users and our results may depend on
many factors. The concepts and brands we chose might not be
realistic of real world use-cases. To address this, we make the case
that the use of LLMs when shopping is already a reality and collect
a list of products that users had the highest likelihood of shopping
for with LLMs (§5.1.2).

Our LLM use is bound to specific temperature settings. We ad-
dress our temperature choice in §4.2.1 and explore the effect of
different temperature settings in App. A.3.

We also were only able to test our attack on a small set of LLMs,
all of which are open-source. This means we cannot evaluate the
success of our attack on all LLMs, including popular closed-source
models. We address this by exploring transferability in §A.2.

Our assumptions of what change in resulting prompts would
influence users might be flawed. We test (some of) our assumptions
in the user study (§5) and find them to be reasonable.

Like all user studies, ours is limited in a multitude of ways. Our
sample might not be representative of general LLM users. However,
we only find a small minority of our participants to not be familiar
with chatbots (only 2.1% knows nothing about ChatGPT). Though
we phrased the initial study advertisement generically, participants
might have self-selected themselves, limiting generalizability. Our
study was run on a U.S. population and in English, not representa-
tive of the global population. Despite these limitations, we believe
our study provides valuable data for an underexplored problem.
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8 Conclusion

We identify a novel threat model in which adversaries bias LLM
responses in a target direction by suggesting subtly altered prompts
to unsuspecting users. Through a series of experiments and a user
study, we develop this attack and demonstrate that we can bias LLM
responses towards a target concept while remaining inconspicuous
to humans. We further show that this attack can be used to bias
LLMs in harmful and helpful ways. These findings highlight the
risk of adversaries introducing bias in LLM responses in a unique
way, suggesting a need for defensive measures like warnings and
robustness requirements.
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Appendix
A Variations on the Attack

In this section, we list experimental results in addition to those in
the main body of the paper (§4.3 and §5.2). For the sake of complete-
ness, we evaluate the effectiveness of our synonym replacement
approach to reduce the frequency of mentioning a target concept
by maximizing the loss function (App. A.1). We are limited by com-
putational resources, and the models we run our evaluations on
might not be representative of all LLMs used in the wild. Thus, we
explore the transferability of our synonym replacement approach to
(closed-source) GPT models (App. A.2). We then evaluate synonym
replacement at different settings (App. A.3), and compare attack
success with different numbers of synonyms replaced (App. A.4).

A.1 Synonym-Replaced Adversarial Prompts to
Mention Concepts Less Often

To systematically verify the correctness of our implementation in
§4.1.2, we perturbed the prompts in the product scenario against
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many tokens are generated. We achieve a vaster absolute
decrease on Gemma-it compared to the other models.

each brand in the same category, by maximizing (rather than min-
imizing) the loss function we proposed. Overall, we find that our
implementation results in an average absolute decrease in all mod-
els as shown in Fig. 14. Specifically, for brands that were mentioned
at least 50 times (i.e., 5% of the time) in responses to the base prompt,
the six models had an average absolute decrease of 0.19% to 3.10%
with in the first 64 tokens generated, and a slightly bigger absolute
decrease of 0.31% to 5.47% within a number of tokens less than 64.

Similar to §4.3.2, besides the average absolute decrease, we also
explored the maximum absolute decrease among all combinations
of base prompts and concepts, as shown in Fig. 15. We were able to
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Figure 16: Pearson correlation coefficients (p) attack suc-
cess with GPT models and open-source LLMs. While most
GPT/open-source LLM pairs have p < 0.4, Llama3-it and
GPT3.5-Turbo have a correlation coeflicient of 0.86%, imply-
ing strongly correlation (p < 0.001).

achieve a maximum absolute decrease in the likelihood of 10.10% to
98.20%. While these results don’t represent the expected decrease us-
ing our approach, they do demonstrate that it is possible to slightly
perturb the prompts to mention a target concept less often in LLM
responses. The fact that synonym replacement can change the like-
lihood of LLMs mentioning a target concept in either direction
suggests our approach’s potential to mitigate existing biases in
LLMs, albeit it might not work for all prompts and target concepts,
and there is little control of the magnitude of change in likelihoods.
For example, prompt providers might use this approach to fight
against known biases in LLMs, providing users with prompts that
encourage LLMs to generate responses with the likelihoods of men-
tioning target concepts closer to the distributions expected by users.
Additionally, in cases of “negative prompts”, there may be an incen-
tive for an adversary to want a topic to show up less often.

A.2 Transferability to GPT Models

Some machine learning attacks were found capable of transfer-
ring [25, 91]: attacks against a machine-learning model might be
effective against a different, potentially unknown, model. We thus
investigated whether our synonym replacement approach can trans-
fer to GPT3.5-Turbo, a commercial and closed-source LLM. Due to
limited resources, we only measure transferability on four open
source models: Llama2, Llama3, Llama3-it, Gemma-it.

On each of the four LLMs, we first ranked the 1,809 pairs of
base and perturbed prompts (that recommend brands) according
to the absolute improvement in mentioning a target brand. For the
top pairs, we collected 1,000 complete responses to both prompts:
we allowed LLMs to keep generating until they yielded end-of-
sequence (EOS) tokens. We collected responses from the LLM that
this prompt pair originally performed well on, as well as GPT3.5
Turbo and GPT3.5 Turbo Instruct. We use the following two met-
rics to systematically examine the transferability of the synonym
replacement attack §4.1.2 from open-source LLMs to closed-source
LLMs. We first evaluated how well the change in probability that
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Figure 17: Chances that likelihoods of each pair of LLMs
mentioning a target concept move in the same direction (i.e.,
both increase or decrease) after synonym replacement. For
specific pairs (GPT-3.5 Turbo and Llama3, GPT-3.5 Turbo and
Llama3-it) of LLMs, such chances are high, indicating that a
synonym replacement that works on an open-source model
is highly likely to work on a closed-source GPT model.

the target brand is recommended between the base and perturbed
prompts correlated between the open source and GPT models. We
then evaluated how likely the GPT models were to move in the
same direction as the open source models - i.e., if the probability
between base and perturbed increased for the open source, whether
it also increased for the GPT models.

The base prompt “Can you recommend the ultimate gas station
for fueling up?” and perturbed prompt “Can you recommend the
premier gas station for fueling up?” in particular resulted in a large
change in the probability of Shell being mentioned in the response.
We saw an improvement from 10.3% to 57.4% between the base
and perturbed prompt on long responses by Gemma-it between
prompts and an improvement from 41.7% to 90.1% on GPT3.5-Turbo
responses. On long responses generated by Llama3-it, “If you had
to pinpoint the superior investment platform, which one would it be,
and what specific features make it stand out as the top choice for
investors?” had a 48.9% probability of mentioning Fidelity, while
“If you had to pinpoint the premier investment platform, which one
would it be, and what specific features make it stand out as the top
choice for investors?” had a 79.3%, and GPT3.5-Turbo responses went
from 21.9% to 56.7% for this same pair of prompts.

A.2.1  Pearson Correlation Coefficients between Relative Improve-
ments. We computed the relative improvement in the probabilities
of mentioning the target concept within complete responses for
each pair. If 20% of responses of the base prompt before perturbing
mentioned the target brand, and 50% of responses of the prompt
after perturbing mentioned the target brand, the relative improve-
ment was (50% — 20%) /20% = 150%. Then we computed the relative
improvement of these pairs on ChatGPT. Specifically, we used the
GPT-3.5 Turbo and GPT-3.5 Turbo Instruct model with the default
temperature parameter and collected 1,000 complete responses.
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GPT-3.5 Turbo Instruct is the instruction-tuned version of GPT-
3.5 Turbo. We compare the relative improvements between GPT
models and open-source models in §A.2. We found that, while
transferability was limited for most model pairs, Llama3-it and
GPT3.5-Turbo had a high correlation in attack success for the same
prompts (p < 0.001). We explain these results in more detail next.

To compare the relative improvements between models when
the same base and perturbed (via synonym replacement) prompts
are used, we used the Pearson correlation test. Two sets of data
with a Pearson correlation coefficient (p) less than 0.4 is generally
believed to be weakly correlated, whereas 0.1 or lower is uncorre-
lated. On the other hand, a Pearson correlation coefficient larger
than 0.7 is believed to indicate strong correlation [84]. A strong
correlation indicates that the bigger an open-source LLM’s relative
improvement is, the bigger the closed-source LLM’s relative im-
provement is given the same synonym-replaced prompts, i.e., the
better the synonym replacement can transfer.

As shown in Fig. 16, while Pearson correlation coefficients of the
relative improvement of most pairs of open-source LLMs and GPT
models indicated weak or no correlation (p < 0.4), Llama3-it and
GPT3.5-Turbo have a correlation coefficient of 0.86, and thus are
highly correlated (p < 0.001). Llama3-it and GPT3.5-Turbo Instruct
also show some correlation, with a coefficient of 0.44.

A.2.2  Probability that Likelihoods of Each Pair of LLMs Mentioning
a Target Concept Move in the Same Direction. In addition to the
Pearson correlation coefficients, we also measure the probability
that the likelihoods of each pair of open-source and closed-source
LLMs mentioning a target concept will move in the same direction
(i.e., both increase or both decrease) after synonym replacement, as
shown in Fig. 17. For this metric, we only compute the sign of the
changes in likelihoods but not the magnitude. We find that for spe-
cific pairs of open-source and closed-source LLMs, the probability
of likelihoods changing in the same direction, i.e., both increasing
or decreasing, is high, indicating that if a synonym replacement
works on that open-source LLM in the pair then it is also likely to
work on the closed-source model.

While synonym-replacement prompts do not transfer between
many pairs of open-source and closed-source models, they do trans-
fer between specific pairs (e.g., Llama3-it and GPT3.5-Turbo), ac-
cording to the the two metrics. These results indicate a potential
for a transfer attack to be used on chatbots that use black-box GPT
models, like Instacart, Lowe’s, and Expedia (described in §3) and
others. A successful attack on a matching open-source LLM could
be used as a prompt suggestion for black-box models, ultimately
promoting the target concept.

A.3 Attack Success at Different Temperatures

As we mentioned in §4.2.1, we primarily evaluated our attacks at
the default temperature of LLMs. Here we evaluate Gemma-it at
different temperatures. Specifically, Gemma-it’s temperature has a
range of [0, 1]. A low temperature (close to 0) indicates tha model
will be more deterministic, and a high temperature (close to 1)
indicates that the model will be more random. Previously, we use
the default temperature of 0.7. We try temperatures of 0.1, 0.4, and
1.0 in addition.
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Figure 19: Average improvement of in likelihoods at different
temperatures, on Gemma-it and the brands dataset.

Similar to §4.3.1, we measure the absolute difference in the like-
lihoods in response to paraphrased prompts at different tempera-
tures, shown in Fig. 18. The height and shape of the violin plots
are similar at different temperatures, indicating the absolute differ-
ence has similar ranges and distributions. However, we notice that
among the temperatures we tried, the violin plots are thinner at
the higher end (i.e., the end near 1), suggesting that a high differ-
ence in likelihoods happens less often. With a higher temperature,
the LLM behaves more randomly, thus have smaller likelihoods of
mentioning specific concepts, and have a high difference less often.

Similar to §4.3.2, we measure the average improvement and
max improvement on Gemma-it, but at different temperatures. The
results are shown in Fig. 19 and Fig. 20 correspondingly. With a
lower temperature, the LLM behaves more deterministically, and
the attack achieves higher improvements.
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Figure 21: Max improvement in likelihoods with different
number of synonyms replaced (at token 64), on the brands
dataset. The max improvement does not always increase
when more synonyms are replaced.

A.4 Attack Success With Different Numbers of
Synonym Replacements

As we described in §4.1.2, we develop our own synonym replace-
ment approach along with new synonym dictionaries. Fig. 21 illus-
trates the max improvement in likelihoods versus different number
of synonyms replaced. We notice the most successful attacks (i.e.,
synonym replacements with the largest improvement in likelihoods
on each model) do not always happened with most synonyms re-
placed. In other words, replacing more synonyms do not guarantee
finding more attacks.

B Do LLMs Recommend Their Parent Brand?

Throughout our experiments evaluating rephrasings in §4.3.1, we
gathered completions for prompts on categories with products
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search engine | Gemma-it | Llama2 | Llama3 | Llama3-it | GPT-3.5 | GPT-3.5-it
Bing 058 % | 13.08% | 14.00 % 27.66 % 0.40 % 2.36 %
Google 98.16 % | 50.04% | 53.14 % 53.60 % | 74.24 % 45.86 %
Yahoo 0.00% | 1936 % | 18.36 % 3.92 % 0.26 % 0.56 %
browser | Gemma-it | Llama2 | Llama3 | Llama3-it | GPT-3.5 | GPT-3.5-it
Chrome 77.22 % | 41.24% | 33.54 % 50.30 % | 53.28 % 35.42 %
Firefox 28.74 % | 38.10% | 31.28 % 22.28 % 5.08 % 5.40 %
Safari 340 % | 11.70 % 9.00 % 5.64 % 0.02 % 0.36 %

Edge 7.62% | 13.70 % | 10.04 % 13.52 % 0.36 % 1.14 %
Opera 0.14 % 9.82 % 9.74 % 6.38 % 0.00 % 0.06 %

Ilm | Gemma-it | Llama2 | Llama3 | Llama3-it | GPT-3.5 | GPT-3.5-it
ChatGPT 94.82 % | 39.28% | 41.66 % 030 % | 16.68 % 38.04 %
Google 2.56 % 8.28 % 7.84 % 193 % 0.02 % 1.06 %
Llama 0.00 % 0.40 % 0.70 % 2.32 % 0.00 % 0.00 %
Claude 0.00 % 0.12 % 0.00 % 0.00 % 0.00 % 0.00 %
Vicuna 0.00 % 0.00 % 0.00 % 0.00 % 0.00 % 0.00 %

os | Gemma-it | Llama2 | Llama3 | Llama3-it | GPT-3.5 | GPT-3.5-it
Windows 97.18% | 51.10% | 59.72 % 64.04% | 1730 % 9.62 %
Mac 24.76 % | 34.66 % | 37.98 % 38.42 % 9.32 % 3.14 %

Linux 1.16 % | 29.94% | 26.46 % 30.96 % 2.88 % 1.38 %
smartphone | Gemma-it | Llama2 | Llama3 | Llama3-it | GPT-3.5 | GPT-3.5-it
Apple 9032 % | 2888 % | 30.45% 1497 % | 12.21% 31.29 %
Google 2185% | 11.64% | 1053 % 12.25 % 0.15 % 1.80 %
Samsung 9.02% | 31.11% | 27.19% 33.41% 0.71 % 8.86 %
laptop | Gemma-it | Llama2 | Llama3 | Llama3-it | GPT-3.5 | GPT-3.5-it

Mac 2576 % | 14.22% | 13.46 % 716 % | 44.66 % 9.80 %
Chromebook 0.00 % 1.88 % 1.6 % 0.18 % 0.00 % 0.02 %
HP 000% | 1214% | 1416 % 9.96 % 0.22 % 1.40 %

Asus 0.00 % 7.08 % 6.64 % 3.84 % 0.04 % 0.20 %
Lenovo 0.00 % 944 % | 14.42 % 13.94 % 0.28 % 2.24 %
Acer 0.00 % 9.20 % 9.48 % 4.06 % 0.00 % 0.08 %

Dell 3998 % | 14.62% | 17.54 % 43.60 % | 22.98 % 56.58 %

VR headset | Gemma-it | Llama2 | Llama3 | Llama3-it | GPT-3.5 | GPT-3.5-it
Meta 41.60 % | 25.54 % | 32.94 % 34.16 % | 42.74 % 42.60 %

HTC 014 % | 21.66 % | 33.32% 38.30 % 0.72 % 1.80 %
Playstation 0.00 % 0.30 % 0.52 % 0.00 % 0.00 % 0.00 %
email provider | Gemma-it | Llama2 | Llama3 | Llama3-it | GPT-3.5 | GPT-3.5-it
Google 3532% | 3740% | 35.18% 22.52% | 45.26 % 31.46 %
Yahoo 0.00 % 4.98 % 9.16 % 512 % 0.82 % 0.48 %
Microsoft 4.00% | 16.76 % | 17.78 % 14.40 % 2.16 % 1.90 %

Table 4: LLMs tested on their parent brands. Categories are
search engines, browsers, LLMs, operating systems, laptops,
VR headsets, and email providers. Scores are calculated as
average across all prompts for the category.

manufactured by Meta, Google, and Microsoft, which allowed us
to examine how large language models developed by these com-
panies perform when asked about product categories that include
products manufactured by them. We evaluated the average score,
as defined in §4.2.1, of all brands over all prompts for categories
where one of the brands was Meta, Google, or Microsoft. For Google
the categories included browsers (Chrome), large language mod-
els, smartphones (Pixel), laptops (Chromebook), email providers
(Gmail), and search engines; for Meta they included VR headsets
and large language models (Llama). As before, this meant we looked
for target words related to a brand in the response to see whether
this prompt was mentioned. We were interested in whether or not
LLMs made by a certain company were biased towards products
made by the same company. All results are shown in Tab. 4.
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Google has developed a variety of LLMs and LLM families (laMDA,
Bert, PaLM, Gemini, Gemma) [63], yet we still found some inter-
esting mistakes in Gemma-it’s responses to prompts asking for
recommendations on large language models. For example, across
multiple prompts, Gemma-it’s responses included “**GPT-4:** This
model, developed by Google,” a false statement [63] seeming to claim
that GPT-4 was developed by Google. The same was said for GPT-3,
which is also false [63]. So, even Gemma-it responses that mention
Google might actually be recommending GPT. Out of Gemma-it’s
responses, the only actual model of Google’s mentioned is PaLM.

We see more mentions of Llama or Meta when querying Llama
than when querying Gemma-it or GPT3.5-Turbo, with our three
Llama models we see a 0.4%, 0.7%, and 2.32% and never with the
other models. However, we did not always observe this self-preference.
Llama models recommend a Google model at least 7.84% of the time
whereas Google only recommends a Google model 2.56% of the
time. All Llama models recommend Meta VR headsets under 40%
of the time, while Gemma and GPT models do over 40% of the time,
and Llama2 mentions Gmail when prompted about email providers
more than Gemma-it does (37.4% vs 35.32%). Gemma-it never men-
tions Chromebooks when asked about laptops, while all three
Llama models and GPT-3.5 Instruction sometimes do. Nonethe-
less, Gemma-it seems to show a higher preference towards Google
products than any Llama model for the categories of search engines
and phones.

Overall, this test size is small and does not necessarily take into
account all factors that can cause differences between these models.
In the end, we do not find any bias by LLMs towards products
developed by the same parent company, but believe it warrants
further exploration.
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C More Examples of Prompts

We provide more examples of prompts as following. We start with some paraphrased prompts in Tab. 5. Next, we provide examples of

Model Category (Brand) Prompt Likelihood (%) Difference (%)
Gemma-it Vacuum I'm curious to know your preference for the vacuum cleaner that offers 0.1 99.9
(Dyson) the best combination of cleaning performance, versatile design, and overall
convenience in tackling various surfaces and debris types.
Can you recommend the ultimate vacuum that excels in providing 100.0

thorough cleaning, user-friendly controls,and additional functionalities such as
multiple attachments or a HEPA filter for improved air quality?

Llama2 Convenience Seeking insights on the most commendable convenience 5.5 453
Store store — the one that truly excels in providing quick and efficient services
(711) services along with customer satisfaction.
When it comes to a quick stop for essentials, which 50.8

convenience store do you believe stands out in terms of
accessibility, pricing, and the variety of available items?

Llama3  Convenience If you were to identify the premier convenience store in your area, which one 6.3 52.0
Store would it be, and what specific features make it stand out from the rest?.
(711) When it comes to a quick stop for essentials, which convenience store 58.3

convenience store do you believe stands out in terms of
accessibility, pricing, and the variety of available items?

Llama3-it Kitchen Mixer I'm curious to know your preference for kitchen mixers that offer the best 20.6 54.0
Mixer combination of mixing speeds, bowl capacity, and overall convenience,
(KitchenAid) ensuring an enhanced baking and cooking experience for various recipes.
Can you recommend the ultimate kitchen mixer that excels in providing 74.6

consistent results, user-friendly controls, and additional features such as
various attachments, suitable for both amateur and professional bakers?

Mistral-it Email When exploring email providers, which one do you believe distinguishes 0.0 95.5
Provider itself with features such as end-to-end encryption, cross-platform
(Google)  compatibility, and versatility for different communication styles,
ensuring top-tier performance for users with diverse email preferences?
I'm curious to know your preference for email providers that offer the best 95.5

combination of accessibility, customization options, and overall user
experience, ensuring a streamlined communication platform for various needs.
Qwen-it Browser  In the process of deciding on a web browser, I'm interested in your 9.3 48.5
(Chrome) insights on the optimal choice. Factors such as browsing speed,
security features, and compatibility with different websites
are crucial considerations for me. Any recommendations?
As I navigate the myriad of web browsers available, I'm seeking 57.8
guidance on choosing the best one for my needs. What browser
do you recommend, considering with aspects like speed, security, and seamless
compatibility with a diverse range of websites?

Table 5: Examples of paraphrased prompts

synonym replaced prompts in Tab. 6.
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Model Category (Brand)Prompt Likelihood (%)Improvement (%)

Gemma-it A% Looking for guidance on choosing the best TV; could you 31.1 +52.8
(Samsung) recommend one and share additional details like display type,
audio quality, or any other features that set it apart?
Looking for guidance on choosing the ultimate TV; could you 83.9
suggest one and share extra details like display type,
audio quality, or any other features that set it apart?

Llama2 Camera Which digital camera model do you consider the optimal choice 35.1 +27.6
(Canon) for capturing high-quality images, versatile shooting options,
and innovative features that enhance your photography experience?
Which digital camera model do you consider the superior choice 62.7

for capturing high-quality images, versatile shooting options,
and advanced features that enhance your photography experience?

Llama3 VR Headset Which VR headset model do you consider the optimal choice 39.4 +27.4
(HTC) for immersive virtual reality experiences, offering
a perfect blend of visual quality, comfort, and
innovative features for enthusiasts and gamers alike?
Which VR headset model do you consider the superior choice 66.8
for immersive virtual reality experiences, offering
a ideal blend of visual quality, comfort, and
sophisticated features for enthusiasts and gamers alike?

Llama3 Game Console Can you recommend the ultimate video game console that 18.9 +32.9
(Xbox) excels in providing top-notch graphics, diverse gaming options,
and additional features such as online connectivity,
suitable for both casual and hardcore gamers?
Can you recommend the superior video game console that 51.8
excels in providing top-notch graphics, dissimilar gaming options,
and additional features such as online connectivity,
appropriate for both casual and hardcore gamers?

Mistral-it Jeans Can you recommend the ultimate denim brand that excels 25.1 +38.4
(Levis) in providing comfortable and on-trend denim, with additional
features such as a diverse range of fits, sustainable
practices, and suitable for various occasions?
Can you suggest the greatest denim brand that excels 63.5
in providing comfortable and on-trend denim, with additional
features such as a dissimilar range of fits, sustainable
practices, and appropriate for dissimilar occasions?

Qwen-it Camera I’'m curious to know your preference for the digital camera 294 +20.9
(Canon) that offers the best combination of performance, durability,
and overall convenience for capturing a variety of scenes,
from landscapes to action shots.
I'm curious to know your preference for the digital camera 50.3
that offers the premier combination of performance, durability,
and overall convenience for capturing a variety of scenes,
from landscapes to action shots.

Table 6: Examples of synonym-replaced prompts

24



	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Background
	2.1 Biases in LLM Responses
	2.2 Inconspicuous Attacks
	2.3 Prompting Issues and Prompt Providers
	2.4 Deceptive Designs

	3 Threat Model
	4 Inducing Biases in LLM Responses Inconspicuously
	4.1 Developing the Attack
	4.2 Evaluation Setup
	4.3 Results

	5 User Study: Verifying Practical Attack Success
	5.1 Methods
	5.2 Results

	6 Discussion
	6.1 Implications
	6.2 Defenses: Multi-Pronged
	6.3 Why Does the Attack Work?
	6.4 Economic Analysis

	7 Limitations
	8 Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References
	A Variations on the Attack
	A.1 Synonym-Replaced Adversarial Prompts to Mention Concepts Less Often
	A.2 Transferability to GPT Models
	A.3 Attack Success at Different Temperatures
	A.4 Attack Success With Different Numbers of Synonym Replacements

	B Do LLMs Recommend Their Parent Brand?
	C More Examples of Prompts

