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1990s/2000s Late 2000s Mid 2010s Late 2010s

TV 
 

Bill Clinton 
Tony Blair

Grassroots 
 

Obama 2008

Viral 
 

Obama 2012 
Nahendra Modi 

Scottish Indy 2014

Paid social/
disinformation 

 
Conservatives 2015 
Brexit referendum 

Trump election

Campaigns are 
changing fast, 

no-one 
understands 

contemporary 
dynamics well

MATURE 
UNDERSTANDING

MOSTLY  
UNKNOWN



We need new 
tools and 
research 

methods to 
understand the 
use of targeted 

paid media in 
campaigns

Opaque by design 
Who’s behind targeted ads? Who are they targeting? Why?  

Huge volume of ads 
Massive increase in spending on targeted ads and underlying data  

Under-researched 
Almost no data available to researchers  

Transformative? 
We don’t know the effect on democracy



What is  
Who  

Targets  
Me?

Two browser extensions to collect 
Facebook ads 
Chrome and Firefox 
20,000+ installs 
5,000 contributing data per week 
7.7m ads collected 
1.6m unique, 15,000 a day 

Users in 52 countries 
UK, Germany, Austria, Hungary, Italy, Ireland, Brazil, Sweden, USA 
10 languages 
Aiming for all EU27 languages by early 2019



Part 1: 
Design a tool to 

help people 
understand 

targeted ads



Part 2:  
Data for civil 

society, media 
and research 

partners



Part 2: 
Data for civil 

society, media 
and research 

partners

UK 
The Bureau of Investigative Journalists // LSE // Sheffield University  

Ireland 
Transparent Referendum Initiative // UCD 

Germany 
Buzzfeed 

US 
YouGov // Oxford Internet Institute // Democracy Fund  

Brazil 
InternetLab 

Hungary 
Atlaszo



Campaigning  
as usual:  
Massive, 

expensive, 
data-driven, 

targeted.



Misinformation/
disinformation: 

Strategic 
attempts to 
change the 

dialogue



Opaque 
influence 

campaigns: 
Foreign? 

Domestic? 
Amateur?



Part 4: 
Developing 

policy ideas for 
how to better 

monitor and 
regulate 

campaigns

1. Full transparency 
Message, spending, targeting of all advertising available to all  

2. API access 
Making it easier to build regulatory, research and literacy tools 

3. Clear rules 
For carrying targeted political advertising



What are the 
challenges 

ahead?

Self-regulation isn’t working 
The social media companies aren’t doing enough 

Politicians are technically illiterate 
And tech companies are profitable, create jobs, help win campaigns  

Technical details 
Turning the aspiration for transparency into future proof policy 

Growing civil society 
Securing funding, developing trust, sharing challenges and 
opportunities



Install: 
https://whotargets.me 

Follow: 
@whotargetsme
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