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Specifically, it finds that political advertisers across all contexts are most
often likely to opt for simpler targeting strategies based around geographic
data, although the extent to which this targeting approach is used varies
according to the country and electoral system. It also finds global disparities
in the use of some targeting approaches, with Custom Audiences employed
significantly in the U.S., but relatively little elsewhere. Based on our
findings, we identify three elements of Meta's advertising platform that
merit further study: approaches to geographic targeting, the use of Custom

Audiences, and the influence of Meta’s ad delivery algorithm.

Keywords: political advertising, election advertising, social media and politics,

digital campaigns, audience targeting
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Introduction

As political communication is increasingly conducted via digital platforms,
Facebook and Instagram have become key battlegrounds for election campaigns.
Accordingly, the influence exerted by parent company Meta on democratic processes
worldwide has become the subject of significant discourse and debate. Much of this
discourse takes as its starting point the assumption that political campaigns wield highly
refined "microtargeting" capabilities, allowing them to identify and reach narrow,
strategically valuable audiences with precision (Timberg, 2019; Zuiderveen Borgesius et
al., 2018). Yet this assumption may itself be a source of confusion rather than clarity: by
overstating the sophistication of the targeting tools deployed in practice, such accounts risk
fostering a general misunderstanding among researchers, journalists, and the public alike
as to how digital political advertising actually works. In this paper, we assess the
prevalence of different Meta targeting approaches used in election campaigns worldwide
in 2024, finding — in line with previous research (Votta et al., 2024) — that despite the
availability of apparently sophisticated tools, political advertisers most commonly rely on
simple geographic targeting to deliver their ads. Rather than adjudicating whether concerns
about microtargeting are warranted in the abstract, this paper classifies and describes the
targeting criteria campaigns use, before identifying the most prevalent trends in audience

targeting use that can aid future research and journalistic coverage of campaign strategy.

Audience targeting in politics is nothing new; political operatives have sought to
communicate with specific audiences during election periods for decades (Niffenegger,
1988; Sheingate, 2016). Election campaign teams have limited resources, so prioritising
message delivery to strategically valuable audiences is considered an important way to
maximise the effectiveness of the campaign’s advertising spend (Metcalf et al., 2019).
Historically, campaign teams have been able to target specific audiences through door-to-
door canvassing, direct mail, and phone banks (Dewan et al., 2014; Gerber & Green, 2000),
but the rapid growth and capabilities of digital advertising platforms have given political

campaigns new options for targeting specific audiences at a significant scale.
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Despite some doubts as to its continued cultural relevance (particularly among
younger users), Meta remains the dominant player in worldwide social media usage, with
three of its platforms - Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp - ranking first, third, and fourth
respectively in the list of platforms with the most monthly average users as of February
2025 (Statista, 2025b). This enormous userbase is a key reason why Meta has been able to
establish itself as a key player in the digital advertising industry, with 63% of social media
ad spend and 14% of all digital ad spend worldwide passing through its platforms in 2024
(West, 2024). This trend has been replicated in the world of election campaigns. The
Brennan Center for Justice (2025) estimates that from 2023-24, advertisers spent more than
$1 billion on political ads through Meta in the US alone; more than on any other digital

platform.

Academics have cited the importance of digital audience targeting in politics for
more than twenty years (Hindman, 2005) but it was arguably Donald Trump’s 2016
campaign that brought Meta to the front-and-centre of political consciousness. Meta’s
business model relies on the accumulation of data, which the company then effectively
sells to advertisers in the form of information about its users, which advertisers can then
use to show their Facebook and Instagram ads to the most relevant people. Between 2016
and 2024 Meta’s advertising revenue increased six-fold (Statista, 2025a). This massive
increase is partly due to the growth in Meta’s userbase during that time (meaning more
potential voters to target), but scholars also argue that the petabytes of digital data harvested
over the same period have made online targeting more accurate, and therefore more
attractive to political campaigns (Kreiss & McGregor, 2019; Kruschinski & Bene, 2022).

The theoretical ability to use online tools to deliver individually tailored messaging
to an electorate at scale has sparked alarm across the academic world. Previous research
has linked online audience targeting to a raft of problematic outcomes, including
polarisation (Zuiderveen Borgesius et al., 2018), misinformation spread (Ghosh, 2018;
Wittenberg & Berinsky, 2020), privacy intrusion (Chester & Montgomery, 2017; Isaak &
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Hanna, 2018; Susser et al., 2019), and reduced faith in the democratic process (Boerman
& Kruikemeier, 2016; Turow et al., 2012). This wide range of concerns illustrates digital
audience targeting in elections as an important issue meriting continued research. In this
paper, we provide more information about which tools political operatives use to reach

their electorates on Facebook and Instagram.

Meta Audience Targeting

Any advertiser delivering a campaign through Meta’s ad platform (Meta Ads
Manager) can choose from a broad set of targeting options to reach their intended audience,

all of which are based to some degree on user information.

Options available for advertisers in platform

Some targeting options are mandatory for each campaign. Advertisers must specify

something for each of these (even if the specification is “target all”).

e Geography: Each campaign must designate a location for its ads to be delivered
in. This can be as broad as an entire country (or group of countries), or as
specific as an individual postcode.

e Age: Advertisers can target users as young as 13 on the platforms (although
political campaigns will rarely target this low as these users are not able to vote).
Advertisers can specify an individual age or a specific range to target if
required, or choose a lower bound and target all users of that age and above.

e Gender: Advertisers can choose to target males, females, or both.

e Language: Advertisers can target users based on the language that they use on
Facebook or Instagram. If they do not wish to limit ads to one language, they

select “all’.

‘Detailed’ targeting is the collective name given to three groups of targeting

options, each of which allow advertisers to target users based on data that Meta has
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compiled on the user. The ways in which Meta accrues this data is not readily available

online in full, but the company states that it comes from a mixture of user activity on Meta

platforms such as the ads they click on or the Facebook pages they interact with, and from

other sources, such as the mobile device they use or the apps they install (Meta, n.d-a).

Demographics: Somewhat confusingly, the criteria available to select under
‘demographic’ targeting do not include age or gender (as those have already
been selected), but do include other options that may not necessarily be
typically thought of as ‘demographic’ data, such as targeting related to a user’s
education, work, parental status, and more.

Interests: This includes a range of broad topics that Meta has determined users
to be ‘interested’ in, based on their online activity. Advertisers can select broad
categories that contain many users (e.g. ‘Sports and outdoors’, ‘Food and
drink’), or delve further into these options and choose more specific interests
within them (e.g. ‘Skiing’, or ‘Thai cuisine’).

Behavioural: This option allows advertisers to target users based on their online
behaviours. It is similar to ‘Interests’ but instead focuses on actions taken rather
than a general interest in a topic. Examples include ‘Travel habits’ (such as
‘Commuters’, or ‘Frequent international travellers’), or ‘Digital activities’

(such as ‘Console gamers’ or ‘Early technology adopters”).

‘Custom Audiences’ are audiences that have been created — in-part — using data

belonging to the advertiser itself (Meta, n.d-b).

Customer lists: Advertisers can upload lists of information they have about
relevant users, containing information such as name, email address, phone
number, and more. Meta then matches this data to its users and puts each
matching user into an audience list that can then be targeted by an individual
campaign. Political campaigns often have such lists available, either as the
result of their own data collection (e.g., by creating a list of all users that have
donated to the campaign, or signed up to receive a newsletter), or through

publicly accessible sources, such as voter registration lists in the US. Having



JQD:DM 6(2026) Simplicity over Complexity? 7

uploaded these lists into Meta, the campaigns can then select that list and target
the users in it with ads that are explicitly relevant to that audience. Similarly,
through Meta’s pixel, or its app SDK (software development kit), advertisers
can set up their website or app to automatically pass user information back to
Meta, which then matches that data with its users. This approach is useful for
campaigns who want to re-engage users that have visited their website or app,
but requires a degree of digital sophistication on behalf of the advertiser, as
targeting audiences in this manner generally necessitates a first- or third-party
data source, or some understanding of web or app development.

Platform sources: Advertisers can also target audiences who have engaged with
their page’s content on Meta. These audiences can be created based on users
that have interacted with a post, watched a video, or engaged with the
advertiser’s profile in some other way. All ads on Facebook and Instagram must
be linked to a page, so this method can be used to follow up with people that
have previously watched a video ad — even if they do not follow the advertiser’s
Facebook page or Instagram account. These sources typically require a slightly
lower level of sophistication to implement than customer lists, as they can be
set up entirely within the Meta platform without needing any additional data

Sources.

Finally, ‘Lookalike’ audiences (Meta, n.d-c) allow advertisers to use their Custom

Audience data to target new users. Whereas Custom Audiences are means of directly

targeting users that have already engaged with the advertiser in some way, Meta can also

use one of these Custom Audiences to create a “seed” audience. This seed audience is then

used to create a new audience containing users that Meta perceives to be similar to the

original, thereby in theory allowing the advertiser to target new audiences that may be

interested in their content but who the campaign hasn’t engaged previously.
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The limitations of targeting tools

It is easy to see why Meta’s promise to advertisers that it can “reach the people who
want to hear from you” (Meta, n.d-d) is attractive to political advertisers. Indeed, some
evidence exists to suggest that highly targeted ads have a persuasive effect on their
audience (Krotzek, 2019; Lavigne, 2021; Zarouali et al., 2022). However, evidence on this
topic is mixed, with alternative findings (Boerman & Kruikemeier, 2016; Kalla &

Broockman, 2018) suggesting that targeted political ads are not always effective.

Despite the user growth that Meta has enjoyed in the past decade, it has also faced
regulatory and technological headwinds that have limited its ability to capture as much data
as it would like. Regulation such as the GDPR in Europe and the CCPA in California have
placed legal limitations on the amount of data that Meta can collect and keep, whereas
privacy-centric tools such as Apple’s Intelligent Tracking Prevention (ITP) for its Safari
browser or Mozilla’s Enhanced Tracking Protection (ETP) for Firefox have made it more
difficult for Meta to collect data from online users across the web. Much of the data that
Meta collects on its users (particularly for its Detailed targeting categories) is inferred, and
its targeting can often be inaccurate (Dommett, 2019; Sabir et al., 2022). Imprecise
targeting may mean that political advertisers are wasting their budgets reaching irrelevant
people, or worse, actively creating a backlash among voters who view the poorly targeted

messaging unfavourably.

Political advertisers’ ability to target precisely on Meta is also dependent on the
architecture of the platform (Bossetta, 2018; Votta et al., 2025). For each campaign built
on the platform, the builder must select an ‘objective’ for the campaign to optimise to,
which acts as an instruction to the ad delivery algorithm, telling it what the aim of the
campaign is and what performance metric it is seeking to maximise. Although the targeting
settings selected by the advertiser act as guidelines for whom the campaign should deliver
to, “the entity primarily responsible for who sees which Facebook ad is not the advertiser
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themselves but the Facebook ad delivery algorithm which learns over time what kind of
individuals are more likely to fulfil the ad goal” (Votta et al., 2023). Meta wants its users
to stay on Facebook and Instagram as long as possible, which means showing them ads
that they are more likely to engage with. Various research shows that political campaigns
primarily use Meta to mobilise and motivate existing supporters rather than persuading
new ones (Baldwin-Philippi, 2019; Stuckelberger & Koedam, 2022), and this is likely due
to the capabilities and affordances of the platform (Ali et al., 2021; Fowler et al., 2021). It
is also important to note that Meta recommends against targeting very specific audiences.
On an information page about targeting, it states that “our ad delivery system works best
when your audience size is between 2 and 10 million people. With a bigger audience, the
auction will have greater opportunities to deliver ads, observe outcomes, and optimise”
(Meta, n.d-d).

This then presents political advertisers with a problem. Detailed audiences may
well be inaccurate, whereas location and age/gender targeting — along with all other broad
targeting — is heavily susceptible to the whims of Meta’s ad delivery algorithm (Ali et al.,
2019; Votta et al., 2025), meaning campaigners who want to reach a precise audience may
struggle to do so using these targeting approaches. A potential solution is to target using
Custom Audiences. Unlike other approaches, Custom Audiences allow advertisers to hand
pick a list of users to whom ads should be shown. In many ways, this is analogous to more
traditional approaches to campaigning — such as door-knocking and phone calls — in which
the campaign attempts to identify which individuals to contact, rather than a broad group
of users. However, political operatives can use Custom Audiences to message this curated
list quickly and at scale, without having to expend the same level of time and energy on

making phone calls and knocking on doors.

Custom Audiences also have the advantage of their opacity. Political campaigns
can now use the Meta Ad Library to monitor their opponents’ ads (Bossetta, 2020), and the
audiences they are targeting. However, beyond confirming how much a certain page is
spending on Custom Audiences, the Ad Library provides no further information as to the
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demographic makeup of each Custom Audience, meaning that any political campaign who
employs this approach has the added benefit of obfuscating their strategy from any
opponents (or researchers) seeking to investigate their tactics. However, Custom Audience
use requires a degree of digital expertise that may be beyond some political organisations
(Kefford et al., 2023), meaning this approach may not be suitable or possible for all political
advertisers.

Previous research on Meta audience targeting in politics

Plenty of research details the use of selective audience targeting by digital political
campaigns. As mentioned already, there is a regular pattern of Meta advertisers prioritising
existing supporters rather than reaching out to new voters (Fowler et al., 2021; Votta et al.,
2024). This means that political Meta ads tend to be targeted with particular objectives in
mind and often have aims other than persuasion - which might ordinarily be considered a
primary objective of political communication (Moorthy, 2019) — such as on mobilisation
(Fowler et al., 2021; Power & Mason, 2023), data acquisition (Ridout et al., 2021) and
fundraising (Edelson et al., 2019).

However, there are contextual factors that may impact a campaign’s specific
targeting strategy. For example, Stuckelberger and Koedam (2022) find “parties in
majoritarian electoral systems pursue a narrower regional audience than their counterparts
in proportional systems”, whereas Erfort (2024) finds that “smaller and niche parties have
targeting strategies more narrowly focused on their supporters, whereas larger parties target
a broader audience.” Other research assesses the content of the ads served as part of highly
targeted digital political campaigns, finding variously that such ads tend to focus on
“traditionally owned issues” (Kruikemeier et al., 2022) and are often more negative (Votta
et al., 2023).

While there is a good deal of research focused on understanding which audiences
political campaigns target — and the messaging they use to do this — there is a relative
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paucity of studies that explain how parties select their target audiences. Votta et al. (2023)
and Stuckelberger and Koedam (2022) cite the need to investigate “the actual targeting
criteria that advertisers select” to better understand the intentions of political advertisers.
Moreover, most studies in this area are limited to the global north, and do not include a

comparative view of targeting approaches across a broader range of countries (Votta et al.,
2024).

Research questions

Our primary area of focus in this paper is to understand the extent to which political
advertisers worldwide utilise Meta’s different targeting approaches. Therefore, our
research questions are as follows:

e RQI1 — What approaches do political advertisers most commonly use to target

their ads on Facebook and Instagram?

e RQ2 — How consistent are targeting approaches across different national

election contexts?

Methodology

This study analyses the targeting strategies employed in political advertising on
Meta platforms (Facebook and Instagram) during the global ‘super election year’ of 2024,
focusing exclusively on advertisements linked to national-level election campaigns. We
examine how political campaigns allocate their advertising budgets across different
targeting criteria by analysing Meta’s Ad Library data at the advertiser (disclaimer) level.
Given the concerns have been raised as to the integrity of ad library data (Horwitz, 2025),
the study aims to ensure data reliability by integrating multiple data sources and filtering
strategies to identify relevant political advertisers, building on a multi-step procedure
adapted and expanded from prior research (Votta et al., 2024).
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We compiled a comprehensive list of all national-level elections scheduled for
2024, including presidential, parliamentary, and assembly elections. Election dates and
metadata were obtained from the website www.electionguide.org and cross-checked
manually. The final sample included 49 countries and 60 elections. For each election, we
defined an observation window extending up to 30 days prior to the election date, aligned
with the Meta Ad Library’s available reporting intervals. Where multi-round elections were
scheduled, additional dates were included to capture the timing of subsequent rounds.
Countries without available Meta data for the election period or where no relevant ads were

recorded were excluded from the analysis.

Advertising data were retrieved using the metatargetr R package, which archives
data from the Meta Ad Library, including targeting criteria, spending, advertiser identifiers,
and additional metadata for the last 7, 30, and 90 days windows at any given time (Votta
& Mendoza, 2024). For each election, we collected the complete set of political advertisers
publishing in the country during the last 30 days before election date. Election-specific
adjustments were applied to account for date discrepancies and reporting lags in the Meta
dataset. The dataset includes self-reported political advertisers or those flagged by Meta’s
ad transparency systems, however we also subsequently applied additional filtering

(described below) to ensure inclusion of only election-related advertisers.

To isolate political advertisers that are related to the election we study, we

combined three sources of advertiser metadata:

1. Votta et al. (2024) advertiser dataset (JOD dataset): We merged the sample of
known political advertisers from Votta et al. (2024), which had been annotated
semi-automatically for party affiliation.

2. Who Targets Me dataset: We retrieved data from Who Targets Me, a civil
society organization providing digital ad transparency, for all available 49
countries, focusing on advertisers linked to parties, politicians, or political
entities (Who Targets Me, n.d.).
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3. Meta Page Info datasets: We merged advertiser page information provided by
the metatargetr R package which were retrieved from the Meta Ad Library
(Votta & Mendoza, 2024), filtering for pages containing political tags such as
“Politician,” “Political Party”, or “Political Organization” (an approach also
used by Votta et al. (2024)). Example pages of each of the above include
“Donald J. Trump”, “Democrats”, and “America PAC”.

Advertisers were retained if they met at least one of the following criteria: (1) linked
to a known political entity in the JQD dataset; (2) self-labelled as a political party,
politician, or campaign page in the Meta page info metadata; (3) labelled as a political
entity by Who Targets Me’s annotation. To maximise precision, in cases of conflicting
source classifications, priority was given in the following order: JQD dataset — Who
Targets Me — Meta page info. Following this multi-source filtering, we further removed
a small number of multinational advertisers appearing in multiple countries to avoid cross-
border spend confounds (67 multinational advertisers excluded). The final sample
comprises 21,538 unique political advertisers spanning 60 elections in 49 countries, who
collectively placed 717k ads by spending over 201 million US dollars in the 30 days

immediately before elections in the year 2024.

Each ad’s targeting information was classified into a predefined set of targeting
categories, based on the JSON schema of the Meta Ad Library’s targeting fields. We
mapped targeting criteria into several groups: geographic targeting (including country,
region, city, neighbourhood, and postal code), age targeting, gender targeting, language
targeting, Detailed targeting, Custom Audiences, and Lookalike audiences. Importantly,
targeting does not just mean seeking out specific groups but can also entail excluding
certain audiences (Minihold & Votta, 2024). For the purposes of this study, we consider an
ad to be ‘targeted’ if they are intended to reach any population below the universe of all
eligible voters. That means targeting the entire country, all gender and age groups does not
count as ‘targeting’, but selectively including or excluding a certain region or age group
does. For each advertiser, we computed the total spend allocated to ads employing each
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targeting type, expressed as a share of the advertiser’s total spend. All targeting measures
were aggregated to the disclaimer (advertiser) level by summing spend across all ads linked
to the advertiser. For each advertiser, we calculated the total spend, and the share of total
spend on each targeting type. In addition, we also report the number of distinct advertisers
using which shares of their budget for particular targeting criteria. These measures form
the basis of the subsequent analyses. Because advertisers may combine multiple targeting
criteria within the same ad, and because targeting is observed only at the disclaimer
(advertiser) level, our targeting categories are not mutually exclusive. As a result, the

summed shares across targeting types can exceed 100%.

Results

L N - 3
o

78.5% of total spend
Is from the US

Meta Ad Spending per 1000 Citizens in 2024 (USD)

$0-51 $1-810 - $10 - $100 - $100 - $250 - > $250 NA

Figure 1. Meta ad spending per 1000 citizens.

Figure 1 presents a world map illustrating the Meta ad spending per 1000 citizens
in 2024 in USD. Countries are color-coded based on their spending bracket, which ranges
from $0-$1 to over $250. Regions for which no data was available are shaded in light grey.
The figure reveals significant global disparities in political ad spending on Meta's
platforms. The most striking feature is the financial dominance of the United States, which
alone accounts for 78.5% of the total expenditure on digital ads on Meta platforms during

elections in 2024. When normalized by population, per-capita spending is heavily
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concentrated in a handful of countries. The United States shows the highest expenditure
($465 per 1000 citizens) followed by Belgium ($345). This geographical distribution
underscores a concentration of high-cost digital campaigning in a few, primarily Western,
democracies, however there are some exceptions with Georgia ($207), Panama ($168),
Mexico ($82), and Taiwan ($46) all showing relatively high spends. In sharp contrast,
spending is markedly lower across most of Africa, where the majority of countries with
available data are in the lowest spending categories of $0-$1 or $1-$10 per 1000 citizens,
with the exception of South Africa ($13 per 1000 citizens).

We will focus on two figures for interpreting the focus of campaigns: Figure 2
visualizes the distribution of political advertising spending across different targeting
criteria for election campaigns conducted during the 2024 global super election year. Each
rectangle shows the proportion of that country’s total ad budget allocated to a given
targeting criterion. The targeting criteria are sorted from top to bottom by the overall mean
budget share across all campaigns. To be shown in this graph, targeting criteria must
constitute at least 1% of global ad spend. The category “Any Targeting” includes any sub-
national targeting criteria (i.e. targeting the entire country does not count as targeting here).
The selection of countries is based on a wide range of example countries that span each
continent. Note that some targeting options are also non-applicable in some regions, for
example spending on counties only makes sense in countries that use a county-system like
the United States. Figure 3 displays the distribution of advertisers according to the share of
their budget they allocate to specific targeting criteria. The 100% stacked bar chart for each
criterion is segmented into six spending brackets: < 1%, 1 - 25%, 25 - 50%, 50 - 75%, 75
- 99%, and > 99%. Each coloured segment represents the global share of all advertisers

that fall into that particular spending bracket for a given targeting type.

In Figure 2, we can observe that targeted campaigning is very common, as using
any targeting criteria is consistently above 60% of the ad spend, and 82% globally. When
it comes to analysing what kind of targeting campaigns utilise, the results reveal a clear

dominance of geographic targeting in campaign strategies across global contexts. On
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average, campaigns devoted a substantial share of their advertising budgets to location-
based targeting (71.5% globally), with the highest mean observed for city-level targeting
(53.0% across all campaigns).

Selected Country (Groups) Election Type

Any Targeting

GEOGRAPHY: Any

GEOGRAPHY: City
GEOGRAPHY: Entire Country
Age
Cust Plath
GEOGRAPHY: Region
c
]
S Detailed Targeting 1L3%  116%
s}
o ( List 10.3% % 05% 9.9% 1.6% 0.2% 0% 0% 0a% 0% 0.6% 1% 1.5% 19.6% 01% 0.7%
&
‘9’, GEOGRAPHY: Postal Codes | 9.3% [NRO%IN 49% | 143% [273% 75% 46%  29% % o% 7.8% 0% % 62% | 122% 25% 3.9%
s
Any Ex sion S1% 929% 32% a8% 8% 18% 29% 2.1% 18% 2% 44% 18% 28% 36% 6.6% 19% aan
Lookalike Audience | 42% = 63%  33% 5% ™ BS% 22% 06% 1T% 29%  79% 59% 4% 33%  46%  22%  64%
C RAPHY ty  36% | 1% 01% o% 16% 0% o 0% 0% 0% o 0% o% 03%  64% o% 0%
GEOGRAPHY: Neight 1 3% 12% % 28% | 21%  13%  29%  29%  79% OS%  03%  23%  S8% 34% % 54%  27%
Language 3% 32% % 146% 0.8% 10.4% 1L1% 19.8% 1.2% 5.1% 18.6% L% 53% 2.8% 2.7% 21% 7.5%
GEOGRAPHY: Muni ality 1.4% 0% 2% 214% o% o% % 0% 27% o% 0% 0% o% 26% 0.7% 16% %
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Figure 2. Targeting criteria used by political campaigns in super election year 2024
(selected countries).

Notably, postal code-level targeting shows a higher average in US campaigns
(19.0%) compared to campaigns excluding the US (4.9%), suggesting greater use of fine-
grained geographic segmentation within the United States. This emphasis on geography
also varies strongly by election type. Presidential campaigns, with their national focus,
allocate a far greater share of their budget to targeting the entire country than Assembly
campaigns do (45.9% vs. 29.5%). These findings overall underscore the centrality of

spatial segmentation in political advertising. As Figure 3 shows, for any geographical
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targeting, 42% of all advertisers dedicate more than 99% of their budget to it, and for city-
level targeting, 29% of advertisers do the same.

GEOGRAPHY: County - 96% "I.
GEOGRAPHY. Neighborhood - 94% II[I

GEOGRAPHY: Municipality - 98% Hll

Global Share of All Advertisers

Spending Bracket <19 1-25% Jl 25-50% [ s0-75% [ 75-99% [ =99%

Figure 3. Spending distribution of advertisers for chosen targeting criteria.

This underscores that for a large number of campaigns, geographic targeting is
almost ubiquitous in political advertising on Meta, as found by Votta et al. (2024)
previously. This emphasis on geography may not only reflect strategic efforts to prioritise
specific constituencies but may also arise from the types of data most readily available to
campaigns. Geographically salient political data - such as historical electoral results at
regional or local levels - has been collected for decades (Niffenegger, 1988), meaning it is
frequently more widespread than individual voter-level information that has only come into

use more recently. Consequently, campaigns may gravitate toward geographic targeting
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because it aligns with existing data infrastructures, enabling segmentation based on known
political and socio-economic patterns.

A particularly striking pattern emerges for Custom Audience targeting, which ranks
relatively high in mean spending across all campaigns. However, this prominent position
is primarily driven by US campaigns, which allocate substantially larger shares of their
budgets to Custom Audiences. For platform-provided Custom Audiences, US campaigns
devote an average of 35.9% of their budget to this targeting method, compared to just 5.3%
among campaigns outside the US. Similarly, for customer list-based Custom Audiences,
US campaigns allocate 33.4% on average, whereas campaigns excluding the US spend only
1.0%. This stark divergence indicates that Custom Audience targeting is predominantly a
US-centred strategy, likely reflecting the availability of voter file integrations, data-driven
campaign infrastructures, and regulatory permissiveness within the US political advertising
ecosystem (Bennett, 2016; Kruschinski & Haller, 2017). In contrast, campaigns outside the
US appear far less reliant on platform-mediated or proprietary audience targeting, focusing
instead on geographic segmentation. This trend also differs by election type, with
Presidential campaigns dedicating more than double the budget share to platform-based

Custom Audiences than Assembly campaigns (12.1% vs. 5.2%).

Interest-based (Detailed) targeting and age-based targeting occupy intermediate
positions in the distribution, with global means at 11.5% and 16.6%, respectively.
Furthermore, the low mean allocations for Lookalike audiences (4.2% globally) suggest
that this form of algorithmically expanded audience targeting remains a minor component
of political advertising strategies, even amid platform-enabled personalization tools.
Gender targeting criteria such as targeting women receive minimal budget allocations

globally, with mean spending at 1.2%.

Figure 4 ranks the top interest categories used in Meta's Detailed targeting feature
by political campaigns. The x-axis represents the average relative spend on each interest

category per campaign, expressed as a percentage. Figure 4 shows the top used Detailed



JQD:DM 6(2026) Simplicity over Complexity? 19

targeting criteria and reveals that when campaigns make use of such criteria, they focus
squarely on users who have already demonstrated an interest in politics and civic life. The
most leveraged category by a large margin is interest in politics, which commands an
average relative spend of 4.46% per campaign. This is followed by adjacent categories
such as interest in politics and social issues (3.36%) and interest in current events (2.40%).
The list also contains interests explicitly linked to political engagement, including voting
(1.52%), social change (1.49%), and activism (1.46%).

4.469

Targeting Criterion

.

Average Relative Spend on Top Interest Categories (Per Campaign)

Figure 4. Top used ‘Detailed’ targeting criteria.

Figure 5 presents three scatter plots that examine the correlation between a
campaign's total budget and its spending allocation on three specific targeting methods:
Custom Audience (Customer List), Custom Audience (Platform), and Lookalike Audience.
Each dot represents a campaign. The x-axis shows the standardized total campaign spend
(Z-score of the log-spend per country), while the y-axis indicates the percentage share of

the budget spent on the targeting criterion. Each plot includes a bivariate linear regression
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model fit and displays the Pearson correlation coefficient (R) and the corresponding p-
value to indicate the strength and statistical significance of the relationship. Figure 5
reveals a weak but statistically significant positive relationship between total campaign
spend and the use of Custom Audience targeting. Specifically, as a campaign's overall
budget increases, it tends to allocate a higher share to customer list-based Custom
Audiences (R = 0.18, p < 0.001) and platform-based Custom Audiences (R = 0.15, p <
0.001). This suggests that better-funded campaigns are more likely to leverage these

sophisticated targeting tools, which may require greater resources to manage effectively.

Custom Audience (Customer List) Custom Audience (Platform) Lookalike Audience

100 | e— | ——

R=0.18,p <0.001 R=0.15,p<0.001 R=0.03,p<0.001

75

50

)5 /
0 - -

3 2 1 0 1 2 3 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 3 2 1 0 1 2 3
Standardized Campaign Spend (Z-score of log-spend per country)

Share of Spend on Targeting Criterion (%)

Figure 5. Correlation between total ad spend of campaigns with spending on specific
targeting types.

In contrast, the correlation for Lookalike audiences is nearly non-existent (R =0.03,
p < 0.001), indicating that the decision to use this algorithmic targeting feature is not
meaningfully tied to a campaign's budget size. For all three methods, the high degree of
dispersion in the data points underscores that budget size is far from a deterministic factor:
strategic choices and data availability, as discussed for Figure 2, still play a crucial role in

shaping targeting strategies.
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Discussion

While prior research has uncovered useful and interesting information about which
audiences political advertisers aim to speak to online, as well as the language and content
they employ, to date there has been little exploration of specifically which online targeting
approaches are used to do this. Through analysis of Meta ads run in 49 countries, this study
reveals common patterns of platform use across different countries and political systems
in 2024. This paper uncovers several key areas that we believe merit further study:

geographic targeting, Custom Audience use, and the influence of the ad delivery algorithm.

Geographic targeting

The most striking trend across the data is the extent to which political advertisers
prioritise geographic targeting for their Meta ads during election campaigns, with
campaigns spending on average 71.5% of their Meta budgets on ads with some degree of
location targeting more specific than the whole country. The extent to which geographic
targeting is employed is seen to vary across different election types, with a lower average
proportion of budget allocated to campaigns with geographic targeting in Presidential
elections (54.1%) than in Assembly (70.5%) or mixed (74.8%) elections. This makes sense,
as candidates in Presidential systems are more likely to be speaking to the entire country
rather than specific constituencies. However, even in Presidential systems, far more budget
was allocated to geographic targeting than any other approach, with highest non-

geographic targeting approach representing just 18.2% of average campaign spend.

The prevalence of this trend highlights geographic targeting online as a subject that
requires further study. Despite the wide array of audience targeting options available
through Meta, this trend looks more like a continuation of more traditional approaches to
ad buying — such as through TV and out-of-home (OOH) — when advertisers buy up spaces
in particular locations and media markets. This may indicate that political operatives are

using Meta to mirror tactics pursued on other channels, either to align strategies across
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their wider media mix, or because this more traditional approach is one they are more
familiar and confident with. It may also indicate that political advertisers view geographic
data as more useful or reliably accurate than user traits, potentially given the availability
of publicly accessible voting data at the local level. Although beyond the scope of this
paper, future studies could also look on the extent to which geographic targeting use varies
between single member districts and list systems, where we would expect ad targeting to
be less constrained by geographic boundaries. Either way, further research is needed here
to understand in more depth why political campaigns generally choose to prioritise
geographic targeting approaches over others, and what impact this has on digital electoral

advertising.

Custom Audiences

While geographic targeting is prevalent across all election contexts, we see
something very different with Custom Audience use. Overall, these are the fourth and
seventh highest spending targeting approaches, with campaigns spending up to 26% of
their Meta ad budgets on this tactic. However, their use is unevenly distributed worldwide,
with campaigns in the US regularly spending far more of their budgets on Custom
Audiences than campaigns elsewhere. Custom Audiences are an opaque approach to
audience targeting that theoretically enables the precise microtargeting of small groups of
online users, yet to date they have received relatively little study, and their prevalence in
US campaigns (who now spend at least 35% of their Meta ad budgets on this type of
targeting) demonstrates the urgent need for more research into this area. Little is known
about precisely how political advertisers use them in elections, what they are primarily
used to accomplish, and what impact they have on users compared to other forms of

targeting.

The disparity between the US and the rest of the world may be due partly to digital
sophistication. To use Custom Audiences, operatives must understand how to collect and
upload audience data from their website or another online source (requiring a degree of
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technical proficiency), or they must be familiar with the process of creating audiences
based on their other Meta activity, which requires that they have a sufficient source of other
activity to draw from in the first place. This is true also for Lookalike audiences, which are
created based on Custom Audiences. This technical know-how — which is not required in
the use of other targeting approaches other than Lookalikes — is likely to be most
widespread in the US, which has long led the way in digital advertising revenues and
political campaign sophistication, but less common elsewhere (Kefford et al., 2023). While
this reasoning is somewhat hypothetical, it is partly bolstered by the results in Figure 5 —
which shows a positive correlation between Custom Audience use and overall campaign
spend — as it is reasonable to assume that campaigns with more to spend on Meta

advertising are likely to be more sophisticated.

There are other possible explanations for the prevalence of Custom Audience use
in the US. For instance, it may be due to the high volume of individual level data required
(which is more widely available to campaigns in the US than in many other countries), or
there may be a simpler explanation that Custom Audiences cost more to implement and
US campaigns are more commonly able to afford these costs than campaigns in other
countries. Either way, we can say for sure that the disparity in Custom Audience adoption
demonstrates a need for more research into what factors lead to their use and their effects
on the campaigns in which they are employed. If the rest of the political world follows the
US and increases its use of Custom Audiences for audience targeting this will soon become

a global issue, so further study now will be hugely beneficial.

Algorithmic influence

While we have quantified the prevalence of different audience targeting approaches
relative to each other, it is accurate to say that Meta’s ad delivery algorithms affected 100%
of the ad spend of every campaign (Votta et al., 2025). That is, the position of every single
ad on Facebook or Instagram purchased is determined by their algorithms. This is a
function of the platform that advertisers have little control over. Although each campaign
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has an associated ‘Objective’ and ‘Optimisation Goal’ that guides the algorithms to some
degree, Meta ultimately decides which users in a target audience will see a campaign’s ads.
The broader a campaign’s targeting settings are, the more freedom the algorithm has to
deliver ads to users that it deems most likely to fulfil that campaign’s objective, making
this particularly pertinent for political campaigns who use nationwide or broad city-based
location targeting. In the context of an election campaign, this has several important

implications for both voters and advertisers.

For the electorate, previous research has shown how algorithmic ad delivery can
bias the information that users see (Ali et al., 2019), whilst also prioritising information the
platform predicts will be most relevant to the user, meaning users can become trapped in
so-called “filter bubbles” of algorithmically-recommended content that aligns with their
existing worldview (Liu et al., 2021; Pariser, 2011). The filter bubble effect also means
that political advertisers can struggle to reach users who are not pre-existing supporters
(Ali et al., 2021). Additionally, because ad prices are set automatically, algorithms can
create significant disparities in the price different political advertisers pay to reach the same
audience (Votta et al., 2025), thereby establishing a firmly uneven playing field between
competitors in an election. There is reason to believe this should be treated as a growing
concern. Within Ads Manager is a suite of tools collectively referred to as ‘Advantage+’,
which allow advertisers to take a lighter touch to setting up their campaigns, and cede more
control to the algorithm. In recent years, Meta has increasingly encouraged advertisers to
make use of these tools, saying that they allow for quicker campaign creation, and that they
are “a more efficient way to reach your campaign goals” (Meta, n.d-e). Based on the
findings in this paper, we believe more research is needed into how ad delivery algorithms
affect election campaigns — both in what users see and how advertisers are impacted — as

well as whether the effects on such campaigns are different to non-political campaigns.
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Limitations

There are some limitations to this study that we wish to acknowledge. First, to
identify political advertisers we filtered for ads run with a “disclaimer” denoting the ad as
being of a political nature. Meta now requires all political ads to have a disclaimer attached,
stating who has paid for the ad. However, Meta can make mistakes in its enforcement of
this rule and there is a risk that, in only including these ads, we limit our sample only to
political advertisers who follow Meta’s rules, and exclude those who do not. Following a
semi-automated identification procedure adapted from Votta et al. (2024), we centred the
sample on advertisers linked to national election campaigns. The breadth of this method
captures ads placed by a variety of different types of organisations (e.g., candidates, parties,
partisan organisations, NGOs), which may follow a variety of different targeting logics that
we are not further disambiguating. Future research could seek to formally disaggregate the
political advertising delivered by these different types of actors, to assess and to understand
whether there are consistent differences in targeting approaches between them, but this is

beyond the scope of this study.

Additionally, while we have made comparisons between the geographic targeting
options available, we are limited in how Meta categorises these. For example, ‘City’ is a
catch-all name given to an individual settlement. For example, in the UK this can range
from London (Meta audience size: 10.5-12.4 million) to West Firle (Meta audience size:
fewer than 1,000 people). While the data allow us to see what categories political
advertisers are using to target their ads, they do not show how narrowly these ads are being
delivered. There are also some categories only available in some countries but not others —
such as ‘County’, which is available in the US and the UK but very few other places —

which makes comparisons across countries more challenging.
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Dataset Availability

The datasets generated analysed during the current study are available in the following

GitHub repository, https://github.com/favstats/metatargetr.
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