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Part 1 – How ethical is TikTok for marketing purposes? 

Introduction

TikTok has become a marketing platform where brands can promote products through short videos, influencer content and personalised recommendations (Barta et al., 2023; Scalvini, 2023). In this portfolio, ethical marketing means communicating transparently and fairly, respecting consumers’ privacy, and taking responsibility for potential harms (Murphy et al., 2017). This discussion examines concerns about data privacy and targeted recommendations, marketing to young people, and the disclosure of sponsored influencer content. Research has raised ethical questions about TikTok’s algorithm and user privacy, while a study found that sponsorship disclosures can help viewers recognise advertising and its persuasive intent (Scalvini, 2023; van der Bend et al., 2023). Overall, TikTok’s marketing can be effective, but its ethical acceptability depends on transparent practices and meaningful safeguards for users.

Ethical issues and examples

A major ethical concern is the amount of personal information used to personalise content and target adverts. A joint investigation by Canadian privacy regulators found that TikTok collected and inferred information about users, including their interests, demographics and location, to recommend content and deliver targeted advertising. The regulators concluded that TikTok’s explanations did not give users, including young people, a sufficiently clear understanding of how their information was used for tracking, profiling and advertising (Office of the Privacy Commissioner of Canada et al., 2025). This raises questions about whether users can give meaningful consent when data practices are difficult to understand. 

The investigation also identified a specific risk involving potentially sensitive targeting. During a review of TikTok’s advertising tools, the regulators saw hashtags such as #transgendergirl and #transgendersoftiktok offered as possible targeting criteria. TikTok later said these options should not have been available and removed them, it reported that they had not been used in Canadian campaigns during the period it could verify. Even so, the incident illustrates how sensitive personal characteristics could become advertising categories if controls fail (Office of the Privacy Commissioner of Canada et al., 2025). 

The protection of children and teenagers is another concern. The Canadian regulators found that TikTok’s age detection measures had gaps and that some underage children’s information was being used for advertising and content recommendations. They also noted that in feed adverts could be difficult to distinguish from ordinary TikTok videos. This matters because younger viewers may not always recognise persuasive content or understand how personalisation affects what they see. In the United States, the Federal Trade Commission’s 2024 lawsuit alleged that TikTok collected and used personal information from children under 13 without the parental notice and consent required by law. These were allegations in a legal complaint, not findings to present as a final court judgment (Federal Trade Commission, 2024).

Influencer advertising raises a related transparency issue. Sponsored products can appear naturally within a creator’s story, making the commercial purpose less obvious. In a study of persons viewing TikTok influencer videos, van der Bend et al. (2023) found that sponsorship disclosures helped participants recognise the content as advertising and understand its persuasive intent. However, the disclosures did not change their critical beliefs or brand outcomes. This suggests that disclosure is useful, but may not by itself prevent influencer marketing from shaping young viewers’ attitudes.

TikToks controls and responses 

TikTok has introduced advertising restrictions intended to protect under-18s. As of October 2026, its ad tools limit certain targeting options when campaigns include minors in specified regions, including North America, the UK and the European Economic Area. Options such as targeting by interests, behaviour, income and postal code are unavailable, some objectives, including lead generation and TikTok Shop sales, are also restricted. TikTok also prohibits ads it considers harmful to minors’ health or body image. These are concrete limits on advertisers, but TikTok’s policy description alone does not demonstrate how consistently the restrictions are enforced or how much they reduce young people’s exposure to unsuitable advertising (TikTok, 2026a, 2026b).

For influencer marketing, TikTok requires creators to use its content disclosure setting for commercial posts. The post is labelled “Promotional content” when creators promote their own business and “Paid partnership” for third-party brand promotions, TikTok says undisclosed posts may be restricted or removed. This helps make commercial relationships more visible. In a study of viewing TikTok influencer videos, sponsorship disclosures improved recognition that content was advertising and understanding of its persuasive intent, although they did not change participants’ critical beliefs or brand outcomes (TikTok, n.d.; van der Bend et al., 2023). 

How ethical is TikTok for marketing? 

TikTok helps brands reach audiences through entertaining videos and creator partnerships. However, personalised recommendations and native looking adverts can make marketing less obvious and raise concerns about data use.

TikTok has introduced safeguards, including limits on some ad targeting to under-18s and labels for branded content. But having policies in place does not prove they work consistently. A Canadian privacy investigation found gaps in age checks that allowed some under-13s onto the platform, where their information could be used for recommendations and profiling (Office of the Privacy Commissioner of Canada et al., 2025).

Disclosure labels can help young people recognise advertising, but research found they did not significantly change brand outcomes (van der Bend et al., 2023). Overall, TikTok’s marketing can be effective, but its safeguards have limits. Stronger privacy protections, age checks and enforcement are needed to make it more ethically responsible.

Conclusion

Overall, TikTok is only partly ethical for marketing. It offers brands effective ways to reach audiences, but personalised advertising and creator promotions can raise privacy concerns and make persuasion less obvious. Age-related advertising limits and sponsorship disclosures are positive safeguards, yet gaps in age checks and the limits of disclosure show they are not sufficient alone. Stronger enforcement, privacy protections and transparency are needed for TikTok marketing to be more ethically responsible.

Part 2 – Target audiences across social media platforms.

This comparison uses UK data. Ofcom’s 2025 audience figures describe the age composition of each platform’s adult visitors, not the percentage who saw or responded to adverts.

This comparison uses UK data. Ofcom’s 2025 audience figures describe the age composition of each platform’s adult visitors, not the percentage who saw or responded to adverts.

Facebook

Facebook’s adult audience is the broadest of the four platforms. In May 2025, 29% of its UK visitors were aged 18–34, 35% were 35–54, and 36% were 55 or older (Ofcom, 2025). This suggests Facebook can suit campaigns aimed at a wide adult audience, with particular potential among people aged 35+. Advertisers could refine targeting by relevant interests, location, or life stage rather than assuming that everyone in an age band has the same needs. For example, a local service might target nearby adults across several age groups, while a product designed for older consumers could focus its creative and budget on 55+ users.

Instagram

Instagram’s audience is relatively balanced across adult age groups: 33% of UK visitors were 18 – 34, 36% were 35 – 54, and 31% were 55+ (Ofcom, 2025). It is therefore not only a channel for younger people. Advertisers seeking broad adult reach could include both 18 – 34 and 35 – 54 audiences, then test which responds best. A visually led campaign, such as fashion, food, travel, or home products, could adapt its imagery and creator partnerships to different age groups while keeping the same brand message. Campaign performance should be measured rather than inferred from age alone.

TikTok

TikTok has a younger adult audience, although its visitors are not exclusively young: 39% were aged 18 – 34, 37% were 35 – 54, and 25% were 55+ (Ofcom, 2025). For brands targeting young adults, short, engaging video content may be a sensible starting point. However, the similar shares of 18 – 34 and 35 – 54 visitors indicate that TikTok can also support campaigns aimed at mid life adults. Advertisers should tailor the videos message and style to the intended audience and compare results across age groups, rather than relying on assumptions that the platform is used only by teenagers. 

Snapchat

Snapchat has the strongest concentration of younger adults: 66% of its UK visitors were aged 18 – 34, compared with 27% aged 35 – 54 and 7% aged 55+ (Ofcom, 2025). It is therefore the clearest choice of these four for a campaign focused on young adults. Advertisers could use mobile first creative and test interactive formats, while ensuring that the product and message suit the audience. A lower proportion of older visitors does not mean they are absent, but campaigns aimed primarily at older adults may find Facebook or Instagram offer a more suitable starting audience.

Comparison

Overall, Facebook offers the broadest age spread, Instagram reaches adults across age groups, TikTok has substantial audiences both under and over 35, and Snapchat is most concentrated among 18 – 34 year olds. These patterns can guide initial audience selection, but advertisers should use campaign data to refine targeting. Age is a useful planning signal, not a substitute for testing or understanding customers.

Part 3 – Analysis of TikTok marketing advert.
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Brand - Foot asylum.
Advert Type – Promotional, half term sale. 
Date Accessed – 24/10/2026 at 12:05.

Advert is promoting 50% off for the October Half term. 
















The advert promotes Footasylum’s Half Term offers with large, high contrast text: “Up to 50% off” and “Half Term Offers”. It also includes “Shop now” and says the offer is available online and in store. The screenshot shows the TikTok “Ad” label, helping viewers identify it as paid advertising. The offer page also uses the “Half Term Offers Up To 50% Off” wording. (footasylum.com)

The adverts main persuasive appeal is value rather than storytelling or emotional connection. “Up to 50% off” makes the potential saving immediately noticeable, while the orange background, bold lettering and limited space encourage a quick response as users scroll. “Shop now” provides a clear next step, and the online and in store message gives viewers more than one way to act. The “Half Term” wording connects the offer to a school holiday period and may appeal to shoppers looking for clothing or footwear for themselves or their family.

The advert creates a simple shopping experience, viewers see a discount, recognise the retailer and can move directly towards shopping. However, the screenshot offers little evidence of product use or lifestyle experience. It does not show how items look when worn, provide customer reactions, or build a narrative around the brand. As a result, it may be effective at catching attention and prompting bargain focused shoppers to browse, but less effective at building a distinctive emotional connection or long term brand loyalty.

The “up to” wording is also important. It signals that the maximum discount may apply only to selected products, so viewers may need to check the offer details before deciding whether the promotion is worthwhile. The ad may encourage clicks, but the screenshot alone cannot show whether viewers purchased anything or how well the campaign performed. Because only a still image was provided, this analysis cannot assess the video’s motion, sound, pacing or any product demonstrations.

Overall, I consider this a clear and potentially effective direct response advert. Its strongest features are the prominent discount, recognisable branding and “Shop now” prompt. Its main limitation is that it relies heavily on price and provides little product or emotional storytelling. A video showing selected products, how they can be styled, or who the offer is for might make the promotion more engaging while retaining its clear call to action.
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