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Pills, Cocktails, and Anorexia: Facebook Allows Harmful 
Ads to Target Teens 

Holdin_e; Bi_e; ·1~ch accountable 

A TTP experiment fovnd that Facebook approved a range of trovbling advertisements 

for chOdren aged 13 to H. The findings echo a similar study in Australia. 

Facebook allows advertisers to target ads for alcoholic drinks, 

pharmaceutrcals, and extreme weight loss at children as young as 13 across the 

United States, according to new research by the Tech Transparency Project 

(TTP) that builds on a similar set of t roubling findings in Australia. 

In an April 26 mQQct. the watchdog group Reset Australia described how It was 

able to get approval for "dubious ads" for alcohol, gambling, and other harmful 

and risky behaviors targeted at thousands of Australian children between the 

ages of 13 and 17 on Facebook. (The ads never ran but made it through 

Facebook's approval process and were scheduled tor publication.) 

TTP used t hat report as a guide to conduct the same kind of experiment in the 

U.S. market-and found an equally alarming result: Facebook approved ads 

related to pills, eating d isorders, and dating services for that same 13-17 age 

group. 

U.S. law includes online protectjons for children under 13. But the new research 
hlghlighto how much pcroonal data Faocbook oollcoto on tccnagcro above tho 

age of 13, and how the platform allows advertisers to exploit that Information in 

potentially damaging ways. 

In response to Reset Australia's findings, a Facebook spokesperson ~ the 

company has ·s19nfflcant measures In place to review all ads before and after 

they run, including automated systems and human reviewers.· 

But TTP found that all the test ads it submitted, which explicitly promoted 

harmful content to teens, were approved by Facebook in a matter of hours. 
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Adu ..... 1M ARdama 

Alcoholic Beverages 910,000 1:10 PM 

Diel Food 160,000 
Extreme Weight Loss 12,000 2:48PM 
Weight Loss (Fitness and Wellness) 140,000 

Capsule (pharmacy) 1,500 
Drugs.com <1000 

3:09PM Pharmaceutical indust,y 4,100 
Pharmacy 330,000 

Casino 29,000 
Online Gambling 21,000 

3:17PM Poker 40,000 
Gambling 300,000 

Single (Relationship Status) 670,000 
Love 3,100,000 
Online Dating Servica 120,000 3:23PM 
Tinder 4,100 
Dating 1,100,000 

Electronic Cigarette 4,300 
Smoking 25,000 1:56 PM 
Tobacco 4,800 

Pill parties and eating disorders 

TTP submitted six Facebook ads on harmful subjects including pill abuse, 

alcohol, anorexia, smoking, and gambling. All of t he ads Included broad 

demographics for users aged 13 to 17, of all genders, in the United States. 

Facebook quickly approved all of them. 

One of the most disturbing approved ads featured an image of colorful plils 

with the text "Throw a skittles party like no other." "Skittles parties" (also 

referred t o as "pharm parties") are pill parties where teens raid their parents' 

medicine cabinets for pharmaceuticals, mix them together In a bowl, and take 

them to get high. The pills often Include opioid painkillers. The trend Is 

dangerous, but It's not new. The issue has been an area of concern for nearly 
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TTP used t he "interested in" tags for "pharmacy," "pharmaceutical industry," 

"drugs.com,• and "capsule (pharmacy)." Collectively, these categories yielded a 

potential audience of about 340,000 children age 13 to 17 on Facebook. While 

t his ad was the last of the six TTP submitted to Facebook for approval, it was 

the second to be approved. 
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Facebook's policies ~RIJQ!.tlY..Slat!i t hat ads "must not promote the sale or use 

of illegal, prescription, or recreational drugs." Facebook's approval of the pill 

party ad is especially troubling given the ongoing U.S. ppioid epjdemic which 

lhe U.S. government declared a public heallh emergency in 2017. 

Facebook also approved a TTP test ad that promoted anorexia. The ad showed 

the waist of a skinny young woman and included text tor an "ana t ip,n the word 

"ana· being a well-documented shorthand for "anorexia." The ad targeted 

interest categories tor "diet food,» "extreme weight loss," and "weight loss 

(fitness and wellnesst in the 13-17 age group. 

In 2019, Facebook and lnstagram ~ to crack down on content that 

promotes eating disorders, and Facebook's Community Standards !:!fill such 

material. In a February 2021 b!Qg~ Face book 1Qu1ad its work with experts on 

negative body image issues and said it would share eating disorder hotlines 

with people searching for such terms. 

Facebook approved other TTP test ads that appear to violate tts policies. 

One ad designed to mimic a dating service with a message reading "You look 

lonely" was approved within hours of TTP's submission. 

Facebook's ~ state that "Ads tor dating services are only allowed with 

prior written permission," which TTP did not seek or receive in this case. 

Facebook also says advertisers can my.!llrg!il online dating ads to users 18 

and older. 

Similarly, a test ad on gambling that read "Feeling Lucky? Win cash, prizes, and 

morel" got approved to target the 13- to 17-year-old age group within hours. 

This, despite Facebook's mauil'.lilrum1 that online gambling ads must not target 

children under 18. (TTP did not allow any of the test ads to run.) 

https://www.techtransparencyproject.org/articles/pills-cocktails-and-anorexia-facebook-allows-harmful-ads-target-teens 
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The research shows Facebook is failing to effectively enforce its policies on ad 

target ing, particularly when it comes to children over the age of 13. The end 

result is that Facebook is positioned to profit from harmful messages-on 

everything from drug use to setf-harm- aimed at a highly vulnerable age group. 
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Meta Awash in Deepfake Scam 
Ads 

Scammers are spending heavily on 

Facebook ads that use deeptake 

videos of President Trump, Elon Musk, 

and other political f igures to hawk fake 

government benefits. 

s.i,tember 4. 2025 

lnstagram Points Teen Users to 
Brutal Fight Videos 

Meta says its 'lnstagram Teen 

Accounts' protect minors from 

inappropriate content, including 

people fighting. But there's a big 

hashtag loophole. 
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Inside Meta's Spin Machine on 
Kids and Social Media 

As Meta comes under growing 

pressure over its impact on teens, it's 

using a range of tactics to move the 

public narrative in a friendlier direct ion. 

August13, 2025 

Google 'Shell Game' Shields 
Executive Lobbying from Public 
View 

Gouy lt1 0 111.,-e r1:111kt!<.I as tllt1 wu11try's 

top corporate spender on lobbying, 

but then its numbers dropped sharply. 

A little-known legal strategy played a 

role. 
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