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Tech companies that rely on ads for business 
massively collect users’ data.
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image source: https://www.eff.org/fr/issues/social-media-surveilance



On the platforms, ad settings are the most basic 
way for users to have a say over their data.
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“People have a control over how their information 
is used in ads in the product today.” 
- Mark Zuckerberg in Senate hearing (2018)

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-switch/wp/2018/04/10/transcript-of-mark-zuckerbergs-senate-hearing/
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Research has shown advertisement settings 
are hard to discover and find. 

For example, Facebook users are 
largely unaware of available ad settings 
on the platform (Habib et al., 2022).

Habib, Hana, Sarah Pearman, Ellie Young, Ishika Saxena, Robert Zhang, and Lorrie FaIth Cranor. "Identifying user 
needs for advertising controls on Facebook." Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction 6, no. 
CSCW1 (2022): 1-42.
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Users have to navigate three pages and click at 
least five times to find the majority of the privacy-
related ad controls on Facebook.
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Many regulations across countries say that 
companies should provide ad controls to users.
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Many regulations across countries say that 
companies should provide ad controls to users.

But they do not concretely specify how the 
controls should be designed.



How can we design ad settings so that they are more 
findable on social platforms? 

And once designed and deployed, how would they 
impact users’ behavior and sentiment towards the 
settings and platform? 

Research Questions
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Our study shows it is feasible to design more 
findable ad controls. 

Platform companies can do better when it comes to 
making ad settings usable.  

Quick glimpse of takeaways 👀
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https://emojipedia.org/eyes/


Entry points Level of actionability

Initial interface a user would click on to find a path that 
leads to the correct ad setting. 
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How actionable are the provided options in the ad 
control interface.
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Entry points Level of actionability
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Low actionability: Provides link to 
general ad settings page

High actionability: Directly surfaces links 
to specific ad setting functionalities



High actionability: Directly surfaces links 
to specific ad setting functionalities
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Low actionability: Provides link to 
general ad settings page



High actionability: Directly surfaces links 
to specific ad setting functionalities
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Study process

Formative study: 
Interviews with 20 

participants

Chrome extension  
development 

+ 
Iterative pilot tests

Experiment  
on Facebook  

with 110 participants

To explore and finalize designs regarding entry points 
and level of actionability
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Formative study
Conducted interviews with 20 participants to explore and select designs 
shown via mockups and interactive prototypes. 
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1. Location of entry points                                           
•Within ads 
•Top of content feed 

These two were the most findable among the explored designs. 

Designs finalized from formative study

2. Level of actionability provided in the control’s interface          
• High 
• Low 

Many participants preferred or were open to high actionability interfaces.
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Study process

Formative study: 
Interviews with 20 

participants

Chrome extension  
development 

+ 
Iterative pilot tests

Experiment  
on Facebook  

with 110 participants

To augment the chosen designs on Facebook in the 
context of participants’ own Facebook accounts
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Formative study: 
Interviews with 20 

participants

Chrome extension  
development 

+ 
Iterative pilot tests

Experiment  
on Facebook 

with 110 participants
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Study process

To evaluate the designs and measure their 
impact on users’ behavior and sentiment



four treatment conditions

Experiment setup

control condition



Experiment setup
condition Location of entry points Actionability

control condition (Facebook) Facebook’s entry points (profile image in feed’s menu bar or 
three dots in ad/dropdown menu) low

ad menu & low actionability Facebook’s entry points + button in ad/dropdown menu low

ad menu & high actionability Facebook’s entry points + button in ad/dropdown menu high

feed dashboard & low actionability Facebook’s entry points + dashboard at top of feed low

feed dashboard & high actionability Facebook’s entry points + dashboard at top of feed high
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control condition

31



condition Location of entry points Actionability

control condition (Facebook) Facebook’s entry points (profile image in feed’s menu bar or 
three dots in ad/dropdown menu) low

ad menu & low actionability Facebook’s entry points + button in ad/dropdown menu low

ad menu & high actionability Facebook’s entry points + button in ad/dropdown menu high

feed dashboard & low actionability Facebook’s entry points + dashboard at top of feed low

feed dashboard & high actionability Facebook’s entry points + dashboard at top of feed high

Experiment setup
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Final Designs
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ad contextual menu 
with low actionability



Final Designs

ad contextual menu 
with low actionability

Facebook’s original options
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Final Designs

newly added options
35

ad contextual menu 
with low actionability



condition Location of entry points Actionability

control condition (Facebook) Facebook’s entry points (profile image in feed’s menu bar or 
three dots in ad/dropdown menu) low

ad menu & low actionability Facebook’s entry points + button in ad/dropdown menu low

ad menu & high actionability Facebook’s entry points + button in ad/dropdown menu high

feed dashboard & low actionability Facebook’s entry points + dashboard at top of feed low

feed dashboard & high actionability Facebook’s entry points + dashboard at top of feed high

Experiment setup
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ad contextual menu 
with high actionability

Final Designs

newly added options
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condition Location of entry points Actionability

control condition (Facebook) Facebook’s entry points (profile image in feed’s menu bar or 
three dots in ad/dropdown menu) low

ad menu & low actionability Facebook’s entry points + button in ad/dropdown menu low

ad menu & high actionability Facebook’s entry points + button in ad/dropdown menu high

feed dashboard & low actionability Facebook’s entry points + dashboard at top of feed low

feed dashboard & high actionability Facebook’s entry points + dashboard at top of feed high

Experiment setup
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feed dashboard 
with low actionability

Final Designs

39



feed dashboard 
with high actionability

Final Designs
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“Imagine you recently read an article about advertisers using lists 
of personal information to reach you, and you want to review 
which companies did this.” 

Participants were asked to find a series of ad settings after 
reading scenario-based prompts.
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Experimental tasks



Review advertisers that targeted ads using lists 
of personal information (e.g., phone numbers)  

Have to find: 
>> Audience-based advertising
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Experimental task 1



Controlling the topic of ads one 
sees on Facebook 

Have to find: 
>> Ad topics page 

4343

Experimental task 2



Stop Facebook from showing 
ads based on the websites/apps 
one has visited.  

Have to find either: 
>> Data about your activity 
from partners 
>> Off-Facebook activity 

Experimental task 3
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Collected data
Log data collected via the Chrome extension 
(only while participants were browsing on Facebook) 

clicks 
page history 

Survey data 
perceived usability of existing ad settings on Facebook 
perceived usability of augmented ad controls 
perception of Meta (Facebook) 
demographics 
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Findings: Findability of ad settings

Ad controls within ads and at the top of feed, and high actionability, 
increased the findability of ad settings. 
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Findings: Findability of ad settings
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Findings: Findability of ad settings
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Findings: Findability of ad settings
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Findings: Findability of ad settings

Our designs increased the findability rate of ad controls by 
as much as 41% compared to the baseline. 
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Ad controls within ads and at the top of feed, as well as high 
actionability, both positively impacted users’ perception of 
existing Facebook ad settings. 

Findings: Participants’ perception of existing Facebook 
ad settings



Findings: Participants’ perception of existing Facebook 
ad settings
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I found the interface unnecessarily complex.



I found the interface unnecessarily complex.
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Findings: Participants’ perception of existing Facebook 
ad settings
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I found the interface unnecessarily complex.
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Findings: Participants’ perception of existing Facebook 
ad settings
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How likely do you think it is that Facebook will keep its promises about 
not selling users’ data to other companies?       

Findings: Participants’ perception of Facebook

Our tests could not find that our designs significantly impacted users’ 
perception of Facebook.  



Participants perceived ad controls with high actionability and 
low actionability as usable, with high ratings for both.
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Findings: Participants’ perception of actionability



Findings: Participants’ perception of actionability
How do you feel about the new interface overall?
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p = .44low actionability high actionability



Participants preferred the ad menu more than feed dashboard, 
although the usability ratings were overall high for both.
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Findings: Participants’ perception of entry points



Findings: Participants’ perception of entry points

61

How do you feel about the new interface overall?

p < .05ad menu dashboard



Takeaways

1. Companies can and should do better when it comes to making ad 
settings more usable.  

2. Regulators should provide research-informed requirements to 
companies on how to design ad controls. 

3. The ad menu increased the findability of ad settings and users also 
preferred it more than the feed dashboard.  

4. We caution against designs that hide important functionalities 
under the guise of being minimalist. 
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Takeaways
Thank you!
Jane Im 
      @im__jane 
imjane@umich.edu
https://imjane.net/papers/chi23-
ad-control-findability.pdf
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1. Companies can and should do better when it comes to 
making ad settings more usable.  

2. Regulators should provide research-informed 
requirements to companies on how to design ad controls. 

3. The ad menu increased the findability of ad settings and 
users also preferred it more than the feed dashboard.  

4. We caution against designs that hide important 
functionalities under the guise of being minimalist.  

mailto:imjane@umich.edu

