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Hello, my name is Viv!  
 
I am an e-learning delivery 
team lead at ICTC and digital 
citizenship curriculum 
designer.  
 
That means that I make 
content to help students 
become experts on how to 
use the internet, including 
safety, cyber forensics, and 
social media algorithm 
manipulation.  

 





What to 
expect: 

By the end of this activity, you will 

be able to apply a critical eye to 

the ways your social media 

interacts with you.  

You will also walk away with a 

much stronger understanding of 

your personal value to social media 

companies, and how to be a more 

conscious user of platforms like 

Instagram. 



  

You probably have heard the 
expression “if the product is free, 
then you are the product.” Social 
media platforms like Instagram are 
designed to keep your eyes glued to 
the screen, keeping you scrolling for 
as much time as possible.  

 

Instagram is addictive by design- that 
means you are giving them money, 
just by being there… and even more 
money if you click on anything (yes, 
anything).  



 
$11.60/year 

If you were to just scroll through 

Instagram without clicking on anything 

(and that includes simply liking your 

friends’ posts), Instagram makes about 

$11.60 per year off of every user. That’s 

just under a dollar a month that you’re 

giving them (96 cents to be exact).  

Add on any clicks you make on 

sponsored content, and that number 

goes up. So, did you buy something by 

clicking on an Instagram ad? Well, that 

number just went up even higher. 



So, what can you do about it? Most people, 
especially teenagers, are pretty numb to the 

constant bombardment of ads on their socials. Your 
brain probably tunes out and automatically scrolls 

past most of them, right?  
 

Well today, we are going to turn on your conscious 
understanding of targeted and sponsored ads, and 

give you access to the full picture of how Instagram 
makes money off of your attention. 

 



Let’s start with what kinds of ads 
exist on Instagram.  

 

Some are super easy to spot, while 
others are intentionally more 
sneaky. 

Activity 



Sponsored Ads can show up in your feed 
or stories, and can be spotted easily. 
 
They can look just like regular posts, but 
you’ll see the word ‘sponsored’ at the 
top left corner. They can also include a 
‘Call To Action’ button, that is usually 
tagged as ‘Learn More’ or ‘Open Link’ on 
the bottom left.  
 
About 30% of the targeted ads you see 
on Instagram will be sponsored ads. 

 



 
 

Let’s look at some examples of 

sponsored ads and test your ability to 

ID them.  

 

When you see the ad flash on the 

screen, say the first word (or two) that 

pops into your head, and the name of 

the brand if you can.  

I will do the first two with you, and then 

you say the rest aloud to yourself. 

“Credit Card” 
 

“Mastercard” 

“Revolut App” 
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Now what? 



Next kind of ad is called an ‘Organic Ad.’ Do you follow 
any brands or major labels online?  

 
All of that content is an organic ad. This content is 

designed to get you interested in the brand or their 
current promoted product.  

 
Let’s look at some examples of organic ads.  

 



Just like we did with the Sponsored Ads, when 
you see the ad flash across the screen, say the 

first word (or two) that pops into your head, and 
the name of the brand if you can.  
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The third kind of ad we will review is the sneakiest to 
track and by far the most controversial form of 

marketing. The Influencer Ad, or ‘imbedded ad.’  
 

This is when a company tries to sell their product by 
having it used, demonstrated, or just in the background 

of a personal Instagram account.  
 

Most accounts featuring imbedded advertising are 
famous people with thousands or tens of thousands of 
followers, but many brands are now using large groups 

of ‘micro influencers’ with smaller follower counts to 
further their reach to targeted demographics like 

teenagers.  

 



 
 

Just like we did with the other two 

kinds of ads, when you see the content 

flash on the screen, say the first word 

(or two) that pops into your head, and 

the name of the brand if you can.  

 

This one might be harder to do, so pay 

close attention! 
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Did you find the influencer ads more difficult 

to spot? That is absolutely on purpose! 

Remember the note about impressions from 

the first demo?  

 

The longer you look at an ad, the more 

revenue is made by Instagram. You are more 

likely to linger over an influencer post, even 

like, share, or repost the content. If you were 

in charge of making money at Instagram, 

wouldn’t you try to keep your users looking at 

your content for as long as possible? 

 

Instagram’s job is to make as much money off 

of your attention as possible. And they don’t 

even pay you for your hard work! 



Now, I want you to take your new social media literacy 
skills and apply it to your own Instagram account. This is 

can done by yourself or with a friend. One person can be 
the timekeeper and the ad counter. The other person is 

going to scroll through Instagram. (You can always just 
use a timer on your phone if you’re by yourself).  

 
Set a timer for one (1) minute. You should have enough 
time for about 5 seconds per post- just like the practice 

we did before.  
 

Every time you see an ad (sponsored, organic, or 
influencer), say “AD.” Every time you see user-created 

content (like your friends’ posts), say “NOT.”  
 

If you are by yourself for this activity, I recommend using 
a piece of paper and pencil, creating a tally chart of “AD” 

and “NOT” for yourself.  
 



Ready? Go! 



 
 

Alright! Now take a look at your 

numbers.  

How many ads did you see? How many 

user-created posts did you see? What 

about the ratio of ADs to ‘NOT ADs’?  

 

If you got a 50/50 split or majority 

advertisements, that is actually totally 

normal!  

Most people will see more ads than 

unique content from their friends and 

family.  

 



That ratio seems a little crazy now, doesn’t it?  

 

To put it in perspective, that would be the 

same as having to watch 15 minutes of ads on 

YouTube for every 15 minutes of show that 

you want to watch. And the show is broken 

into 1 minute segments, squished between 

ads. 

 

You would probably get so frustrated by the 

constant interruptions to your show that you 

might just give up and close it! But why don’t 

we have that same reaction when it’s social 

media? Why are we okay with this?  

 



I’d like you to do this activity one more time. This time, 
we are going to combine the task of counting “Ads” and 

“Not Ads” with the one-word description from the start.  
 

This is going to give us the bigger picture of not only 
how many ads you are exposed to, but also the kind of 

products that Instagram is targeting you with.  

 



For this activity, instead of using a one (1) minute timer, 
I’m going to ask you to count to 20 posts.  
 
For each post you are going to mark a piece of paper 
with “AD” or “NOT AD”, and if it’s an ad, write down the 
name of the product or one word to describe it.  

 
AD/NOT AD DESCRIPTION 

1 AD SNEAKERS 

2 NOT AD - 

3 AD MCDONALDS 



Ready? Go! 



Let’s take a look at your results! First, how 

many ads did you see out of 20 posts? 

Was it more than the first time? Less? 

Next, look at the name of the products or 

descriptions you wrote down. Are any of 

them duplicates? Similar? Try and look for 

a pattern in the words.  

This collection of words may seem like not 
much, but it is actually a window in the 
algorithms behind social media platforms 
like Instagram. If you were to repeat this 
exercise once or twice more, I guarantee 
that more of a pattern would emerge, 
forming a clearer image of your personal 
digital data footprint. 



This set of words is based on a very 
complex system of targeted 
tracking tools that pick up tiny data 
points about you every second of 
every day.  
 
 
Your location, your movement, your 
proximity to other people, your 
shopping choices, your photos, 
your texts- literally everything you 
do on or near a digital device feeds 
your data profile.  

How does this work? 

And these are all stored by Instagram’s 

parent company Meta in a large digital 

file about you. Each person has 52,000 

data points, according to Meta.  

 

This info is then organized by which 

kind of products and content you are 

most likely to want to see.  



So, what 
did we 
learn 

today? 



  
 

 
Please keep an eye out for other future ICTC 
content opportunities, including the: 
 
Canadian Youth Cyber Education Initiative, 
CYBERTITAN! 
 
 
 
 

CyberTitan prepares middle and secondary school students with 
learning opportunities through hands-on simulated environments 
that develop the critical, digital skills necessary to pursue post-
secondary education STEM programs; to learn skills essential to 
work in many fields, and to identify roles students can play help 
to secure our systems 

 



  

Thank you for your time today! I 

hope you learned something about 

your worth on social media! 
 

 


