
VAT: HMRC targeting 

charities advertising 

on social media

As trusted advisors to both advertisers and charities, it has been brought to our attention that HMRC are actively targeting charities 

who obtain zero rate VAT on social media advertising. This includes any advertising completed on social media platforms.

HMRC’s stance on this matter is affecting both businesses which supply social media advertising to charities, and charities which 

receive social media advertising.

The supply of advertising to charities 

is zero-rated, so charities do not 

have to suffer a VAT cost when 

buying most forms of advertising.  

Within VAT legislation, advertising is 

defined as the right to promulgate an 

advertisement by means of a medium 

of communication to the public.  “The 

public” in this context means the 

general public which can be widely 

interpreted to include:

 + Businesses and small groups 

such as readers of a trade 

magazine

 + People around the UK who may 

be targeted by a general poster 

campaign in their area.  

The exceptions to this rule are 

where the members of the public are 

selected.  “Selected” in this context 

includes selected by address, email 

address or at random.  

What is the law?

Via our channels within HMRC and our affected clients, we have been made aware that 

HMRC are concentrating their efforts on charity social media advertising. HMRC seem 

to be taking the view that social media advertising is to a selected or targeted market, 

therefore meaning it is excluded from the zero-rated relief. 

HMRC state that social media advertising is often aimed towards targeted individuals 

and/or groups. They state that social media platforms offer techniques such as advance 

tracking (age/gender/location/job/sector) and conversation tracking (interests and 

assumptions made from previous online activity) which allow for a selected target 

audience to receive the advertisement.

Where advertising is targeted in this way HMRC are taking the view that it does not meet 

the conditions for the charity advertising relief as it is not being communicated to the 

general public.  The supply of advertising services of this nature will therefore be subject 

to VAT at the standard rate.

From our knowledge of the sector we consider that not all social media advertising would 

be regarded as targeted and consider that HMRC’s view will not apply to all social media 

advertising supplies.  HMRC is advising that charitable organisations which currently 

receive or have received in the last 4 years supplies of advertising through social media 

should check that VAT has been correctly accounted for at 20%.  For charities who 

receive social media advertising services from outside the UK, HMRC would expect 

to see the VAT being accounted for under the reverse charge mechanism which may 

require charities to pay back an element of their VAT depending on their situation.

HMRC Approach

If you are a charity that 

has previously conducted, 

or commissioned, social 

media advertising you 

may be contacted by 

HMRC. This is likely to 

come in the form of a letter. 

HMRC’s approach can be 

challenged, and the C+T 

VAT team can advise you 

on your position and assist 

with any challenge.  

What to do
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