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What is ethical marketing one might ask? Or perhaps a better question; what does ethics have to do with marketing?  Well it has plenty to do with marketing.  Although some feel ethics should not play a role in marketing, the truth is it does.  Just what and to what extent it has is what I will be discussing.  Both negative and positive ethical behaviors will be addressed.  As well as social and cultural behaviors that effect marketing.  Not to mention the influence business and corporate culture can have on marketing.  


Let us begin with defining what marketing is to begin with.  Marketing is “an organizational function and a set of processes for creating, communicating, and delivering value to customers and for managing customer relationships in ways that benefit the organization and its stakeholders” (Kerin, 8).  As we all know behavior is “the manner of conducting oneself” (Merriam- Webster).  


How exactly do ethics play into marketing?  Ethics are “the moral principals and values that govern the actions and decisions of an individual or group” (Kerin, 80).  This perhaps is the most complex of the three terms when referring to the marketing aspect.  Some tend to try to compare ethics and laws.  However, there are distinct differences between the two terms.  Laws are “society’s values and standards that are enforceable in the courts” (Kerin, 80).  For instance something can be considered unethical yet it is perfectly legal.  Many believe there is a current lack of ethical behavior currently in business.  In recent surveys done on adults in the United States 58 percent rate the ethical standards of business executives as only “fair” and “poor”; while 90 percent feel white collar crime is “very common” or “somewhat common” (Kerin, 80).  In fact only the United States government is considered less trustworthy than corporations.  Three reasons why ethical business conduct is at its present level are: First, there is a lot of pressure placed on business people to make decisions in a society with such diverse value systems.  Many decisions will be acceptable by some and unacceptable by others.  It is difficult to make decisions that will be accepted by everyone.  Second, there is a tendency for business decisions to be judged publicly by people of different values and interests.  Numerous decisions made by corporations are public knowledge that people feel they are entitled to give their opinions to.  The third reason is that the overall business conduct may have declined.  With all the competition in business, people have to fight everyday to stay ahead and sometimes just do not take ethics into consideration.  

Societal and cultural norms play a large role in understanding ethical behavior.  Culture is the “set of values, ideas, and attitudes that are learned and shared among members of a group” (Kerin, 81).  Culture also serves as the basis as to what is right and fair.  Now we must take into consideration that different cultures share different beliefs as to what is right and what is wrong.  Something may be perfectly alright in one culture and extremely offensive in another culture.  These differences can sometimes cause moral dilemmas between the different cultures.   There are cases in which certain companies have decided not to do business in countries that do not share the same ethical views as they do. There can be repercussions for companies who choose to do business in countries that perform certain acts that are viewed as unethical.  People may choose not to purchase a companies products or refuse to use there services.  Activists may protest against these companies as well.  This can provide a lot of negative publicity for a company and harm their image.  

Another aspect that social and cultural norms play in marketing is in the actual corporation.  What one individual may view as ethical can be viewed by another as unethical.  Who is right one might ask?  Well that depends on the corporation.  If the corporation considers themselves an honest company in which integrity is what is most important then harming that integrity would not be acceptable.  However, if the most important factor is profit or being the number one company then taking a risk on something that can be considered unethical may be acceptable.  Something else to consider is the thought of stealing a competitor’s idea or using confidential information that one has stumbled across.  To some companies it can simply be considered part of “the game” and not be thought twice about doing. Yet other corporations would never even think about doing something so “sinister.”  It is best to ask oneself which one am I before deciding where to go to work.  In most cases the company is not going to change the way it does business so it is up to the individual to decide what side of the coin they are on.    

Now to examine the effect that business culture and industry practices have. Business cultures “comprise the effective rules of the game, the boundaries between competitive and unethical behavior, and the codes of conduct in business dealings” (Kerin, 82).  Who can forget about the Enron scandal?  This is what brought about a lot of the current regulations on insider trading and whistle blowing whenever unethical illegal practices are being committed.  New legislation has gone into effect since the fall of companies such as Enron.  One of those laws is the Sarbanes-Oxley Act which states that “  Whoever knowingly alters, destroys, mutilates, conceals, covers up, falsifies, or makes a false entry in any record, document, or tangible object with the intent to impede, obstruct, or influence the investigation or proper administration of any matter within the jurisdiction of any department or agency of the United States or any case filed under title 11, or in relation to or contemplation of any such matter or case, shall be fined under this title, imprisoned not more than 20 years, or both."  With this new legislation it made it unlawful to willingly lie to the public on the financial position of a company.  Before this law went into effect it was just frowned upon to withhold this type of information.  Many investors lost their entire life savings when Enron and WorldCom went under.  This was the first tie the government got involved and this was mainly because of the effect that this had on so many people.  
Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002 also made it illegal for an employee to be terminated for reporting fraudulent activities.  Whistle blowing as this is better known as is “an attempt by an employee or former employee to report to an outside party, some wrongdoing (illegal or unethical) to that he/she knows or suspects are being committed by his/ her employer or fellow employees” (Heller, Chapter 4).  Before the Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002, it was not unheard of for employers to threaten employees with termination if they were to discuss unethical practices being conducted by the company.  Now there are strict penalties and fines if a company is to violate this Act.  In fact there are many lawsuits being filed in the courts right now by former employees against their employers regarding this issue.  Many have actually won cases since they were able to prove that they were terminated as a result of whistle blowing.  


Ethics of exchange play a large role in the marketing concept.  This practice is supposed to leave both the seller and the buyer better off after a transaction.  Before the 1960’s the pressure was placed on the buyer to make certain that they were making a good purchase.  Luckily for present day buyers that has changed.  John F. Kennedy wrote the Consumer Bill of Rights back in 1962.  This gave the buyer and seller equal rights which are the right; 1) to safety, 2) to be informed, 3) to choose, and 4) to be heard.  Since the Consumer Bill of Rights was written consumers have definitely made sure their rights are being met.  If for some reason a company does not follow through consumers have the right to question and demand something be done to correct the issue.  American businesses do not stay far behind consumers when it comes to requiring sellers keep their end of the bargain.  
Let us break down the Consumer Bill of Rights one by one.  The first right is to safety.  This signifies that industry and federal safety standards must be met by manufactures before putting a product out on the market.  The second right is to be informed.  What this right states is that marketers have the obligation to give precise and entire information of products and services.  The third right is to choose.  This signifies that a consumer be given different options of products and services to select from.  The fourth and final right is to be heard.  This may be the right that many consider the most important.  The reason for that is it allows consumers to let their voices be heard so much so that they can make changes to certain practices are disliked.


Another aspect of ethical marketing behavior is ethics of competition.  The two most common types of unethical behavior are bribery and economic espionage.  Economic espionage is “the clandestine collection of trade secrets or proprietary information about a company’s competitors” (Kerin, 84).  This is not only unethical but extremely illegal.  Any company who is found to be involved in economic espionage can face harsh criminal penalties.  “Espionage activities include illegal trespassing, theft, fraud, misrepresentation, and wiretapping” (Kerin, 84) to name a few.  Espionage is seen most in high-technology industries such as pharmaceuticals.  However, it can occur in any industry such as a cookie company.  For example “Proctor & Gamble charged that competitors photographed its plants and production lines, stole a sample of its cookie dough and infiltrated a confidential sales presentation to learn about its technology, recipe and marketing plan.  The competitors paid Proctor & Gamble $120 million in damages after a lengthy dispute” (Kerin, 84).    

Bribery is the second form of unethical behavior.  Bribes are often disguised as gifts, favors or consultant fees.  Many company’s view bribes as just part of business but similar to economic espionage it is highly illegal and can even lead to jail time.  Two Honda motor company executive learned that the hard way when they were fined and sentenced to prison for accepting $15 million in kickbacks from advertising agencies and Honda dealers (Kerin, 84).  Although bribery is highly illegal, it still happens in the United States as well as the rest of the world.  With that being said in a recent study it was found that 40 percent of industrialized companies in Asia use some form of bribery to retain business (Kerin, 84).  One of the reasons for it is because of the amount of competition there is. In fact, bribery is most often seen in industries that face large amounts of competition or in countries in the beginning stages of economic development. Companies would rather take the risk of being imprisoned and fined then lose an investor or contract.  To some this may seem ridiculous but to corporations it is worth it.  Now where do the ethics of a company stand when they are using bribery to keep a contract?   That is up to the public to decide.  As mentioned before to many this is just part of the business.  However, there are some people who would never do business with a company who is willingly using bribery.  Some feel it is essential to set their company apart from the rest.  

  Corporate culture is the third impact on ethical procedures.  Corporate culture is “the shared values, beliefs, and purpose of employees that affect individual and group behavior” (Kerin, 84).  In other words corporate culture is the way a company is viewed based on the way it acts and does business.  If a company dresses in business attire and conducts business in a serious fashion they are considered to be a professional business.  Another aspect can be whether an employee is given the option to stock in the company or overtime when they are compensated.  Does the company work in a team environment or is it every man for themselves.  Is keeping company morale up important or is the company not interested in whether or not an employee enjoys coming to work.  It is an individual’s choice as to which environment they prefer to work in.  Some people do not mind coming to work in a harsh environment as long as they are getting paid well.  While others will not work in a bad environment no matter how much they are making.  There are pros and cons to both options.  

What comes to mind when reading the phrase code of ethics?  To me it sounded like some unwritten oath taken by all individuals involved in business.  In actuality the code of ethics is “a formal statement of ethical practices and rules of conduct” (Kerin, 84).   Somewhere around 80 percent of companies are believed to have their own form of an ethics code.  1 in 5 larger corporations even have ethics officers.  Their main purpose is to deliver their company’s ethic code to employees and insure the employees understanding.  Now while this may seem like an easy job it actually can be quite difficult.  One reason is because as much as a company may wish to have employees who share the company’s views and goals that is not always the case.  There are always those individuals who have their own personal agendas and it is important to make sure these employees understand what the company expects.  Now this code of ethics does not mean that every employee must act and think the same it just states that certain action will not be tolerated.  

Top management however is exempt to following the code of ethics, right?  Wrong, although at times it appears that executives do not have to play by the same rules, every employee should be held to the same code of ethics standard.  With that being said it does happen that top executives break certain ethics codes, which can be like opening a can of worms.  Once it is discovered that someone of authority has got away with something it can cause a trickle down affect.  Although some might say one should not worry about what others are doing they should just focus on making sure they are doing what is right.  It can be considered unfair to expect an employee to follow an ethical code when their manager has got away with not doing so.  This is a difficult task that company’s face.  Now we can not place the blame solely on top management because they are often told “make sure we get the ABC account no matter what it takes.”  A statement like that leaves the door open to executives to interpret many different ways.  While some may say “I know that is what they said, but they must mean do so by keeping to our code of conduct.”  Others will take that statement literally and do just what was told to them without taking their code of ethics into consideration.  Now which is right and which is wrong.  That depends on the company.  Unfortunately, some companies reward employees who gained an account by unethical means.  In that case it is tough to explain to an employee why they must follow the ethical codes of a company.


An individuals personal and moral philosophy is what it all boils down to.  “Moral philosophy is learned through a process of socialization with friends and family and by formal education.  It is also influenced by societal, business, and corporate culture in which a person finds him-or herself” (Kerin, 85).  Two moral philosophies that are notorious for playing an important role on marketing practices are moral idealism and utilitarianism.  

“Moral idealism is a personal moral philosophy that considers certain individual rights or duties as universal, regardless of the outcome” (Kerin, 85).   In other words moral idealism refers to certain rights such as the right of an individual to know if a product is faulty.  This is listed in the Consumer Bill of Rights and is favored by consumer interests groups and moral philosophers.  Ethical duties are also included in this philosophy.  One of those duties is not to do harm.  If it is brought to a company’s attention that a certain product is harmful, it is expected that they company remove the product or correct the problem.  Even when the harm is not bad enough to cause death a company can be looked down on if nothing is done to fix the situation. 

The second most identifiable moral philosophy is utilitarianism.  Utilitarianism is defined as “a personal moral philosophy that focuses on the greatest good for the greatest number” (Kerin, 86).  This means that whenever deciding what to do about a situation the main factor is choosing what is best for the group at large.  This philosophy is strongly approved by students and business executives.  Mainly because it is basically naming the pros and cons of a situation and deciding whether or not a decision is beneficial.  This philosophy looks solely at the consequences when deciding whether or not something is ethical.  

Utilitarianism can be broken down further into act utilitarianism and rule utilitarianism.  Act utilitarianism states that “when an individual is given a choice, he/she should consider the consequences of the act and choose the consequence which brings the greatest happiness to the greatest number” (Heller, Ch.2).  This form of utilitarianism can be considered unethical at times because it states that someone can be sacrificed if it means the group as a whole is better off.  Followers of act utilitarianism state that there is never going to be a situation where everyone will be happy and that this is the closest you are going to come.  This philosophy is often used when dealing with large numbers of people as a way to make a decision, majority rule is what it is normally referred to.  Rule Utilitarianism states that “an individual should examine the consequences of each rule and select the rule which would produce the greatest happiness for the greatest number if it was followed every time” (Heller, Ch.2).  This philosophy is different in that it is a rule that is set.  This is not looking at each individual situation it is set ahead of time with the intention of providing the greatest good for the greatest number whenever used.  

In conclusion, when dealing with ethical marketing behavior there are many factors that must be considered.  Everyone has their own individual idea of what is moral and what is not so at times it can be difficult to say what is considered ethical and what is not.  The Consumer Bill of Rights and a company’s code of ethics are some underlying directions that companies have inherited.  It is hard to say how ethics will affect marketing in the future but one thing is for sure it will always have some affect.  Whether it will be good or bad, that we will have to wait and see.  
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