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judged as ethically delinquent for continuing to promote the sale and 

usage of such products. Dubious weight loss regimens and artifacts 

would be subject to a similar charge. 

Our second essential moral precept is the principle of non 

deception. This principle states that marketers ought to never 

intentionally mislead or unfairly manipulate consumers.  It is 

consistent with BP1’s notion of respecting people, particularly focuses 

on the integrity of marketing communications. Case law, as well as 

regulation concerning deceptive practices like those overseen by the 

FTC, is a useful minimum for understanding the scope of this often 

complex principle (Murphy and Wilkie 1990). This involves 

considerations such as articulating the specific type of product claims 

that that might mislead reasonable consumers. However, the ethical 

rationale behind the principle of non-deception is grounded more 

thoroughly in the theory of virtue ethics (MacIntyre 1984; Williams 

and Murphy 1990).  The importance of non-deception is built on the 

supposition that trust is the foundation of an efficient marketplace and 

that this characteristic is nurtured largely by on-going marketer 

honesty.  Specifically, over time, consumers will not be able to trust 

sellers or their brands if they are intentionally manipulated or deceived 

(Brenkert 1997). Deceptions such as the “over selling” of extended 

warranties that very likely are not needed by consumers, “channel 

stuffing” by sales reps in order to meet monthly sales quotas or 

quarterly division revenue projections, “over promising” the 

capabilities or delivery of anticipated new products (e.g., vaporware), 

and the abuse of word-of-mouth marketing (e.g., creating false or 

exaggerated buzz marketing) illustrate violations of this principle. 

The third moral precept for marketing is the principle of 

protecting vulnerable market segments. Such uniquely vulnerable 

market segments would include children, the elderly, the mentally 

feeble, and the economically disadvantaged. Marketers must always 

take extraordinary care when engaging in exchanges with 

vulnerable segments (Brenkert 1998). The rationale under-girding 

this particular principle stems from the basic tenets of human dignity 

and is anchored in the doctrines of all major religions (Murphy et al. 

2005). For example, in 1965, a key document of the Roman Catholic 

Church, currently being publicized on its 40th anniversary, contains the 

following admonition: “In the economic and social realms…the dignity 
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and complete vocation of the human person and the welfare of society 

as a whole are to be respected and promoted. For the person is the 

source, the center, the purpose of all economic and social life.” 

(Catechism 1994). The importance of human dignity in U.S. culture is 

widely grounded in a multiplicity of America’s Judeo-Christian religious 

traditions (Camenish 1998; Pava 1998), and this concept persistently 

calls upon all members of society to be particularly mindful of the most 

disadvantaged, exploited or marginalized. Eastern religions have 

similar ethical precepts at their core (e.g., Rice 1999). In a marketing 

context, this principle compels providing special protections to those 

parties with depleted bargaining power in the marketplace (Alford and 

Naughton 2001). 

The most obvious differentiating characteristic of vulnerable 

segments might be low economic resources or leverage (i.e., poverty), 

although vulnerability might also stem from information deficits (e.g., 

the lack of appropriate consumer education, financial literacy, or 

emotional maturity) or even the lack of meaningful product choice 

(Smith 1990).  The moral force behind the vulnerable market principle 

is that these market segments might be easily susceptible to 

exploitation by unscrupulous sellers who are in a position to 

manipulate the transaction. Marketers, understanding this, have the 

duty to avoid the potential exploitation of the weak. For example, the 

high interest rates charged by the rent-to-own home furnishings sector 

are a poster child illustration of such abuse in the marketplace (Lacko, 

McKernan, and Hastak 2002). Also firms that exploit the marketplace 

illiteracy of children (e.g., junk food in primary schools), the depressed 

information processing capability of the mentally feeble or the 

economic desperation of the poor (e.g., payday loan stores), are likely 

violators of this principle regardless of the legality of these marketing 

practices. 

A fourth essential moral precept for marketing is the principle of 

distributive justice. This principle is closely related to the preceding 

one in the sense that it is focused on the macro and systemic 

marketing effects directed at certain “at risk” segments of consumers 

(Laczniak 1999). It further addresses the issue of outcomes raised in 

the discussion of BP3. Specifically, the principle of distributive justice 

suggests that there is an obligation on the part of all marketing 

organizations to assess the fairness of marketplace 
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consequences flowing from their collective marketing 

practices.  While individual firms may practice ethical marketing, 

differences among consumer segments impact their access to reliable 

information. Thus, some segments of the market might be regularly 

left out or shortchanged because of their lack of economic leverage 

due to financial circumstances or the inequities caused by controls 

over the channel of distribution. For instance, the principle of 

distributive justice likely would come into play if it turns out that a 

supermarket chain allocates better cuts of meat, fresher produce and 

newer “health oriented” food items to outlets located in more affluent 

areas. In such a situation, distributors controlling multi-unit stores in 

various markets are contributing to marketing injustices if that 

practice generates unequal purchase opportunities for certain 

segments on a systemic, on-going basis. 

The theoretical foundation of the principle of distributive justice is 

sourced in theories such as that of philosopher John Rawls (1971).  

Central to this discussion is the difference principle of Rawls, which can 

be usefully thought of as a corollary to the previously discussed 

vulnerable market segment principle, as well as to justice in 

distribution.  The difference corollary would find marketing practices 

are unethical if, over time, they contribute to the further 

disadvantage of those segments of the market that are least 

well off in terms of information, economic resources, access to 

supply, market literacy, and other factors essential to 

marketplace transactions. This ethical dictum is likely to be highly 

controversial with many marketers because it represents a sort of 

“affirmative action” program for impoverished consumer segments in 

the marketing system (Laczniak 1983). Following the thinking of 

Rawls, the difference principle calls on marketers to refrain from 

engaging in marketing practices and strategies that further harm those 

market segments already in a vulnerable position. To be ethical under 

this corollary requires marketing approaches that improve or are at 

least neutral to those consumers who are least well off, that is, to 

those at the bottom of the marketplace pyramid (Prahalad 2005). 

A practical marketing manifestation of vulnerable markets might 

stem from the so-called “digital divide” (Gordon 2002). In this 

instance, various social commentators have suggested that the lack of 

computer access, training and broadband Internet capability among 
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low income consumers has reduced their ability to avail themselves to 

various product options and price discounts made possible through e-

commerce. If one accepts the reality of the digital divide, then market 

access of a significantly disadvantaged group (e.g., the poor) has been 

further reduced even though no single marketer may have acted 

unethically. This example offers a further classic illustration of how the 

earlier discussed second or third order effects of marketing can raise 

ethical questions from a societal standpoint (BP1). This specific 

situation also implies a “collective” ethical responsibility among all 

marketers to help rectify the overall state-of-affairs for these 

consumers. Precisely how that responsibility is apportioned among 

various marketing firms is problematic but not unsolvable. Proponents 

of distributive justice, in the example at hand, would contend that the 

greater the reliance of particular marketers upon e-marketing and e-

commerce, the greater their ethical responsibility. Similar to the 

vulnerable markets principle, issues of distributive justice imply super-

ordinate obligations for marketers who target consumer segments that 

may have already experienced negative marketplace outcomes due to 

the secondary effects (or beyond) of marketing practices (Mascarenhas 

1995). For example, the alcoholic beverage and distilling industries 

have special obligations to promote the moderate consumption of 

alcohol because of the social costs of alcoholism; similarly, the casino 

and gaming industry has unique ethical obligations due to the societal 

consequences attributable to the dysfunctions of gambling addiction. 

Finally, a fifth moral precept of enlightened marketing is the 

principle of stewardship.  This principle reminds marketing managers 

of their social duties to the common good. This principle also connects 

back to BP1 and its theme of societal benefit because it reminds 

marketing managers of their responsibility to act for the betterment of 

their host environments and community. Specifically, following the 

principles of stewardship, marketers are obligated to insure that 

their marketing operations will not impose external costs on 

society, especially the physical environment, that result from 

their internal marketing operations.  Employing illegal immigrants 

at reduced wages in order to control retail store costs, knowing that 

incremental social cost accrues to the community (e.g., additional 

healthcare, education, and law enforcement), is an example of this 

principle’s violation.  The “aesthetic pollution” caused by the overuse 

of billboard advertising and other electronic signage in outdoor settings 
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is another clear example of such a marketing imposed externality. The 

stewardship principle particularly addresses environmental/ecological 

responsibilities incumbent upon organizations. It suggests that 

marketers have a moral obligation to protect the environment via a 

socially sustainable pattern of consumption such that damages are not 

imposed upon the ecological system in a way that penalizes future 

generations (Ottman 1993; Wasik 1996; Murphy 2006).  Such 

environmental imperatives are well established in various “model 

codes” of business operations such as the global Caux (1992) and 

Ceres (1989) operating guidelines. Such ideals are embodied in the 

“sustainable development” movement that led Starbucks to purchase 

more coffee from local cooperatives in the Latin America and, they 

underlie the goals of the Kyoto (environmental) accords, although the 

U.S. is not a signatory to this latter agreement. The principle of 

stewardship also suggests obligations help their host communities 

when the opportunity allows. Positive examples of organizations 

embracing the stewardship principle involves McDonalds Corporation, 

in the early 1990’s, eliminating non-biodegradable polystyrene 

containers for many of its menu items and returning to more 

ecologically compatible (and higher cost) paper packaging and General 

Electric’s current “Eco-Imagination” campaign to improve the 

environmental posture of the company. The AMA Statement of Norms 

and Values (2004) addresses further activities related to this principle 

under the rubric of the marketer’s duty of citizenship (See Exhibit 4). 

BP 6:  Six Basic Stakeholders: Embracing the 

Stakeholder Concept 

The adoption of a stakeholder orientation (SO) is essential 

to the advancement and maintenance of ethical decision 

making in all marketing operations. A stakeholder orientation 

embodies the notion that marketing organizations operates in and on 

behalf of society. Failing the acceptance of a stakeholder approach 

results in the default position that marketing activities exist mainly to 

maximize shareholder return, subject only to obeying the law (see 

BP2). 

In its broadest conception, a stakeholder is any group or 

individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the 

organization’s objectives (Laczniak and Murphy 1993). There are 
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typically at least six basic stakeholder groups for most organizations.  

Primary stakeholders are three groups in number: investors (or 

owners) along with customers and employees. These groups are 

“primary” because they are typically necessary to the completion of 

successful exchange transactions in a complex marketplace and their 

claims normally trump those of other stakeholders.  Secondary 

stakeholders include suppliers/distributors, many of whom may have a 

contractual relationship with the marketing organization and are 

essential partners in the well-being of the firm. Host communities and 

the general public are two additional and important secondary 

stakeholders. These latter two stakeholder groups have a vested 

interest in the social outcomes influenced by marketing operations. 

The media, while sometimes included as a stakeholder, might best be 

conceived as the “eyes and ears” of the host community and the 

general public. Continuing this physiological analogy, legal and political 

institutions that oversee competitive fairness and market regulations 

(and other constraints over business organizations) might be usefully 

characterized as the mindset of public sentiment (see BP1). 

In theory, a stakeholder orientation is well accepted by portions 

of the business community and, nominally at least, deemed to be 

extremely important. An examination of various exemplary corporate 

values statements and codes of ethics gives prominent play to the role 

of stakeholders in business operations (Murphy 1998). Certainly the 

discipline of marketing ascribes a great voice to customers as the focal 

point of market planning and, via the marketing concept, gives 

credence to the belief that the customer is the core concern of savvy 

marketing organizations. And in many companies, employees also are 

elevated to a first level position as the experience at Southwest 

Airlines testifies. Sadly, it also happens that upper management 

sometimes extols employees as being the company’s most important 

asset, even when they are not treated as such. 

Actual business and marketing practice diverges from stakeholder 

theory because, in a pragmatic world, shareholders are sometimes 

viewed as the only primary stakeholders that really matter (Carroll 

1995). If a genuine stakeholder orientation is not truly central to 

marketing operations, a long term habit of ethical behavior becomes 

nearly impossible. 
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The agency approach, defined previously, embodies the 

alternative perspective and suggests that management primarily 

serves in the interests of maximizing shareholder value. Following this 

“investor return always comes first” perspective, regularly advocated 

and embraced by financial analysts, employees are not necessarily 

primary stakeholders but merely another element of production (i.e., 

human capital) to be mixed and matched along with physical materials 

and capital assets. Neither are customers always primary stakeholders 

although they may help co-create value; instead, they can be 

perceived only as the means to a profitable end—the ethical 

miscalculation discussed in BP1. Since the agency approach stipulates 

shareholders as the exclusive stakeholder group of concern, suppliers 

and distributors are also open to financial pressure for concessions 

when economic leverage makes this possible.  Employees are 

downsized when they are perceived to be substitutable for lesser cost 

technology, and the work of loyal, long-standing employees is 

automatically outsourced if a better cost alternative for production or 

supply becomes available. According to this “maximum returns” view, 

customers are not viewed so much as “king,” but rather as the 

subjects of  ABC ranking—where less valuable “C” customers are 

ignored or intentionally driven away because spreadsheet projections 

indicate their future projected patronage will never be particularly 

profitable (Brady 2000).  Recent marketing strategy recommendations 

suggest that even loyal, easy-to-retain customers are best ignored if 

the forecast future value of their purchases is not likely to be 

sufficiently high (Nunes, Johnson, and Breene 2004). When only 

shareholder/owners matter this approach inherently raises major 

ethical questions because it excludes societal concerns when managers 

formulate marketing strategy. Therefore, investor centric mania can 

inhibit the organization’s ethical development. At times even owners, 

who are always defined to be among primary stakeholders, are not 

well served by management. This occurs when top officials hijack the 

organization by making it a tool of upper-level 

managers/administrators, such as when CEOs and CFOs, pad their 

personal financial accounts in the form of kingly compensation, 

delivered via stock options, bonuses, deferred compensation packages, 

or outright embezzlement. One need only to look at the recent history 

of Sunbeam, Ahold, Parmalat, Health South and the New York Stock 

Exchange to find unconscionable examples of organizations where the 
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primary stakeholder/owners were not well served by their executive-

leaders and BODs (Peterson and Ferrell 2005). 

Implementation of a workable stakeholder concept is one of the 

greatest challenges facing organizations that desire to operate on a 

high ethical plane.  It requires the thorny effort of determining who 

exactly stakeholders are in particular situations, what duty is owed 

them and what power they hold to affect the future direction of the 

organization (Mitchell, Agle, and Wood 1997). Implementing a true 

stakeholder orientation also depends on a decision making system that 

is flexible and adaptive.  It must allow for the systematic weighting 

and due consideration of likely outcomes upon various stakeholder 

groups that result from particular marketing decisions. Often the most 

effective stakeholder approaches (Clarkson 1998) involve utilizing a 

specified decision making regimen (see BP7), based on strong ethical 

values (BP5), that minimize the likelihood of disadvantaging (i.e., 

causing major harm) relevant stakeholder groups (BP3). Also useful to 

such approaches is the specification of core values that the 

organization stipulates will never be violated in its operations 

anywhere.  For example, such core values might include: 

• Only pursuing marketing opportunities where the organization 

has demonstrated technical competence; 

• Always adhering to the rule of law in all markets where the 

corporation operates and assuming this to be “the floor” of the 

more elevated and enlightened behavior that is expected; 

• Developing specific policies that address special ethical questions 

peculiar to particular industry sectors of operation (for example, 

strenuous employment screening for the home health care 

companies in order to protect the vulnerabilities of their ill and/or 

elderly clients; special safety testing procedures in the toy 

manufacturing industry); 

• Supporting host communities (a secondary stakeholder) with 

philanthropy and corporate volunteerism as company resources 

allow; 

• Taking the organizational steps necessary to build an ethical 

marketing culture: that is, developing ethics codes, ethics 

training programs, ethical audits and the commitment of top 
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management to operate the firm with an abiding respect for 

human dignity. 

Ignoring a stakeholder orientation (SO) can be measurably 

damaging to the brand equity of company products, the ability of the 

organization to attract future managerial talent and equity funding, 

and even the survival of the corporation itself. For example, 

Firestone’s failure to give proper attention to customer safety and to 

recall faulty brands of its tires on a timely basis led to the marked 

diminishment of the once great Firestone brand and its financial 

control by Bridgestone during the late 1980s. Remarkably, Firestone 

committed very similar mistakes a decade later (Ferrell, Fraedrich, and 

Ferrell 2005). Similarly, widespread sexual harassment of middle level 

employees by Astra Zeneca managers at U.S. facilities in the mid-

1990s created an understandable suspicion among future female 

managers who might have considered developing a career at that 

organization (Maremont 1996). And the failed self-understanding by 

public accounting house Arthur Andersen that it needed to serve its 

primary stakeholders—investors and the public--rather than the client 

managers, who dangled lucrative consulting contracts, helped speed 

the demise of this historically distinguished accounting firm (Toffler 

and Reingold 2003). 

Establishing the delicate balance of stakeholder claims involved in 

complex decisions is a subjective and judgmental weighting process 

that necessarily results in some winners and some losers. The status 

of primary stakeholders (owners, employees and customers) means 

exactly that; their claims and interests normally have primacy over 

those of secondary stakeholders. Consistent with BP3, as long as only 

minor harms are involved and as long as burden is not borne by the 

least advantaged (BP5), stakeholder trade-offs in favor of primary 

stakeholders—especially owner/investors—are to be expected. For 

example, the decision to place a food distribution center in an outlying 

suburban area may satisfy most primary stakeholders (such as 

shareholders, customers, employees) and yet alienate some in the 

host community, as the particular municipality might be trying to 

restrict economic development to mostly residential establishments. 

So be it.  When marketing strategies are complex, seldom is every 

stakeholder a “winner.”  But the ultimate point is that acceptance of 

the stakeholder approach internalizes into the fabric of the 
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organization a moral sensitivity about the multi-pronged influences of 

marketing decisions upon disparate groups—an essential point of 

examining marketing ethics. 

BP7: The Seven Steps of Moral Reasoning for Marketing 

Managers 

Marketing organizations striving for exemplary ethical 

conduct ought to delineate an ethical analysis protocol and 

train their managers to follow it. The ability of managers to 

“ethically” reason is the sine qua non of organizations seeking to 

operate on an elevated ethical plane (Moberg and Seabright 2000). 

One such protocol is charted in Exhibit 6. Moral reasoning, of course, 

presupposes as its first step the ability of managers to be ethically 

aware.  Such ethical perceptivity is important because moral questions 

in marketing cannot be addressed unless they are first recognized. For 

example, despite numerous governmental challenges to their 

aggressive accounting practices in the years preceding the Enron 

collapse, Arthur Andersen leadership did not seem to recognize that 

they were sliding into an unethical abyss, lubricated by legal 

settlements via “consent degree” (non admission of guilt), whenever 

their client audits were questioned by the Federal government (Byrne 

2002) As discussed in BP4, the ethical sensitivity of managers is 

deeply affected by their personal moral development. In addition, a 

manager’s ethical awareness and moral imagination is a function of 

environmental factors such as the corporate culture of the organization 

(see BP5), the extent to which explicit ethical values have been 

articulated in a corporate mission statement (see BP6), the level of 

commitment by top executives to company integrity, as well as the 

presence of “ethical training opportunities” for a firm’s employees.  

More will be said about some of these conditions later. 

Assuming that managers have a reasonable degree of moral 

awareness, ethical reasoning is next aided by the application of an 

ethical protocol, i.e., a process that helps managers render an ethical 

judgment. Our suggested approach next unfolds with the framing of an 

ethical issue (step 2). Specification of the particular ethical question is 

necessary to effective moral reasoning whether a firm is internally 

assessing its own marketing programs (i.e., microanalysis) or whether 

outside parties (for example, public policy makers) are evaluating 
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broader industry practices (i.e., macro analysis).  An illustration of 

ethical microanalysis in framing an issue might be a petroleum 

services firm that questions whether its proposed advertising 

campaign depicting a racially diverse workforce should be 

implemented when, in fact, the racial base of its employee group is 

quite homogenous.  An example of macro analysis in framing an 

ethical issue might involve a state regulatory agency questioning 

whether “quick loan” financial service outlets might be judged as 

“unfair” in a U.S. economy where the annual prime rate has been 

hovering around 4% but such organizations’ monthly interest charge 

might approach 20%. It should be understood that the formulation of 

an ethical question does not imply that the questionable practice will 

necessarily be deemed “unethical.”  For example, the macro issue of 

whether all advertising is inherently “unfair,” because it normally 

presents only positive attributes of a product or service, has been 

raised many times (Rotzell and Haefner 1990).  The vast majority of 

analysis finds the practice of advertising as a social institution to be 

ethically defensible (Arrington 1982; Phillips 1997). But clearly, the 

beginning of an ethical reasoning process is the specification of the 

ethical question(s) to be evaluated. 

The third step in ethical analysis involves the articulation of 

stakeholders affected by a particular marketing practice (see BP6). 

For example, in the instance of the oil services company ad campaign, 

the stakeholder evaluations might include the following queries: Is 

diverse employee representation in the proposed ad campaign 

misleading to customers when the actual employee base is quite 

homogeneous?  Is this campaign deceptive to future current and 

future shareholders?  Is it disrespectful to existing employees?  Each 

stakeholder group is a separate constituency with potentially different 

effects if the campaign is approved. Alternatively, perhaps the 

advertising campaign simply captures meaningless “puffing” that 

mostly depicts a corporation that is honestly desirous of being racially 

inclusive, at least in the ideal. 

The fourth step in the ethical reasoning process involves the 

selection of an ethical standard or standards. Several ethical theories 

or perspectives (or perhaps just one) will be chosen for application to 

the pertinent ethical issue. Possible standards include but are not 

limited to those already discussed. In the case of short term loan 
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For Marketing Educators 

• In order to develop the strands of inquiry discussed above, 

educators must increasingly address the societal dimensions of 

business practice (BP1 et al).  Jeffery Garten, former dean of the 

Yale School of Management, has been an articulate spokesperson 

for this viewpoint. Garten (2002) contends that while the current 

system of business education effectively addresses best practices 

for operations at the firm level, it does not sufficiently address 

what society requires of business leaders including questions of 

environmental protection, globalization and public policy. 

• Students should be made increasingly aware of the dimensions 

and provisions of various professional codes of business conduct. 

The role of "relativism" and the attitude that all marketing 

practices are "flexible" depending on circumstance and personal 

opinion—views often expressed by business students—seem 

overstated given the articulated norms and values of marketing 

professionals, as well as specific codes developed through a 

consensus of peer practitioners. Trade associations (e.g., Direct 

Marketing Association), industries (e.g., National Association of 

Broadcasters) and individual companies (e.g., Caterpillar 

Corporation) all have detailed documents declaring specific 

practices to be unethical regardless of their legality. Students 

need to know how such codes relate to marketing practice and 

therefore, such codes should be addressed in b-school 

coursework. 

• Business faculty should be wary of celebrating the "hardball" or 

"wild west" subculture of marketing strategy sometimes 

popularized in the classroom and the executive training circuit. 

Despite the sustained appeal of such sometimes “too clever” 

metaphors (e.g., competitive strategy as practiced by Attila the 

Hun; winning marketing warfare; how to shock and awe the 

competition), the purpose of marketing is not to annihilate the 

competitor but to serve the customer and, in so doing, to benefit 

society (i.e., BP1). Arnett and Hunt (2002), for example, have 

insightfully uncovered the downside of being overly focused on 

crushing the competition. 
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• The discussion of ethics must be better integrated into functional 

marketing classes by marketing faculty.  Some anthologies of 

short readings and cases have been assembled for the express 

purpose of being used as “ethics” supplements in mainstream 

marketing elective classes (e.g., Murphy and Laczniak 2006). 

However, if ethics is addressed only in "business & society,” 

“marketing ethics” and "marketing and social issues" classes, or 

worse, relegated to a one session treatment during MBA "boot 

camp" when students matriculate to business studies, is it 

surprising that ethics is accorded minimal consideration in 

marketing decision making? 

• Marketing educators must be more willing to address and 

encourage future managers to undertake inspirational, positive 

ethical duties (see BP5) rather than only "negative" ethical 

precepts—"don'ts" that basically mirror the requirements of law 

(BP2). 

• Marketing educators, even if relatively untrained in ethical theory, 

have much to teach their students about how to shape an ethical 

marketing environment. For example, consistent with BP4, the 

egoist inclinations of many managers can be tempered by 

reducing opportunities to engage in unethical behavior or by 

increasing the risk of so doing (Ferrell and Gresham 1985). 

Teaching future managers to improve ethical culture often 

involves issues of organizational design, policy and procedure 

rather than "preaching" ethics. 

For Marketing Practitioners 

• Marketing managers should perceive their job function as part of 

a larger vocation that positions marketing managers as practicing 

professionals and therefore, possessing duties to society (BP1) as 

well as their company. Novak (1996) has insightfully developed 

the idea of business executives as following "a calling" because 

managers serve to steward enormous economic resources, 

although privately owned, for the betterment of society. Much 

earlier, Peter Drucker (1974) conceived of executives  “…as a 

member of a leadership group a manager stands under the 

demands of professional ethics—the demands of an ethic of 
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responsibility.” Marketing managers would do well to follow this 

line of thinking in conceiving of their own ethical obligations. 

• Marketing firms should consider administering an "ethics test" to 

prospective managers that they are recruiting. It should be 

understood that any such instrument would be highly imperfect in 

its validity and should act as one of a number of  factors in the 

hiring process. But the exercise would send an undeniable 

message about the importance of good ethical judgment in the 

culture of that marketing organization (BP4). 

• Marketers should tailor the ethical guidelines expressed in their 

company "policy and procedures" documents to the particular 

ethical problems that are endemic to the services offered and 

their business sector. Written ethics guidelines can never cover 

every contingency that managers might encounter; therefore, at 

least the most likely ethical questions to emerge always should be 

explicitly addressed. For example, telecom and broadband 

operators should address their pricing practices as these are often 

at question in such industries. Similarly, firms doing business with 

the government via the bid system should specify the ethics 

inherent in submitting these proposals. 

• Organizations should strive to reward marketing managers for 

their ethical conduct especially when it has been extraordinary or 

sustained (BP4). While financial outcomes will always remain the 

primary criterion for success in our competitive system, the 

predisposition of also favoring managers who "do well while doing 

good" sends the message that ethics is important and beneficial 

because it is explicitly part of the firm’s reward structure. 

For Policy Analysts and Academic Marketing 

Researchers 

• Germane to the iron law of social responsibility, referenced in 

BP1, is the question: When and under what circumstances do 

social criticisms of a particular marketing practice generate 

sufficient momentum to produce viable regulation of that action? 

In other words, when and why does a "tipping point" occur in 

public opinion that results in the further legal constraint of a 

marketing practice? Research into this issue may, among other 
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things, uncover environmental warning signs that marketers can 

use to assess the extent of public negativity to the ethics of one 

of their marketing practices or policies. 

• In the ethically aspiring organization, managers must be willing to 

assume responsibilities that go beyond the requirements of law 

(BP2). Researchers should help uncover and refine the 

organizational factors and cultural characteristics that shape a 

corporate environment and impel the acceptance of these ethical 

duties. During the recent round of ethical scandals, an especially 

perplexing finding was the large number of managers who had 

knowledge of the questionable practices and yet remained silent. 

What variables account for such unethical complicity? How do 

“whistleblower” protections factor into such behaviors?  Why do 

some managers, when pressured to engage in questionable 

activities, just say “no”? 

• Academic marketing researchers have made strides delineating 

how marketers typically deal with ethical problems (e.g., Hunt 

and Vitell 1986). Such efforts are critical to understanding ethical 

behavior (Ferrell, Gresham, and Fraedrich 1989) and need to 

continue. Especially worthy in this regard, and consistent with the 

intent of all the BPs, would be research that compares exemplary 

marketing organizations with those having a reputation for cutting 

ethical corners. Such investigations might begin to underscore 

some of the key elements that nurture ethical and unethical 

marketing behavior. 

• Academics with a concern for marketing ethics should work more 

diligently to refine a set of “marketing ethics metrics” that can be 

used to measure the extent to which an organization has 

embraced ethical artifacts (e.g., codes, training) and “reasoning” 

protocols (BP7) as part of their organizational culture.  The 

concept of the ethical audit, described in a measurable but 

qualitative fashion (Murphy et al. 2005), might provide some 

groundwork for more quantitative, measurement schemes. 

• Within marketing ethics and the BPs discussed are several 

inherently "soft" concepts that require further refinement. For 

example, how does one operationally define a “vulnerable market 

segment”, or “justice in the channels of distribution?” Such 

definitional refinements are difficult and fundamentally 
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judgmental, and yet, must be made. Organizations such as the 

United Nations and the U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services have struggled with challenges like these but have made 

some progress in defining similarly difficult concepts such as 

poverty, a living wage, and the nature of basic medical care (Hill 

and Adrangi 1999).  Marketing researchers concerned with social-

ethical questions must attempt to do the same. 

• As argued in BP6, marketers need to embrace the stakeholder 

concept in order to better institutionalize ethical decision making. 

But how are the claims of various stakeholders (recognizing that 

investor/owners always remain a primary claimant) best factored 

into market choices? Balancing stakeholder interests when there 

are different competing interests, various probabilities of risk, the 

weighting of stakes and a variety of other contingencies to be 

considered requires extremely complex decision making. Some 

writers have written off the stakeholder analysis process as 

essentially undoable (Marcoux 2003). Model builders in marketing 

who have addressed obtuse questions such as complex 

information processing and buyer switching behavior could surely 

contribute some analytical formulations that might shed light on 

this challenging issue of balancing stakeholder interests. 

• The heroic assumption of BP7 is that the existence of a process 

for ethical decision making will improve behavior.  Does the 

application of a case method style of analysis to ethical problems 

produce better business decisions? We believe so. But researchers 

need to investigate the statistical relationship between the 

existence of ethical artifacts (e.g., codes, training, procedures, 

whistleblower protections) and actual outcomes that might be 

characterized as "ethical.” That is, are corporations that integrate 

basic approaches for better marketing ethics into their 

organizational fabric really more ethical (as measured by 

surrogate variables such as "company reputation,” employees 

involved in voluntarism,” "[fewer] legal violations per employee," 

[higher] charitable giving adjusted for revenue" and other such 

measures) than companies that don’t? 
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CONCLUSION 

This paper presents a comprehensive, normative examination of 

the ethical marketing practice. Our approach is firmly grounded in the 

centrality of exchange to marketing and the inherent role of societal 

outcomes attributable to the marketing system. Seven “Basic 

Perspectives” (BPs) are advanced and each builds on the preceding 

ones. Furthermore, the sophistication of ethical analysis that is 

required by the marketing manager escalates as one internalizes these 

perspectives because they are integrative. Rather than recounting the 

many nuances of the basic perspectives for ethical marketing that 

were provided, marketing managers interested in elevating the ethical 

behavior of their organizations are asked to keep the following in mind 

because of its profound social consequences. 

Trust is the foundation for the efficiency and effectiveness of the 

market system and it is nurtured with high ethical standards. The law 

alone is not enough to insure a sufficient quantity of honesty such that 

the marketplace operates smoothly and fairly.  What seems to be 

additionally necessary are the habitual ethical actions of marketing 

managers striving to keep their promises to customers by creating fair 

and transparent exchange within the economic system. The basic 

ethical perspectives (BPs) discussed above provide a possible 

roadmap toward that ideal. If the overall market system has ethical 

integrity, exchange becomes simpler to carry out. For example, 

marketing research becomes easier to gather, brand equity is more 

efficiently built and fewer transactions are voided. Failing sufficient 

trust and integrity in the marketing system, costly additional 

regulation will be enacted and the reputation of even the most ethical 

managers will need to overcome the deadly stereotype of commercial 

hucksterism that pervades the public’s perception of marketers and 

marketing discipline. 
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Exhibit 1: Two Types of Analysis in the Marketing and 

Society Nexus 

 

Influences 

A. Analysis of the macro / micro effectiveness and efficiency of marketing 

practices 

B. Analysis of the micro / macro ethicalness of marketing practices 

 

Society 

•Economic 

•Ecological 

•Political 

•Technological 

•Social 
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Exhibit 2: A Summary of the Essential Basic Perspectives 

for Evaluating and Improving Marketing Ethics 

 

BP7: Marketing organizations ought to delineate an ethical decision making 

protocol BP2:  Ethical marketers must achieve a behavioral standard in 

excess of the law 

BP6: Adoption of a stakeholder orientation is essential to ethical marketing 

decisions BP1:  Ethical marketing puts people first 

BP4: Marketing organizations should cultivate better (i.e., higher) moral 

imagination in their managers and employees 

BP5:  Marketers should articulate and embrace a core set of ethical principles 

BP3:  Marketers are responsible for whatever they intend as a means or end 

with a marketing action 
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Exhibit 3: Normative Theory and the Essential 

Perspectives (BPs) Approach to Marketing Ethics 

John Bishop, a Canadian moral philosopher, writing in Business Ethics 

Quarterly (2000) defines normative ethical theory as follows: "A normative 

theory of business ethics is normative in so far as it purports to say what is 

ethical, not what members of some group think is ethical…Every normative 

theory of business ethics needs to address…seven issues…". The seven 

elements Bishop specifies are: (1) the recommended values, and (2) the 

grounds for accepting those values. Also included should be: (3) decision 

principles that business people who accept the theory can use; (4) who the 

theory applies to (i.e. what actor/agents); (5) whose interests need to be 

considered; (6) in what contexts it needs to be applied, and (7) what legal 

regulatory structures it assumes 

Below we specify how our essential perspectives on marketing ethics, 

which consists of seven basic propositions (BPs) as well as commentaries and 

corollaries, constitute a normative theory of marketing ethics. 

1. The recommended values: these are composed of the seven basic 

perspectives (BPs) articulated in the paper. 

2. Grounds for acceptance of the theory:  these consist of the 

commentaries accompanying each BP. 

3. Decision principles for users: various guidelines are provided 

including the proportionality framework of BP3, the core normative 

principles discussed in BP5, an endorsement of the AMA Norms and 

Values statement as well as the moral minimums discussed 

throughout the paper. 

4. Agents to whom the theory applies: marketing managers and 

business policy analysts. 

5. Interests that need to be considered: stakeholders (see BP2 and 

BP6). 

6. Context of application: exchange transactions that are part of the 

marketing system (see BP1). 

7. Legal-political structure assumed: the contemporary capitalistic 

system, with its respect for private property and the existing system 

of marketing regulation. 
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EXHIBIT 4 

American Marketing Association Code of Ethics 

ETHICAL NORMS AND VALUES FOR MARKETERS 

Preamble 

The American Marketing Association commits itself to promoting the 

highest standard of professional ethical norms and values for its members. 

Norms are established standards of conduct expected and maintained by 

society and/or professional organizations. Values represent the collective 

conception of what people find desirable, important and morally proper. 

Values serve as the criteria for evaluating the actions of others. Marketing 

practitioners must recognize that they serve not only their enterprises but 

also act as stewards of society in creating, facilitating and executing the 

efficient and effective transactions that are part of the greater economy. In 

this role, marketers should embrace the highest ethical norms of practicing 

professionals as well as the ethical values implied by their responsibility 

toward stakeholders (e.g., customers, employees, investors, channel 

members, regulators and the host community). 

General Norms 

1. Marketers must first do no harm. This means doing work for which 

they are appropriately trained or experienced so that they can 

actively add value to their organizations and customers. It also 

means adhering to all applicable laws and regulations as well as 

embodying high ethical standards in the choices they make. 

2. Marketers must foster trust in the marketing system. This means 

that products are appropriate for their intended and promoted 

uses.  It requires that marketing communications about goods and 

services are not intentionally deceptive or misleading. It suggests 

building relationships that provide for the equitable adjustment 

and/or redress of customer grievances.  It implies striving for good 

faith and fair dealing so as to contribute toward the efficacy of the 

exchange process. 

3. Marketers should embrace, communicate and practice the 

fundamental ethical values that will improve consumer confidence 

in the integrity of the marketing exchange system. These basic 

Values are intentionally aspirational and include: Honesty, 

Responsibility, Fairness, Respect, Openness and Citizenship. 
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Ethical Values 

Honesty— this means being truthful and forthright in our dealings with 

customers and stakeholders. 

 

• We will tell the truth in all situations and at all times. 

• We will offer products of value that do what we claim in our 

communications. 

• We will stand behind our products if they fail to deliver their 

claimed benefits. 

• We will honor our explicit and implicit commitments and promises. 

 

Responsibility—this involves accepting the consequences of our marketing 

decisions and strategies. 

 

• We will make strenuous efforts to serve the needs of our customers. 

 

• We will avoid using coercion with all stakeholders. 

 

• We will acknowledge the social obligations to stakeholders that come 

with increased marketing and economic power. 

 

• We will recognize our special commitments to economically vulnerable 

segments of the market such as children, the elderly and others who 

may be substantially disadvantaged. 

 

Fairness—this has to do with justly trying to balance the needs of the buyer 

with the interests of the seller. 

 

• We will clearly represent our products in selling, advertising and other 

forms of communication; this includes the avoidance of false, 

misleading and deceptive promotion. 

 

• We will reject manipulations and sales tactics that harm customer 

trust. 
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• We will not engage in price fixing, predatory pricing, price gouging or 

“bait and switch” tactics. 

 

• We will not knowingly participate in material conflicts of interest. 

 

Respect—this addresses the basic human dignity of all stakeholders. 

 

• We will value individual differences even as we avoid customer 

stereotyping or depicting demographic groups (e.g., gender, race, 

sexual) in a negative or dehumanizing way in our promotions. 

 

• We will listen to the needs of our customers and make all reasonable 

efforts to monitor and improve their satisfaction on an on-going basis. 

 

• We will make a special effort to understand suppliers, intermediaries 

and distributors from other cultures. 

 

• We will appropriately acknowledge the contributions of others, such as 

consultants, employees and co- workers, to our marketing endeavors. 

 

Openness—this focuses on creating transparency in our marketing 

operations. 

 

• We will strive to communicate clearly with all our constituencies. 

 

• We will accept constructive criticism from our customers and other 

stakeholders. 

 

• We will explain significant product or service risks, component 

substitutions or other foreseeable eventualities affecting the customer 

or their perception of the purchase decision. 

 

• We will fully disclose list prices and terms of financing as well as 

available price deals and adjustments. 
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Citizenship—this involves a strategic focus on fulfilling the economic, legal, 

philanthropic and societal responsibilities that serve stakeholders. 

 

• We will strive to protect the natural environment in the execution of 

marketing campaigns. 

 

• We will give back to the community through volunteerism and 

charitable donations. 

 

• We will work to contribute to the overall betterment of marketing and 

its reputation. 

 

• We will encourage supply chain members to ensure that trade is fair 

for all participants, including producers in developing countries. 

 

Implementation 

Finally, we recognize that every industry sector and marketing sub-

discipline (e.g., marketing research, e- commerce, direct selling, direct 

marketing, advertising, etc.) has its own specific ethical issues that require 

policies and commentary. An array of such codes can be accessed via links on 

the AMA website. We encourage all such groups to develop and/or refine their 

industry and discipline-specific codes of ethics in order to supplement these 

general norms and values. 
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