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Introduction 

When it comes to marketing, numerous different aspects of marketing need to be considered for a marketing campaign to be successful. The thing is, there is a difference between something being a success and it also being ethical. A marketing campaign may well be successful but whether it is ethical or not is a different story. Many businesses are so focused on their profit margins that their vision can become blurred and subsequently their ethics may be called into question. So, what exactly is ethics? “Ethics is the process of questioning, discovering and defending our values, principles and purpose”, (What is ethics? We have the answer - The Ethics Centre, 2020). Although the definition of ethics is not certain this definition is the one that depicts ethics in its most true light in my opinion. So now we have an idea of what ethics is, what exactly is marketing? “Marketing refers to activities a company undertakes to promote the buying or selling of a product or service”, (Twin, 2020). In this essay, I will be looking at multiple different aspects of ethics, including both the good and the bad and how brands could use ethics to create positive change and help the brand grow overall. 

Example of the progression of ethics in marketing 

Companies use many different methods when it comes to marketing, this is because using multiple different methods allows them to reach as big an audience as possible, which in turn maximises profits. Whether all these methods are ethical is a different question. In years gone by ethics has not played a huge factor when it came to a consumer’s decision on whether to buy a product or not. However, in recent years ethics has risen to the forefront of a vast number of consumers’ minds and with the recent pandemic, the ethics of some companies has been questioned, with many multimillion-pound companies furloughing their staff. Ethics has been bought to the forefront of business over the past 60 years. In the 1940s and ’50s, known as the marketing department era, tobacco was regularly advertised and was even promoted as a health benefit, to the contrary today, tobacco cannot be advertised and is also hidden in shops, those that fail to tell the truth about the product will encounter problems with the law (Ethics in Marketing | Boundless Marketing, n.d.). The packaging of tobacco has also changed drastically in the past with gruesome images of the potential health problems you may encounter due to smoking being highlighted on the packaging of the product. This example shows that ethics has become much prevalent and is of greater importance to 

Direct marketing and ethics 

Firstly, what exactly is direct marketing, direct marketing is when a company advertises their product or service directly to the public by mailing marketing material, sending emails, or by phone calls (Samoszuk, n.d.). There are different ethical issues to consider when looking at direct marketing, the first one I will be looking at is regarding the irritation that direct marketing causes, many companies bombard individuals with emails and phones which can become very irritating and even lead to the loss of customers (Public and Ethical Issues in Direct Marketing – Sales Force, 2021), with direct marketing there is a very fine line between advertising and being an irritant. The next point I will be looking at is how some businesses take advantage of some less sophisticated buyers. Businesses are very clever when it comes to advertising, everything they do usually has a reason behind it. Many businesses target consumers that are the most vulnerable as they know they will be the consumer most likely to make an impulsive purchase, this type of marketing is often seen on television shopping channels, the whole purpose of these channels is to take advantage of less sophisticated buyers using limited-time deals, perfect demonstrations and well-spoken hosts, (Public and Ethical Issues in Direct Marketing – Sales Force, 2021). Another issue with direct marketing worries many and it’s regarding the storage and processing of personnel information. To directly market to a consumer companies must have the information of each of the individuals they wish to market to, how this information is stored and used has been a concern for many consumers worldwide. Due to these concerns the Data Protection Act was introduced in 2018, The Data Protection Act was introduced to protect consumers’ personal information when in the hands of organisations (Data protection, 2018). The Act controlled what organisations could do with personnel information and all these companies with access now must follow strict rules that are known as “data principles” (Data protection, 2018). Some of these rules include information being used fairly, transparently, to be kept for no longer than necessary as well as being accurate to name just a few (Data protection, 2018). With companies such as Experian and Equifax selling your data (Olya, 2021), and companies such as Facebook, Google and PayPal sharing your information with hundreds of different companies all over the world, (Olya, 2021), Act like this needed to be introduced as it gave the consumer more rights than they previously had e.g. The Data Protection Act states that consumers have the right to be informed when their data is being used, they have the right to have their data erased and even stop or restrict organisations processing your personnel data (Data protection, 2018). 

Deception in adverts 

Another ethical issue within marketing is deception on advertising material. This has been a common problem over the last few decades with many companies facing severe backlash over the use of deceptive packing, statements or adverts. What exactly is deceptive marketing? Well according to the Federal Trade Commission marketing I considered deceptive if “it misleads customers and affects customers’ decisions regarding the product or service offered” (Parnell and Adams, 2020). In today’s age manufacturers must follow strict regulations that they must abide by when marketing their products or services, (Parnell and Adams, 2020). When it comes to deceptive marketing there are a few regular types of deceptive marketing, these include deceptive health claims, how eco-friendly a product is and where a product is made (Parnell and Adams, 2020). Another common form of marketing deception is the bait-and-switch tactic. The basic meaning of bait-and-switch is “whereby the product is advertised at a very low price to attract customers, who are then persuaded to buy a different product at a higher price” (bait-and-switch, n.d.). The way that companies work around the legalities of this is by mentioning so in the terms and conditions of the promotions (Parnell and Adams, 2020), companies know that most people will not read the terms and conditions, so is this unethical or is it down to the consumer to do their research? 

Target marketing, is it clever or unethical?

Another form of marketing that can be seen as unethical in some cases is target marketing, so what is target marketing? Well, to start with we need to know what a target market is, A target market is a group of people with some shared characteristics that a company has identified as potential customers for its products, (Schmitt, 2021). So, for target marketing, once the target market is identified then this target market is then broken down into even smaller segments and then the company plans marketing strategies for each of these smaller segments so that they are relating directly with a specific market (Davis, 2021), increasing the likelihood of sales. This is not unethical, but questions begin to get asked when certain target markets are identified and are then marketed to, such as those that are vulnerable, young children, elderly and less competent consumers. When using target marketing it is also important to ensure that you do not ethnically or racially profile certain segments of people as it can lead to discrimination, whether it is intended or not, (Is Target Marketing Unethical? 2021). It is also considered unethical to target those with lower incomes, especially with ads claiming to improve their lives, when in fact it will probably just cause them to lose money, which in turn could lead to health problems as well as financial problems (Is Target Marketing Unethical? 2021). This in turn can lead to legal action against the business in question (Is Target Marketing Unethical? 2021). It is also important to consider when target marketing, although it is not unethical to target s specific market based on their location, this cannot be done so with income in mind, (Is Target Marketing Unethical? 2021). As with any type of marketing, it is also important to be open and honest with your campaigns as considering the consumers’ needs. To ensure these practices are followed and vulnerable people have protected the Committee of Advertising Practice (CAP) and The Broadcast Committee of Advertising Practice (BCAP) created codes that are enforced by the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA). The ASA investigates advertising complaints, some of the acts that are used within these regulations include The Equality Act 2010, The Communications Act 2003 and The Gambling Act 2005 (Vulnerable People, n.d.). When done correctly target marketing is great for both the consumer as well as the manufacturer can make more sales and the consumer can get the desired product for a good price. 

Examples of advertising scandals 

In this section, I will be looking at some of the most high-profile marketing scandals over the past two decades. In some instances, unethical marketing is used by companies to increase profit margins regardless of the impact that it may have on the consumers they are targeting. However, there have been some high-profile cases whereby large brands have been caught red-handed falsely advertising their products. The first example I will be covering is the Volkswagen (VW) diesel scandal. This scandal was exposed in 2015, where VW was accused by the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) of deceiving customers by claiming that their diesel vehicles had low emissions and were environmentally friendly (Heilpern, 2016). They did this by cheating the systems that tested the emissions from the cars using software that was installed onto the vehicles, (Top car-makers face €14 billion fine for emissions failures, 2020). The scandal affected vehicle models from 2009-2015 and was effective on eleven million cars worldwide, this scandal resulted in fines in the region of £25 billion, (Top car-makers face €14 billion fine for emissions failures, 2020). The next scandal I will be looking at is the Kellogg’s Rice Krispies scandal. This scandal took place in 2010 when Kellogg’s was accused of misleading its customers regarding the information of the packaging of the ever-popular Rice Krispies (Heilpern, 2016). On the packaging of the product, Kellogg’s claimed that the cereal help to boost children’s immune systems with Kellogg’s stating the cereal had "25 per cent Daily Value of Antioxidants and Nutrients — Vitamins A, B, C and E," (Heilpern, 2016). This case was later resolved in 2011 and Kellogg’s agreed to pay $2.5 million to consumers affected and donated the same value worth of products to charity (Heilpern, 2016). The final example I will be looking at is the New balance scandal in 2011, the brand was accused of false advertising, claiming that their new shoes would help consumers to burn calories. On the contrary, studies found this information to be false, (Heilpern, 2016). New Balance claimed to have some sort of technology within the shoe that activated the glutes, quads, hamstrings and calves leading to greater calorie loss, (Heilpern, 2016). New Balance was eventually made to pay a settlement of 2.3 million dollars, (Heilpern, 2016).

Using ethics as a marketing tool 

Although ethics may cause businesses some unwanted issues, many businesses use marketing as a tool to help boost their reach and enhance their marketing campaigns. With more and more people becoming more ethically aware some businesses have taken the initiative to use ethics to enhance their brand. In decades gone by ethics wasn’t really at the forefront of peoples minds when it came to which products or services that they bought however, in today’s age ethics have become more important to consumers. A report by Nielsen showed that 73% of millennials would be willing to pay extra for a product that was created and can be disposed of more sustainably, (Atchson, 2019). Being an ethical brand helps to build a trusting relationship between the brand and the consumer, leading to greater customer retention, customer satisfaction and improved ability to attract new customers, (Atchson, 2019). All of these points help to sustain the business in the long-term leading to greater overall profits in the long term (Atchson, 2019). 

Conclusion 

To conclude, ethics in marketing is a very grey area, some things that advertisers do may be completely wrong such as making blatantly false statements to deceive their consumers, however, how they target these consumers is where the real questions are. Is it ethical to target certain categories of people with certain products with the brand knowing full well they are exploiting specific markets using these methods, it’s up to everyone’s personal opinion, and in my opinion, it is unethical to do so? In the past ethics was not a widely talked about as it is today, this has led to more observant and cautious consumers as well as more strict regulations being put into place by different bodies to ensure that consumers are kept safe and that organisations are unable to exploit the consumer. Ethics also has its positives as it can be used as a form of marketing which some businesses have used to their advantage. Finally, when done ethically correct marketing is both beneficial for the consumer and manufacturer and with more rules and regulations in place than ever before I believe that the future is bright for both consumer and manufacturer when it comes to ethical marketing. 
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