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Ethical marketing is best understood as a philosophy of decision-making rather than a separate
category of “responsible” advertising (Murphy et al., 2005; Drumwright & Murphy, 2009). Every
marketing choice communicates assumptions about what a customer deserves to know, what kinds of
persuasion are acceptable, and how much risk a company is willing to transfer to the audience in
pursuit of sales. A campaign can be factually accurate yet still exploit grief, insecurity, children, or
hidden sponsorship. Conversely, emotional storytelling is not unethical merely because it is
persuasive. The ethical question is whether the message respects the audience’s ability to
understand, evaluate, and freely respond to the offer.

That distinction has become more important as marketing has moved beyond traditional
advertisements into influencers, recommendation systems, reviews, personalized targeting, social
media, and Al-generated content. The Federal Trade Commission continues to require advertising
claims to be truthful, non-deceptive, and supported by evidence where necessary (Federal Trade
Commission [FTC], 2026). Its 2023 Endorsement Guides and 2024 rule on consumer reviews and
testimonials also address material connections, manipulated reviews, fake testimonials, and practices
that distort what consumers believe about a product or service (Federal Trade Commission [FTC],
2023, 2024). Ethical marketing therefore begins with legal truthfulness but extends to questions of
vulnerability, proportionality, transparency, privacy, and organizational accountability.

Truthfulness Is More Than Avoiding a Literal
Falsehood

A marketing claim must be evaluated according to the overall impression it creates. Consumers do
not read advertising as a set of isolated sentences. They interpret images, headlines, demonstrations,
omissions, qualifications, endorsements, and emotional cues together. A technically accurate
statement can become misleading when the surrounding presentation encourages a conclusion that
the evidence does not support.

This is especially important for health, environmental, financial, and performance claims. Words such
as “proven,” “safe,” “sustainable,” “guaranteed,” or “clinically tested” imply a level of evidence that
may be stronger than the advertiser actually possesses. Ethical review should therefore occur before
publication, not after a complaint. The relevant questions are: What will an ordinary member of the
intended audience reasonably understand? What evidence supports that interpretation? What
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limitations would materially affect a purchase decision?

Endorsements and reviews create the same problem in a different form. The FTC’s revised
Endorsement Guides emphasize that material connections between a brand and an endorser should
be disclosed clearly and conspicuously. The 2024 Reviews and Testimonials Rule goes further by
prohibiting specified practices involving fake or false reviews, reviews from nonexistent people,
incentives conditioned on positive or negative sentiment, and other manipulative conduct. These
rules reflect an ethical principle as much as a legal one: social proof is valuable precisely because
consumers believe it reflects independent experience. Concealing the commercial relationship
undermines the basis on which the audience evaluates the message.

Recent research supports the business relevance of this principle. Geetha, Kaushik, Abithakumari, and
Gotmare (2024), in a meta-analysis of 31 peer-reviewed studies, found that perceived brand ethicality
was positively associated with consumer attitudes, purchase intention, brand trust, and loyalty.
Ethical conduct therefore should not be treated merely as a constraint on persuasion. It can become
part of the relationship through which a brand earns credibility over time.

Emotional Persuasion Becomes Unethical When
Vulnerability Becomes the Product

Emotion is a normal part of marketing. Humor, aspiration, nostalgia, empathy, fear, and storytelling
can help audiences understand why a product matters. The ethical boundary is crossed when
emotional vulnerability is used disproportionately to bypass judgment or when the emotional theme
has little legitimate relationship to the product.

McDonald’'s 2017 “dead dad” advertisement illustrates the problem. The television ad showed a boy
asking his mother about his deceased father and becoming increasingly disappointed as she
described ways the father had been different from him. The emotional resolution came when the
mother explained that father and son shared a liking for the Filet-O-Fish. The UK Advertising
Standards Authority later recorded 256 complaints and noted criticism that the commercial trivialized
grief and used bereavement to promote fast food. McDonald’s apologized and removed the
advertisement before a formal investigation was completed (Advertising Standards Authority, 2018).

The ethical problem was not simply that death appeared in advertising. Bereavement may be entirely
relevant to life insurance, funeral services, charities, counseling, or public-health messages. The
problem was proportionality and relevance. A child’s grief became the emotional mechanism for
selling a sandwich. The audience’s vulnerability supplied the campaign with significance that the
product itself could not justify.

Adidas produced a different kind of failure after the 2017 Boston Marathon. Participants received an
email with the subject line “Congrats, you survived the Boston Marathon!” The phrase was
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presumably intended as playful language about completing an exhausting race, but it was widely
criticized because the event had been the site of a deadly bombing four years earlier. Adidas
apologized promptly. Unlike the McDonald’s case, the problem appears to have been insufficient
contextual review rather than a deliberate attempt to monetize bereavement.

The comparison matters because ethical marketing must evaluate both intention and foreseeable
effect. A company can cause distress without intending to exploit anyone. Review systems therefore
need people capable of identifying historical, cultural, and audience-specific meanings that the
creative team may overlook. A slogan that seems harmless in an internal meeting can carry a very
different meaning when delivered to people connected with a traumatic event.

Digital Marketing Adds Problems of Transparency,
Privacy, and Manufactured Trust

Digital marketing can personalize messages with extraordinary precision. Platforms can segment
audiences by location, interests, search behavior, purchases, engagement, demographics, or inferred
preferences. Personalization may make advertising more relevant, but it also increases the risk that
firms exploit information asymmetries that consumers do not understand. A person may know that
they searched for a product without realizing how broadly their behavior is combined, inferred, or
shared across advertising systems.

An ethical approach to targeting should therefore ask whether the customer would reasonably expect
the data use and whether the targeting takes advantage of vulnerability. Marketing debt relief to a
person inferred to be in financial crisis, weight-loss products to teenagers with body-image concerns,
or high-risk financial products to inexperienced consumers raises ethical questions even when the
segmentation itself is technically lawful. The more a company knows about a person’s weakness, fear,
or private circumstances, the greater its responsibility to use that information cautiously.

Influencer marketing creates a related transparency problem. A recommendation from a trusted
creator can look like personal enthusiasm even when it is paid promotion. The FTC advises that
material relationships should be disclosed in language audiences can see and understand, and that a
platform’s built-in disclosure tool may not always be sufficient by itself. Burying “#ad” among dozens
of hashtags or placing the disclosure where a viewer must click “more” defeats the purpose of
transparency.

Online reviews have also become part of marketing infrastructure rather than merely consumer
conversation. Companies can solicit reviews, feature favorable comments, respond to criticism, and
use ratings in advertising. This power creates an ethical temptation to suppress negative feedback,
purchase favorable reviews, generate testimonials through Al, or reward only positive sentiment. The
FTC’s 2024 final rule explicitly targets several of these practices. The underlying principle is that
marketers should not manufacture the appearance of independent approval.
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Artificial intelligence intensifies these issues because synthetic endorsers, generated reviews,
personalized copy, and automated customer interactions can make commercial communication
appear more human or independent than it really is. Ethical marketing should therefore disclose
material facts about sponsorship and authenticity when those facts would affect how a reasonable
person evaluates the message. The question is not whether Al is inherently unethical; it is whether
automation is being used to obscure who is speaking, who benefits, or what evidence actually exists.

An Enduring Marketing Philosophy Requires
Organizational Controls

Ethical marketing cannot depend only on the personal judgment of one copywriter. Organizations
shape behavior through targets, incentives, approval systems, leadership, and the consequences
attached to mistakes. A company that rewards only clicks, conversions, and revenue can
unintentionally encourage employees to ignore long-term trust. A team may recognize that a
campaign is manipulative but remain silent if raising objections threatens deadlines or performance
metrics.

Pre-publication review should therefore include more than proofreading. High-risk campaigns should
be checked for evidence, audience vulnerability, legal requirements, cultural context, privacy
implications, accessibility, and foreseeable harm. The level of review should be proportional to risk. A
routine product photograph does not require the same process as a health claim, a campaign directed
at children, an influencer partnership, or a message involving death, trauma, ethnicity, religion, or
financial distress.

Ethical marketing also requires a process for correction. Mistakes will occur even in organizations with
strong review systems. The quality of the response matters. A company should be able to stop
distribution, correct inaccurate claims, explain what happened, compensate consumers where
appropriate, and revise the process that allowed the problem to occur. Apology without operational
change turns ethics into reputation management.

Consumer research should also be treated ethically. Marketers routinely test emotional response,
attention, click behavior, and purchase intention. Such knowledge can improve communication, but it
can also be used to exploit cognitive weaknesses. Ethical practice asks whether the insight helps
customers understand value or merely helps the company bypass deliberation. Persuasion is
legitimate in commerce; manipulation is different because it intentionally reduces the quality of the
customer’s decision.

The idea of ethical marketing as an enduring philosophy is therefore defensible because ethics cannot
be added only when a campaign becomes controversial. It has to influence product claims, pricing
communication, data use, endorsements, targeting, creative strategy, customer reviews, and post-
sale relationships. The McDonald’s and Adidas cases show two different ways marketing can fail
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ethically—deliberate emotional disproportion and insufficient contextual sensitivity. Modern influencer
and review practices show how the same problem now appears through hidden sponsorship and
manufactured trust.

Long-term marketing effectiveness depends partly on whether customers believe the company is
dealing with them honestly. Legal compliance establishes a minimum standard, but durable trust
requires more: accurate claims, evidence before publication, respect for vulnerable audiences, clear
disclosure of commercial relationships, responsible use of personal data, and systems that allow
employees to question risky campaigns. Ethical marketing endures because the market relationship
itself depends on credibility. Once persuasion destroys the trust that makes persuasion possible,
short-term attention can become a long-term liability.
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