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An Interdisciplinary View of Marketing Ethics 

 
 

Abstract 

 

Practicing marketing ethics means applying a set of moral standards to marketing 

decision making and behavior. Investigating and managing such ethical issues 

increasingly demands an interdisciplinary view, so that marketing scholars and managers 

integrate relevant knowledge from various disciplines. This chapter draws on the service-

dominant (S-D) logic as a cross-discipline umbrella to encompass a set of theories that 

offer insights into marketing ethics. The resulting integrative framework includes drivers, 

the definition, formats, practices, and consequences of interdisciplinary ethics in 

marketing. Applying this framework to robotics and healthcare in turn offers 

contemporary insights into the use, challenges, and dilemma of marketing ethics. Thus 

this chapter reveals specific implications for marketing managers on ethics in relation to 

the principles of the S-D logic. 

 

 Keywords: Marketing Ethics, Interdisciplinary, Service-Dominant Logic, Technology 
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AN INTRODUCTION TO INTERDISCIPLINARY MARKETING ETHICS 

  

Marketing ethics as a common goal—defined as moral standards applied to marketing practices, 

behavior, and institutions to define what to do and what the ideal approach is (Pitz et al. 2019)—

might be informed by contributions from multiple disciplines (Grigg 1999). In particular, 

marketing increasingly functions, in both research and practice, as an integrator of multiple 

perspectives. Marketing managers who prioritize superior customer experiences seek a holistic 

perspective spanning all customer touchpoints, such that they recognize the need to orchestrate 

customer interactions across internal firm departments (Lemon and Verhoef 2016). Scholarly 

marketing principles, such as the service-dominant (S-D) logic, similarly integrate various 

theories that might describe the functioning of markets. 

Accordingly, an interdisciplinary view to investigate and manage marketing ethics 

represents a potentially useful contribution to ongoing societal debates. For example, Facebook’s 

improper harvesting and distribution of the data records of 87 million user represented ‘a breach 

of trust between Facebook and the people who share their data with us and expect us to protect 

it,’ in the words of its founder Mark Zuckerberg (The Guardian 2018). The complexity of the 

breach and resulting impacts on consumers mean that marketing, legal principles (data 

protection), data science, and data analytics must combine to establish an ethical judgment and 

resolution. Similarly, in Apple’s global supply chain—in which low pay and poor working 

conditions created societal controversies and reputational damage among customers—

understanding the ethical challenges demands integration of expertise in marketing (consumer 

behavior), supply chains (global value chain), human resources (work stress), and legal 

principles (labor rights).  
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To accommodate such needs for an interdisciplinary view, this chapter draws on the 

contemporary S-D logic to offer an integrative framework of marketing ethics. The S-D logic, 

arguably the most prominent meta-theory in marketing, describes the functioning of markets and 

also encompasses several mid-range theories (e.g., core competency theory, consumer culture 

theory, social network theory, new institutional economics, human ecology) from beyond 

marketing that help expand its insights (Vargo and Lusch 2016). Therefore, this chapter begins 

by explaining an interdisciplinary approach to marketing practice and research. It then offers a 

history of the evolution of marketing ethics, due to the influences of various disciplines, and 

summarizes its current status before applying the S-D logic and its main principles to understand 

marketing ethics. Next, this chapter dives deeper into the mid-range theories that fall under the 

umbrella of the S-D logic and outlines some influential factors that define ethical issues. The 

combined insights produce the integrative framework of interdisciplinary marketing ethics, 

which this chapter applies to robotics and healthcare settings to establish contemporary insights 

into the use, challenges, and dilemmas of marketing ethics. Finally, this chapter concludes with a 

synthesis of marketing ethics and its specific managerial implications, reflecting the main 

principles of the S-D logic.  

AN INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACH TO MARKETING  

Interdisciplinary Approaches 

An interdisciplinary approach synthesizes multiple disciplines and makes connections across 

their ideas and concepts (Jones 2010). Demand for interdisciplinarity is rooted in the rise of 

complex tasks, together with increased knowledge depth and specialization. Collaborations 

among actors with different expertise can lead to complex problem solutions and innovations, 

and coordination constitutes a unique team capability (Bruns 2013). Similarly, academia 

encourages students to focus on gaining knowledge in a discipline in synthesis with other 
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disciplines, to enrich their overall educational experience and to become T-shaped professionals 

(Spohrer and Maglio 2010). Researchers also benefit from integrating knowledge across 

disciplines to advance insights into a common problem for which the solutions are beyond the 

scope of any one discipline (Grigg 1999). Theoretically, interdisciplinary approaches differ from 

multidisciplinary or tranS-Disciplinary versions (Gustafsson et al. 2016). Whereas 

multidisciplinarity implies borrowing or lending knowledge developed in one discipline to 

another, and tranS-Disciplinarity combines existing knowledge to create a new discipline 

(Gustafsson et al. 2016), interdisciplinarity involves the interactive, mutual integration and 

sustained communication of participants from different disciplines on an equal footing to address 

a common problem. Through this mutual integration of knowledge, interdisciplinary thinking 

fosters openness to new ideas, critical thinking, and creativity, which in turn drive exploration 

and innovation. However, it is not without challenges. Difficulties often arise because it demands 

substantial willingness, effort, and abilities to bring together different people with diverse 

backgrounds, different jargon, and to find mutual understanding (Jones 2010).  

Interdisciplinarity in Marketing Practice and Research 

Marketing managers seek to create superior customer experiences, and many 

organizations even cite enhanced customer experiences in their mission statements. Customers 

can interact with companies through various touchpoints and multiple channels, resulting in 

complex customer journeys (Lemon and Verhoef 2016). Managing customer experiences also 

requires a holistic perspective on customers and collaboration across departments (e.g., sales, 

human resources, IT, logistics). Firms need to accept inputs from empowered customers and 

orchestrate various departments, within and outside the organization, to achieve great customer 

experiences (McColl-Kennedy et al. 2015). 
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Marketing theory has paralleled this shift, particularly with the emergence of the service-

dominant (S-D) logic (Vargo and Lusch 2014). Rather than distinguishing goods and services 

according to their (in)tangibility, modern marketing theory focuses on value creation with and 

for customers (Grönroos 2011). For example, car manufacturers do not deliver cars but instead 

provide comfortable, fast transportation, supported by a car but also alternative means such as e-

scooters or bike-sharing systems. The S-D logic thus is a meta-theory for how to apply 

knowledge and provide benefits for all involved actors (stakeholders). As main principles, it is 

value centric, cocreative, stakeholder inclusive, experiential, and systemic, such that it can guide 

the development and extension of its underlying mid-range theories (Vargo and Lusch 2016). By 

integrating theories from marketing and other disciplines, the S-D logic establishes a general 

logic of the market, related to theories about service exchange, value cocreation, resource 

integration, value determination, and institutions/ecosystems (Vargo and Lusch 2017). In this 

sense, the emergence of the S-D logic of marketing is a call for greater integration of various 

disciplines into marketing research. 

Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Marketing Ethics 

 

Marketing ethics is an aspect of corporate ethics that has evolved through several phases, as both 

a research and practice of specific moral phenomena in the 20th century. A timeline reveals its 

emergence, from its beginnings in 1960s until the present time. Several societal influences and 

diverse disciplines have shaped understanding of marketing ethics at different points in time.  

Initiation phase, 1960s. The rise of marketing ethics began in the United States in the 

1960s, in light of its rapid economic development after World War II, which brought about a 

series of business issues involving bribery, monopoly pricing, fraudulent trading, and polluting. 

The public responded strongly and asked government agencies to intervene; US religious figures 
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called on people to pay attention to corporate ethics, require organizations to take responsibility 

for their social influences, and design preliminary corporate ethical decision-making models. 

Most marketing research focused on applying and enriching theories of ethics that evaluated 

marketing conduct, such as ‘The Principle of Proportionality’ (Garret 1966) or the ‘Social Justice 

Framework’ (Rawls 1971).  

Foundation phase, 1970s. During this second phase, dominated by prominent 

movements of environmentalism and consumer protectionism, marketing research offered some 

original contributions to ethical behavior theory. Kotler (1972) put forward societal marketing as 

a concept, suggesting a comprehensive consideration of the interests of firms, consumers, and 

society, as well as the incorporation of marketing ethics and social responsibilities into the 

formulation and implementation of marketing strategies. Others studied ethical issues and 

countermeasures in specific marketing activities, such as the relationship between marketing 

ethics and the customer (Clasen 1967) or a firm's ethical strategies from a customer complaint 

perspective (Andreasen and Best 1977).  

Expansion phase, 1980s. Entering the 1980s, marketing ethics research expanded to 

evaluate ethical issues involving a wider range of stakeholders, such as the government, citizens, 

or marketing intermediaries. In practice, large firms established moral committees and 

formulated ethical standards; studies of corporate marketing ethics expanded from a focus on the 

United States to include other developed countries such as those in Western Europe, Japan, 

Australia, and Singapore (Hunt and Vitell 1986). The research scope also extended to emerging 

marketing fields, such as services marketing, and to specific industries, including insurance, 

banking, and pharmaceuticals. Scholars proposed a series of evaluation models related to 

marketing ethics; perhaps the most famous one - the Hunt-Vitell model - is based on utilitarian 
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theory and promotes moral considerations in the process of marketing decision making (Hunt 

and Vitell 1986).  

Reformation phase, 1990s to present. In the 1990s, research on the marketing ethics of 

modern enterprises underwent a comprehensive overhaul, driven by rapid economic, 

technological, and political developments. For example, the economies of rapidly developing 

countries prompted new unethical marketing behaviors that harmed the interests of both 

consumers and society, encouraging expanded study of marketing ethics in developing countries. 

International marketing ethics research in turn revealed some differences in moral concepts and 

national-level marketing ethics, as well as their integration in global marketing management 

efforts (e.g., Armstrong 1996; Fritzsche 2005). The rapid development of IT, novel analytical 

possibilities, and data-driven decision making simultaneously introduced additional topics into 

marketing ethics, such as online advertising practices (Aguirre et al. 2015). Marketing ethics thus 

expanded to integrate new methods and theories from disciplines such as sociology, psychology, 

economics, management, law, and so forth. Table 1 contains an overview of these phases and 

their distinct effects on society, interdisciplinary influences, the focus of market ethics, and some 

selected references. 

 

Table 1: Phases of marketing ethics formation and interdisciplinary influences 
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Stage  Societal context  Interdisciplinary perspective Focus of marketing ethics Selected references and 

topics 

Initiation  Rapid economic 

development after the war. 

A series of business 

problems, such as accepting 

bribes, monopoly prices, 

fraudulent trading, and 

polluting the environment.  

Market ethics strongly 

influenced by practice and 

religious figures calling people 

to pay attention to corporate 

ethics. 

Research borrowed from 

existing theories of ethics. 

Ethical evaluation of firm 

actions. 

Garret (1966): The 

Principle of 

Proportionality;  Rawls 

(1971): The Social 

Justice Framework 

Foundation  Major movements of 

environmentalism and 

consumer protectionism. 

Marketing ethics as part of 

firm’s social responsibility and 

the role of morality in 

economic decision-making.  

Formulation and 

implementation of 

marketing ethics strategies.  

Ethical issues for 

consumers and 

countermeasures in specific 

marketing activities. 

Kotler (1972): Societal 

Marketing Concept; 

Bartels (1967): Moral 

model; Andreasen and 

Best (1977): Firm's 

ethical strategies 

Expansion  Business and marketing 

practices expanded across 

countries. Stronger societal 

attention to marketing 

ethics. 

Marketing ethics covering 

wider ranges of stakeholders, 

countries, and regions.  

 

Driven by utilitarian theory 

underlying marketing 

ethics. 

Focus on subdomains of 

marketing and specific 

industries. 

Hunt and Vitell (1986): 

Hunt Vitell Model; 

Blanchard and Peale 

(1988): Ethical 

verification model 

Reformation  Rapid rise of developing 

countries. 

Rapid development of 

technology. 

Globalization. 

Market ethics confronts 

entirely new research subjects, 

such as ethics in developing 

countries and the data 

collection practices of 

advertisers. 

Marketing ethics expands to 

new domains (e.g., 

information systems, law, 

psychology) to address 

common issues. 

Armstrong (1996), 

Fritzsche (2005): 

International Marketing 

ethics; Aguirre et al 

(2015): Online data 

collection and use.  
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Status quo. From this review, it is possible to derive a broad definition of marketing 

ethics, as moral standards for marketing practices, behavior, and institutions that give guidance 

regarding what to do and what the ideal should look like for both individuals and groups (Pitz et 

al. 2019). An ethical assessment gauges appropriate marketing conduct and consumption 

decisions in light of the trade-offs between guiding and ideal end-state values. Firms with an 

ethical commitment demonstrate such conduct throughout the creation, communication, delivery, 

and exchange of products and services that their customers, organization, stakeholder, and 

society at large all value (Joplin et al. 2019). 

Customers, overwhelmed by ethical conflicts and their sense of brand identification, 

often support brands that engage in unethical conduct (Dalman et al. 2019). Within 

organizations, a sales function focused on short-term results might be likely to engage in 

behaviors that are morally unacceptable to a larger group, for the benefits of the single 

organization or persons (Lussier et al. 2019). For a broader set of stakeholders or society at large, 

a macro marketing perspective on ethics entails non-market values, collective priorities, social 

rules of collaboration, and organizational roles in both conventional and nonconventional 

markets (Pitz et al. 2019) 

Recent investigations of marketing ethics in digital settings advocate for a new 

understanding of customers’ moral responsibilities and the rules of the digital business, though 

notions such as social contract theory and distributive justice theory remain relevant (Levine 

2019). Still, technological developments introduce novel ethical debates. For example, the 

sharing economy, involving platforms such as Airbnb or Uber, started as a promising pursuit of a 

sustainable and inclusive economy, yet it also raises novel moral and ethical questions, due to its 

implications for privacy, regulations, and workers’ rights (Etter et al. 2019).  
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MARKETING ETHICS FROM AN S-D LOGIC PERSPECTIVE  

Previous research links the S-D logic to marketing ethics in various ways, including using it to 

integrate ethical integrity into marketing decisions (Abela and Murphy 2008) or adapting its 

foundational premises to accommodate ethical considerations (Williams and Aitken 2011). This 

chapter argues that the premises render S-D Logic’s perspective to ethical issues, and in support 

of those arguments, it offers several contemporary examples. 

First, the definition of value according to an S-D logic includes both value creation and 

value destruction, which might occur simultaneously (Čaić et al. 2018); the latter often creates 

ethical concerns. For example, ubiquitous surveillance cameras in cities increase perceptions of 

security and helps fight crime, but they also threaten citizens with the privacy invasions 

associated with constant monitoring and vast data collection opportunities. 

Second, cocreation demands trust and confidence that other actors will act in a fair, non-

opportunistic way (Karpen et al. 2015). Yet the recent bribery scandals surrounding the FIFA, 

regarding allocations of major football tournaments to specific cities and permitting marketing 

rights to certain companies, show that its practices often are at odds with the collegial, respectful 

fan culture claimed by the FIFA. 

Third, ethical issues often demand a wider, stakeholder perspective across service 

ecosystems (Laczniak 2006). Thus the fair trade chocolate sold by Tony's Chocolonely is backed 

by a totally transparent supply chain, from cocoa bean production to end consumers, connecting 

multiple stakeholders via blockchain technology. 

Fourth, ethical experiences lead to cognitive and affective assessments, as well as 

behavioral consequences, so they depend on the context and information at hand (Vargo and 

Lusch 2016). Compared with other experiences though, perceptions of ethical experiences are 
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particularly subjective, because of the long-term, broad impact they exert and the high social 

desirability bias associated with ethics. Ensuring ethical conduct in predictive analytics to 

forecast future events demands, for example, not just algorithms designed to avoid biases that 

may be likely to evoke undesirable outcomes but also transparency about the data and algorithms 

being used. 

Fifth, a systemic dimension implies a need to incorporate institutional arrangements to 

coordinate the actors in society (Vargo and Lusch 2017). A recent example comes from the 

spread of false information and hate speech via social media, leading to public demands for 

stronger regulations and accountability of social media platforms such as Facebook or Twitter. 

Therefore, with the argument that the S-D logic provides an interdisciplinary umbrella or 

meta-theory that encompasses multiple mid-range theories, this chapter identifies distinct views 

associated with each mid-range theory by detailing their definitions, main influences (i.e. drivers 

or contingencies), and insights related to ethics. In each case, one study provides an illustrative 

example of the application of each mid-range theory, as listed and summarized in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: Illustrative review of mid-range theories on ethics within the S-D logic 
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Mid-range theory 

or literature 

stream 

Selected reference Perspective on ethics Influential factors Insights 

Services 

Marketing 

Kennedy and Lawton 

(1993) 

“normative standards and 

justifications of morality, or 

guidelines for how individuals 

‘ought’ to behave …contextual 

considerations, in which the 

contexts of ethical and unethical 

behavior are crucial for exploring 

ethical conduct in and of 

organizations.” (p. 786) 

Industry: 

 Development of science 

and technology 

 Increase in social 

productivity 

Organization: 

 Strategic vulnerability, 

power, dependence, and 

uncertainty 

Strategic vulnerability relates 

directly to the perceived 

uncertainty and resource 

dependence of the 

organization and inversely to 

the expert power of the 

organization. 

Relationship 

Marketing 

Alshurideh et al . (2016)  “four dimensions of marketing 

ethics, namely, honesty, autonomy, 

privacy and transparency” (p. 80) 

 Market image of 

products and companies  

 Close relationships with 

customers 

 Feedback from 

customers  

The dimensions of marketing 

ethics affect an organization’s 

ability to maintain long-term 

relationships with customers 

and have strong influences on 

feedback, transparency, and 

privacy. 

Theory of the 

Firm 

Sacconi (1999)  “a well-structured code of ethics 

clearly reflects the idea of corporate 

responsibility towards all the firm’s 

stakeholders, and is divided into 

different chapters defining the 

corporate duties towards customers, 

employees, suppliers, government 

agencies, competitors, local 

communities, political 

representatives etc.” (p. 193) 

 Authority/ownership 

 Incomplete contracts.  

Abuse of authority might be 

mitigated through a contract-

based view of corporate codes 

of ethics. 

Core Competency 

Theory 

Hayes and Walker 

(2005) 

“‘business ethics’ perhaps 

suggested internal practice, while 

CSR appears more externally 

oriented” (p. 406) 

 Community  

 Investors 

Companies should be judged 

on how ethically they conduct 

their core business, so their 

reason to exist, rather than 

how they conduct ethically 

oriented activities such as 

community development. 

Resource-

Advantage Theory 

Hunt (2012) “consensus is developing that 

societal-level moral codes that 

promote social trust promote wealth 

creation.” (p. 5) 

Environment: 

 cultural  

 professional  

 industry  

Combining the Hunt-Vitell’s 

theory of ethics and resource-

advantage theory provides 

insights in the process by 
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Mid-range theory 

or literature 

stream 

Selected reference Perspective on ethics Influential factors Insights 

 organizational  

 personal 

 environment 

which trust-promoting, 

societal-level moral codes 

drive productivity, economic 

growth, and wealth creation. 

Networking 

Theory 

Melé (2009)  “(1) acting with good faith, sharing 

honest goals, and participating in 

licit activities; (2) sharing 

information, knowledge, and 

resources with reciprocity and even 

with gratuity; (3) serving with 

justice in asymmetrical power 

relationships; and (4) exercising a 

positive ethical influence within the 

network. Specific forms of 

unethical behavior in the practice of 

networking include (1) bad faith or 

abuse of trust, (2) opportunism, (3) 

abuse and misuse of power, (4) 

network cronyism, (5) networking 

as disguised bribery, and (6) 

cooperating in the wrongdoing of 

other actors of the network” (p. 

487) 

 Types of networking 

 Personal characteristics 

 

Ethical networking does not 

exclude utilitarian and 

emotional networking, but the 

latter need to be conducted in 

a reciprocal manner. 

Consumer Culture 

Theory 

Ulver-Sneistrup et al. 

(2011) 

“In the socio-culturally informed 

marketing and consumer research 

tradition of Consumer Culture 

Theory (CCT) …, morality of 

consumption has predominantly 

been approached in terms of 

consumer resistance.” (p. 219) 

 Brand consumption 

 Work ethics 

The interaction of work ethics 

and brand consumption allows 

consumers to legitimize good 

and bad brand consumption 

choices. 

Experience 

Marketing 

Thomas et al. (2002) “moral norms as they relate to fair 

and just exchange relations and 

concern marketing-related issues. 

…. It is also important to note that 

ethics and legality are not 

necessarily the same. Certain 

behaviors may be legal (i.e., an 

 Ethics-related cues in the 

customer environment 

Ethical and unethical cues in 

the customer environment 

affect customer assessments of 

the ethics of a service provider 

and service satisfaction.  
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Mid-range theory 

or literature 

stream 

Selected reference Perspective on ethics Influential factors Insights 

advertising campaign that is 

offensive to certain minority 

groups), but still be questionable 

ethically.” (p. 167) 

Social Network 

Theory 

Brass et al. (1998) “behaviour that has a harmful effect 

upon others and is "either illegal or 

morally unacceptable to the larger 

community"” (p. 15) 

 Relationship types 

(strength, multiplexity, 

asymmetry, status)  

 Relationships structure 

(structural holes, 

centrality, density 

Proposition of impact of type 

and structure, as well as their 

combination, on unethical 

behavior. 

New Institutional 

Economics 

Argandoña (2004) “guide for judging institutions on 

the basis of their contribution to the 

flourishing of people and society – 

that is, for judging whether 

institutional change takes place in a 

way that is favorable to human 

beings or hostile to them: in a word, 

for judging whether institutional 

change meets the conditions to be 

an optimum, not, in this case, from 

an economic point of view, but in 

human life and activity as a whole” 

(p.198) 

 Values of the society 

 Norms and rules of the 

economic behavior of 

people 

 Incentives or motivations 

of economic actors 

Ethics are not social 

institutions and norms but 

rather meta-or a higher order 

institutions that coordinate the 

interplay of other institutions. 

Human Ecology Pratarelli (2012) “the rules to live by that societies 

might achieve true sustainability” 

(p. 384) 

 Human motivation to 

consume 

Global environmental ethics 

demands a shift in focus to 

evolutionary motivations of 

human to consume; 

institutions and regulations are 

limited in developing an 

environmentally sustainable 

society.  

Business 

Ecosystem 

Jax et al. (2013) Ethics is the theory of morality, 

morality being the “set of accepted 

norms, values and informal rules 

within a social group that guide 

individual and collective behaviour. 

By analysing and critically 

 Human vs. non-human 

values 

 Transparency in the 

ecosystem 

Instead of viewing economic 

and ethical understanding of 

ecosystems as two extremes, 

their combination is possible 

but contingent on the specific 

purpose, human and non-
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Mid-range theory 

or literature 

stream 

Selected reference Perspective on ethics Influential factors Insights 

reflecting existing moral rules, 

ethics aims at justifying right and 

(morally) good actions.” (p. 261) 

human values, and the trade-

offs between them.  

Stakeholder 

Theory 

Jones (1995) “people who (a) are honest; (b) 

have personal integrity; (c) don't lie, 

cheat, or steal; and (d) honour their 

commitments are clearly moral in 

nature.” (p. 417) 

 Relationships using 

contracts with costs for 

monitoring and bonding 

 Competitive pressure 

The variety of stakeholders 

demands bringing together the 

stakeholder concept, economic 

theory, behavioral science, 

and ethics to understand the 

social effects of organizations. 

Service Science Warren (2005) “Much of the difference revolves 

around the personal nature of the 

service and the expectations of 

customers towards the service 

worker. Hence the importance of 

thinking about the ethics of the 

service relationship in a modern 

economy, and the need to put this 

on the right footing in terms of 

respect and dignity.”(p. 999) 

 Service tasks 

 Development of virtues 

 A sense of community 

 Purpose in the service 

organization 

 Moral aspirations  

 Contradictory and 

stressful pressures of 

service workers  

Management initiatives can be 

effective to manage the 

organizational frontline and 

steer work it toward ethical 

service relationship 

management. 

Market Practices 

and Performances 

Askland (2000) “a "process" view and an 

"outcome" view of fairness. The 

former focuses upon impartial 

procedures, while the latter focuses 

upon improved, usually more equal, 

outcomes. The "outcome" view 

responds to conditions that are 

objectionable regardless of causal 

explanation and promotes more 

equal prospects for satisfying basic 

needs.” (p. 287) 

 Conditions for 

functioning of markets, 

e.g., process to interact 

on a market, individual 

ownership, market 

access, enforceable 

contracts 

There are (in)consistencies 

between fairness and market 

concepts. 
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INTEGRATIVE FRAMEWORK OF INTERDISCIPLINARY MARKETING ETHICS: 

APPLICATIONS 
 

By integrating the influential factors listed in Table 2, it is possible to establish an integrative 

framework of marketing ethics, with drivers and consequences, according to dynamic factors 

related to the environment, society, industry, organization, consumer, offer, employees, and 

market. Figure 1 depicts this framework, including the identified drivers, definition, practices, 

and outcomes of interdisciplinary ethics in marketing. The proposed definition of ethics involves 

marketing practices that ultimately strive toward better market and societal outcomes.  

Figure 1: Integrative framework of interdisciplinary marketing ethics 
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For example, The Body Shop asserts that ethical behavior is part of its DNA, and to support its 

claimed identity as an ethical beauty brand, it works with multiple stakeholders on ethical trading 

initiatives that establish strong ethics across the supply chain. Other applications of the proposed 

framework pertain to various contemporary marketing settings; this section details applications 

in the fields of robotics and health care, domains that go beyond traditional consumer settings 

associated with marketing and that are characterized by advanced technological developments, 

dynamic customer or user motivations and choices, shifting market logics, and a wide range of 

many stakeholders. 

Marketing Ethics in Robotics 

 

Ethical considerations of social robotics. Social robots and other forms of artificial 

intelligence (AI) are pushing the digital frontier (KPMG 2016); ethically sound robotic design 

and conduct considerations are particularly timely and relevant for robots that enter morally 

charged contexts (e.g., healthcare, education) and appropriate social roles. Decades ago, robotic 

assistance was mainly reserved for industrial settings (e.g., factories); today, robots are pervasive 

in conventional public (e.g., supermarkets, airports, hotels, hospitals) and private (e.g., homes) 

settings (Tamburrini 2009; Veruggio and Operto 2008, Wirtz et al. 2018). Robot uses also have 

shifted, from the automation of repetitive, dangerous, or tedious tasks performed in structured 

industrial environments, to more socially and physically dexterous roles in chaotic, highly 

unstructured customer environments. Such shifts create challenges for engineers and designers, 

especially because state-of-the-art AI agents still lack the ability to handle contextual and moral 

ambiguity (Charisi et al. 2017). As robots increasingly coexist with humans (Veruggio and 

Operto 2008), institutionalized social structures get disrupted, evoking various economic, social, 

and ethical ramifications. To minimize or prevent negative outcomes resulting from the uses of 
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robotic technologies, robot design teams need an interdisciplinary approach that includes various 

collaborators, such as roboticists, service designers, marketers, strategists, psychologists, 

organizational theorists, public servants, and ethicists, at a minimum. 

Robots also are embodied technologies, capable of moving, sensing, information 

processing, and responding (Singer 2009). For example, social robots can engage in 

conversations, gesticulate, gaze, perceive and respond to emotional cues, and perform other 

human-like actions (Breazeal 2004). To become well-integrated into human society, which 

thrives on and requires social interactions, robots must act in socially and morally acceptable 

manners and adopt ethical norms of conduct (IEEE Standards Association 2017). The 

proliferation of AI technologies makes these ethical requirements especially relevant, and it 

frames one of the key drivers of consumers’ robotic hesitancy in public and private settings.  

Machine ethics. Machine ethics (Moor 2006) or machine morality (Sullins 2011) 

addresses questions about as which moral competences a robot should have and how to 

implement them. Malle (2016) suggests five competences: moral vocabulary, system of norms, 

moral cognition and affect, moral decision making and action, and moral communication. 

Humans act on moral prescriptions (right vs. wrong) that they learn through social and cultural 

immersion, but robots require carefully designed algorithms to guide their actions (Charisi et al. 

2017). These algorithms must weight and choose which ethical principles to follow in varied, 

contextually determined situations. Furthermore, debates about whether robots can act on moral 

competences remain unresolved (Etzioni and Etzioni 2017). Two commonly cited ethical 

theories conflict on such questions, namely, utilitarianism (or consequentialism) versus 

deontology (or duty-based ethics) (e.g., Charisi et al. 2017; Kuipers 2016; Veruggio and Operto 

2008). The former advocates for the greatest good for the greatest number of people, such that 
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individual rights can be violated for the benefit of overall societal welfare; the latter promotes 

duties and rules that specify what is right or wrong, prioritizing individual rights relative to 

overall welfare (Kuipers 2016). Take the example of a self-driving car, in a situation in which it 

must hit either an elderly person in a crosswalk or a baby in a runaway stroller. The utilitarianism 

paradigm implies the baby should be saved, because it arguably would contribute more to the 

perpetuation of society. In the deontology paradigm though, the older person, who is crossing the 

street legally, should be saved (Awad et al. 2018).  

Robot ethics. Along with these developments, robot ethics attempts to answer questions 

about how humans should design, introduce, and treat robots (e.g., Lin et al. 2011; Veruggio and 

Operto 2008). This interdisciplinary approach focuses on what customers and other stakeholders 

think, feel, and dream of when interacting with social robots, rather than what robots can actually 

do (Coeckelbergh 2009). In line with the media equation offered by Reeves and Nass (1996), 

which suggests that humans treat non-human actors as social beings (e.g., computers), Čaić et al. 

(2019a) find that customers perceive robots as social entities with social cognitive mechanisms 

such as warmth and competence, which implies the applicability of the S-D logic's propositions 

regarding the phenomenological and experiential perceptions of the value of social robots. On 

the one hand, perceiving robots as social entities and developing emotional and social bonds with 

them might lead to value creation, such as enhanced well-being for lonely elderly people or 

children with autism (Čaić et al. 2018). On the other hand, it might lead to value destruction and 

unintended consequences for other service ecosystem stakeholders, as detailed in Table 3. Even 

if in the future, autonomous robots can deliberate and act as moral agents, their introduction to 

public and private customer settings inarguably will disrupt economic and social outcomes.  

Table 3: Overview of value destruction potential of social robots and marketing remedies 

References Value destruction potential  Marketing decision practices 
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References Value destruction potential  Marketing decision practices 

Calo 2011 Privacy issues Provide tailored privacy 

options based on customer 

preferences; ensure 

transparency 

Calo 2011 Use of robotic technologies for 

nefarious purposes 

Define and strive for higher 

legal, moral, and ethical 

standards 

Weintraub and 

Borenstein 2017 

Data security and cybercrimes Ensure data protection and 

transparency 

Cadwalladr and 

Graham-Harrison 

2018  

AI-enabled customization and 

manipulative robotic behaviors 

Prevent negative behavior, 

define the purpose of 

customization in line with 

ethical standards and 

sustainable behaviors 

Mende et al. 2019 Customers’ compensatory responses 

(e.g., overeating, purchasing status 

goods) when interacting with social 

robots rather than humans in service 

contexts 

Prevent exploitation of 

humans’ limited attention 

and willpower 

Wisskirchen et al. 

2017 

Impact on the 

workforce/unemployment 

Ensure employee training:  

-how to create value with 

robots at work  

-how to develop new skills 

and capabilities for the 

emerging jobs 

Sparrow 2016 Effects on psychosocial well-being 

through delusion and reduced social 

interaction 

Implement customer 

perspective on ethical and 

unethical robot behaviors; 

harmonize robotics 

development with human 

values 

Tamburrini 2009 Digital divide and fair access to 

technology 

Ensure fair access 

Veruggio and 

Operto 2008 

Dependability and technological 

addiction 

Prevent use of technology to 

develop addictive customer 

behaviors 
 

In principle, to function and exist in concert with humans, robots need to be designed 

according to principles of human-centeredness. They should not pose any safety hazards (due to 

malfunction or misuse); must serve the interests of humans and respect human rights (freedom, 

dignity, autonomy); and should guarantee transparency, sustainability, and accountability (IEEE 

Standards Association 2017). Moreover, robots should be designed to benefit the entire service 



22 

system, which calls for a value-centric design. Such an approach acknowledges the importance 

of the usage context, institutionalized arrangements and practices, diverse network actors, and 

their salient values (Čaić et al. 2019b; van Wynsberghe 2013). Following these guidelines can 

help establish trust and confidence between humans and social robots and encourage the 

successful introduction of robots into diverse service ecosystems (de Graaf 2016).  

 

Marketing Ethics in Healthcare 

Ethical considerations in long-term care. Long-term care for elderly people, who might 

be frail, chronically ill, and/or physically or cognitively disabled, encompasses all activities 

undertaken by others to ensure that older people maintain or improve their functional and health 

outcomes, consistent with their basic rights, fundamental freedom, and human dignity (Sion et al. 

2019). This relationship-centered definition implies a dominant influence of relationships in a 

value cocreating network. That is, long-term care relationships among older people, medical 

staff, and family members typically entail perceived justice, autonomy, non-maleficence, and 

beneficence (i.e., common healthcare ethics principles). Justice means that similar cases receive 

similar treatment; autonomy implies freedom of choice (e.g., when daily bathing takes place is 

something typically decided by a service facility, which reduces the older person’s autonomy); 

non-maleficence requires not doing harm, though deciding what harm constitutes in healthcare 

settings is not a simple matter (e.g., is offering the most appropriate treatment or creating the 

least discomfort less harmful?); and finally, beneficence demands positive, direct steps to help 

others (Morrison and Furlong 2014).  

Ethical dilemmas in experienced care quality. Healthcare literature notes the emerging 

need to define and assess the quality of long-term care as experienced by the care recipient, not 

just by using assessments offered by medical staff members (Sion et al. 2019). For example, 

personal hygiene assistance, including bathing, is a key nursing activity that defines the 
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perceived quality of care (Gozalo et al. 2014). Bathing affects patients’ well-being and comfort, 

but it also has physiological functions, such as preserving skin integrity and personal hygiene 

(Groven et al. 2017). Taking a relational and customer experience perspective potentially results 

in an ethical conflict: Patients seek freedom of choice (e.g., actively take part in the bathing 

procedure), but nurses also seek to meet their personal and professional preferences (e.g., taking 

the lead in bathing, mainly in the interest of time), both of which relate to autonomy (Groven et 

al. unpublished). In this ethical dilemma, satisfying the autonomy needs of both stakeholders is 

impossible. Healthcare ethics and cocreation involve multiple stakeholders, and balancing their 

needs is a widely acknowledged challenge (Verleye et al. 2017), giving rise to difficult ethical 

dilemmas. An interdisciplinary perspective that combines healthcare, marketing, and ethics 

instead seeks to cocreate value in accordance with the S-D logic (Vargo and Lusch 2014), which 

implies activities, practices, and processes of jointly creating services in a specific context, such 

as a daily bathing routine (Oertzen et al. 2018). 

Resolving ethical dilemmas. Everyday ethics is a commonly studied theme in nursing 

and healthcare literature (e.g., Bolmsjö et al. 2006a), which refers to commonly acknowledged 

ethical dilemmas such as professionals’ right to safety versus patients’ right to care; the power of 

health providers versus the vulnerability of patients; protection of personal safety versus 

acceptance of patients’ autonomy; non-discrimination and privacy of patients versus protection 

of professionals; maintenance of professional attitudes, even toward difficult patients; obedience 

to the law versus protection of personnel and the patient; and protection of patients’ rights versus 

obedience to existing orders (Hopia et al. 2016). Taking an S-D logic perspective, value is 

cocreated by multiple actors, always including the beneficiary (Vargo and Lusch 2016). 

Therefore, if the solutions to ethical dilemmas are not optimal, perceived value might be 
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destroyed for the patient, service employees (e.g., nurses), and concerned family members. 

Therefore, to address the dilemmas from an interdisciplinary perspective, conscious ethical 

reflection needs to be stimulated (Bolmsjö et al. 2006a), such as by educating nurses and other 

service employees about ethical decision making and assertiveness (Hopia et al. 2016). Bolmsjö 

et al. (2006b) propose a teleological model to help healthcare professionals make ethical 

decisions, with four main steps: (1) identify and describe the normative situation; (2) identify and 

describe the different possible alternatives; (3) assess the different alternatives; and (4) decide, 

implement, and evaluate. To define different alternatives, various stakeholders should be 

integrated into the effort, which will shift the perspective. However, the model cannot be used in 

situations that require immediate action, and it also demands a fair amount of practice by 

healthcare professionals open to using it.  

 

CONCLUSION AND MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS  
 

Marketing’s increasing shift to a holistic responsibility for the customer experience 

underlines the need for a stronger interdisciplinary approach for marketing ethics. This is 

emphasized by a recent realization that marketing is not only a corporate function but a mind-set 

of all employees. In other words, everybody needs to be aware of marketing ethics. The S-D 

logic embraces an interdisciplinary view to describe application of moral standards and 

responsibilities to marketing decision making and behaviour.  In line with the logic’s 

foundational premises, this chapter proposes five key implications for an interdisciplinary 

perspective on marketing ethics summarized in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Overview of theoretical and managerial implications of interdisciplinary marketing 

ethics 

 

First, putting ethical value creation at the center of market activities demands to consider 

both value creation end value destruction with the latter often capturing ethical concerns. 

Marketing managers are advised to systematically identify the negative sides of offers and 

manage the trade-offs between creation and destruction. For example, including privacy 

concerns through the entire innovation process of data driven services protects against future 

harmful use of data and promotes reciprocal value creation.  

Second, ethical co-creation demands trust in fair and non-opportunistic treatment among 

actors. Firms might develop codes of conduct and protocols for technology and human driven 

interaction with vulnerable customers and employees. 

Third, extending the common customer focus to including many stakeholder is inherent 

to ethical marketing which often demands a wider perspective of the market and its actors. 
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Marketing managers may map the ethical concerns and the risks in the relations with the major 

stakeholders and actively manage their conflicts. Awareness for ethical concerns and 

transparency around market activities with non-customer stakeholders such as citizens, 

communities, or governmental organisations are hallmarks of good practices of ethical 

marketing. 

Fourth, ethical factors determine the overall customer experience and its cognitive and 

affective assessment as well as its behavioural consequences. Managers should identify 

experiences’ ethical factors and their interdependencies across the customer journey and include 

ethical perceptions in the firm’s daily work (e.g., in its social media activities) and preparation 

for extraordinary situations (e.g., in its crisis management plans). Compared to other 

experiences, the perception of ethical experiences appear more subjective in nature, because of 

the long-term and broader impact of ethical issues and their strong social desirability bias.  

Fifth, the systemic dimension of the S-D Logic emphasizes incorporating ethical 

judgement, behaviour and effects as determinants of institutional arrangements which coordinate 

marketing activities. Firms might engage in industry-wide and societal initiatives to determine 

ethical, moral and legal standards in marketing technology practices. For example, firms 

developing AI -based solutions should adhere to ethical principles with transparency in 

explaining how algorithms are being used, to assure human accountability and oversight even for 

automated tasks, to explore worst outcome scenarios for automated AI assisted decision support 

systems, to be cultural sensitive and to limit data requirements to the minimum. Participation in 

the  development of industry schemes or legal regulations might be part of tasks for an ethically 

responsive marketing managers. 
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In sum, taking an interdisciplinary perspective of marketing ethics offers both marketing 

scholars and practitioners new opportunities and challenges and changes the task profile. 
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