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Abstract: The present paper contains a study of certain ethical issues in sales promotion. It is 

an attempt to introduce the concepts of business ethics/ marketing ethics and their role in Sales 

Promotion. The concerns of marketing ethics, sales promotion, and ethical values are addressed. 

It is an analysis of a live case study to understand the experiences and reactions of end-

consumers towards the sales promotion techniques used by marketers to lure buyers in order to 

increase their sales and profits. The paper concludes with the identification of limitations of 

sales promotion in meeting the ethical standards. 
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Sales Promotion 

Sales Promotion has become an all-pervasive element of marketing and hence of the consumers‟ 

purchase environment. “The term „sales promotion‟ is not particularly straightforward to define. 

This reflects the fact that despite its directness, sales promotion is a rather rich and complex 

marketing instrument and one that is in the midst of conceptual change” (Blattberg & Neslin, 

1990). A good working definition of sales promotion must have the following five major themes. 

(i) Sales promotion is action focused, (ii) sales promotion is a marketing event, (iii) it is designed 

to have a direct impact on behavior, (iv) it is designed to influence consumers/marketing 

intermediaries and (v) sales promotion prompts the consumer to buy now (Blattberg & Neslin, 

1990). “Those marketing activities, other than personal selling, advertising and publicity, that 

stimulate consumer purchasing and dealer effectiveness, such as displays, shows and 

demonstrations, expositions, and various non-current selling efforts, not in ordinary routine” 

(AMA Glossary of Marketing Terms, 1960). “Sales promotion consists of a diverse collection of 

incentive tools, mostly short-term, designed to stimulate quicker and/or greater purchase of a 

particular product by consumers or the trade” (Kotler, 1998). “Sales promotion is the direct 

inducement or incentive to the sales force, the distributor, or the consumer, with the primary 

objective of creating immediate sales” (Schultz and Robinson, 1982). “Sales promotion deals and 

display can be defined under the general term of „short term inducements to consumer buying 

action” (Webster, 1971). “Sales promotion represents those marketing efforts that are 

supplementary in nature, are conducted for limited period of time and seek to induce buying” 

(Davis, 1981). Sales promotion is primarily about bringing a desired change in consumers‟ 
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behavior. It has been proved by a number of researchers and behavioral scientists that “behavior 

precedes attitude”. “Encouraging someone to try a product or service is often the best way to 

begin the process by which they become a long-term customer and develop a relationship with 

the firm” (Cummins, 1998). Sales promotion‟s role in the “four Ps” of marketing seems clear 

cut. It is the inherent part of the firm‟s communication efforts that is concerned primarily with 

impacting the behavior of its customers and potential customers in the short term. The institute of 

sales promotion, the body that brings together the major sales promotion practitioners in the UK, 

presents this definition, “Sales promotion is a range of tactical marketing techniques designed 

within a strategic framework to add value to a product or service in order to achieve specific 

sales and marketing objectives”. The important term is „add value‟. “Unfortunately, not all sales 

promotions add value, and many reduce rather than add to the value of a product or service. The 

„price promotion‟ may be taken up as an example here. It can seriously undermine the added 

value that years of advertising have built up” (Cummins, 1998). The question arises, “Why do 

companies use promotions that can undermine brand value?” The answer is, “Competition”. The 

gigantic battle between the two market leaders of detergent manufacturers, Proctor & Gamble 

and Lever Bros. is a significant case in place (Cummins, 1998). 

Ethical Values 

Since forever, organizations that behave ethically definitely have an edge over those who behave 

in unethical manner. Each organization must work on socially responsible and ethical 

philosophy. As a result, executives around the globe are aspiring to create something substantial 

and everlasting – an eternal organization founded on a set of timeless core values, that exist for a 

purpose not limited to making money, and that is time tested for the ability to constantly 

regenerate from within. Ethical values in visionary companies are often enlightened or 

humanistic, and what is important is that not only the contents of company‟s ideology reflect 

ethics, but even the belief in this ethical ideology is also deep. It is increasingly being realized 

that without an ethical foundation, business cannot flourish in the long run. 

Business/ Marketing Ethics 

Business ethics seems to be a contradictory term because it is a general belief that if one needs to 

carry on a business successfully, one must cheat the persons one is dealing with. In other words, 

it can be said that business is inherently unethical. Starting from the late 18
th

 century to 20
th

 

century, a general idea of business ethics related with the features of commercial activity having 

merits and morals got culminated into a specific one focusing on the actions and behavior of 

business leaders and senior managers and evaluating their ethical values. 

Sooner it became clear that the severe competition and market pressure make it essential for 

practitioners to behave ethically. A plethora of cases were there where business houses indulged 
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into unethical practices, and were condemned publicly had to suffer losses of hundreds of crores. 

It became clear to business houses that it is in the interest of the businesses to behave ethically to 

avoid any kind of disaster. Technological developments brought transparency, and global 

operations made it mandatory to indulge into ethical behavior. Whistle blowers were receiving 

lot of attention and respect from the civil society. As a result, ethical behavior has gained 

supremacy in the modern business world. 

A major issue that businesses face is that the moral values are very subjective. Different societies 

have different values, and these keep on changing with change of time. There may be some 

actions which are not illegal, but are immoral. At times, social and cultural environment becomes 

much more important than the legal environment. “Business is committed to society‟s and 

customers‟ welfare, and has certain social obligations to perform” (Bhatia, 2005). 

The word „ethics‟ has been originated from Greek word ethos, the meaning of which is the 

values, principles and morals acceptable in a society. “Do not do something that you would be 

ashamed of, if it becomes public. Although it is difficult to practice, but not impossible because 

there is no escape from one’s conscience” (Deepak Parekh, JRD Tata Corporate Leadership 

Award Lecture, 1997). Knowledge of ethics gives a fairly good idea of what is acceptable in a 

particular society as far as the distinction between the good or bad, fair or unfair, right or wrong 

is concerned. If a business is following the broad social policies while operating in a society, it is 

termed as an ethical business. 

Behaving ethically may sound an expensive proposition to a business, but if it is treated as an 

investment, it actually adds an important asset in the balance sheet of the organization called 

„Goodwill‟. On the contrary, if company‟s image is damaged, it results in a huge loss. “Ethical 

behavior is especially important for organizational leaders because they are the role models for 

everyone else in the organization. Supportive, honest and trustworthy environment motivates the 

workers to shoulder higher responsibilities and take risk” (Madsen & Shafritz, 1990). 

“Executives are the most effective and successful when they retain their positions and treat the 

human world outside as well as inside the organization honestly and fairly. This way they earn 

their peace of mind which is priceless. Business ethics, ultimately, is just business in its larger 

human context” (Bhatia, 2005). 

According to Madsen and Shafritz, 1990, business ethics are divided in three areas, compliance 

of rules (legal & social); contribution by the business towards society‟s core values by 

providing quality products, job opportunities and adding to upliftment of the society; and 

consequences of business activity towards environment, internal and external community, and 

social responsibility. 
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Marketing ethics is more prevalent and visible in nature, and affects almost all the business 

operations. The corporate realize that the ground zero is the market place where the fiercest 

battles for survival and dominance are fought. In the process, one bothers the least about being 

ethical assuming “everything is fair in love and war”. Since marketing operations deal with the 

general public directly, they receive the maximum criticisms with respect to unethical marketing/ 

sales promotion practices. This has led to movements like consumerism and environmentalism. 

Consumer protection activist and environment protection activist force the marketers to behave 

ethically. However, since the marketing ethics flow out from business ethics, sometimes the 

ethical issues of marketing and business, and for that matter of sales promotion, seem to be 

overlapping. 

Need for Research Study 

In the background of the given information, there is a need to explore and study the variables, (i) 

individual variables: Impact of gender, age & level of education, and (ii) organizational 

variables: origin, size, position of the executive & presence/absence of codes of ethics, across 

beliefs and behaviors in relation to sales promotion ethical problems.  

Although there are certain factors that affect ethical beliefs/behavior, the best solution to various 

problems is „self regulation‟ through the establishment of codes of conduct. There is more need 

of researching as to whether codes are complied or not complied with. For arousing the ethical 

behavior, for business ethics in general, of the employees, the necessity for clear and candid 

communication and learning process about ethical problems is essential. An effective learning in 

this regard surely adds strength to the building blocks of the organization. After giving a good 

start by developing the ethical codes, it is the responsibility of the top management to lead by 

examples. The top management must not only behave ethically, but also appreciate the juniors 

who follow the ethical code in day to day performance. 

While talking of the ethical behavior in research, the aim is to find out ways and means to 

improve ethical behavior. In order to instill ethical values, there is a need to investigate and 

identify the areas where ethical abuse is the most common so that one can strike at the root cause 

and make the climate more ethically conducive so as to inculcate more of ethicality amongst 

employees of an organization. 

The Greek philosopher Protagoras of 5
th

 century B.C. first propounded the ideology of ethical 

relativism and viewed that the same moral principles cannot be shown to be valid for everybody 

and every society. Much of the research work on business ethics has been done in the United 

States. Following ethical practices is not only good for organizations in developed countries, but 

is also very beneficial for developing countries. Marketing ethics is a subject which has not been 

explored at length in India. Furthermore, ethics of sales promotion is least studied. 
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Case Study 

Successful companies pursue a combination of objectives of which money making is only one. 

Being a business entity, they yearn for profits but they simultaneously adhere by ethical 

philosophy, ethical core ideology and sense of being beyond simply money making. Yet, 

surprisingly the ethics-driven companies are making more money than purely profit-driven 

companies. It is not surprising that a list of companies noted for their attention to ethical 

standards, such as, Johnson and Johnson, Cola-Cola, Gerber, IBM, Kodak, 3M, Xerox, J.C. 

Penney, Pitney-Bowes, had annual growth rates between 1950 and 1990 nearly twice that of a 

sample of typical firms traded on the New York Exchange. Hence, sales promotion ethics is a 

subset of marketing ethics, which in its own turn is a derivative of business ethics, and deals with 

the analyzing how moral standards are applied to sales promotion decisions, behaviors and 

institutions. Sales promotion ethics can be termed as standards of conduct and moral judgment 

linked with sales promotion activities. It includes the ethical considerations attached with 

product safety, true advertising and fair price to name a few. Thus, the issues that revolve around 

basic marketing and sales promotion tools, such as, product, price promotion and distribution 

besides general ethical issues, come under the purview of sales promotion ethics. 

There are some sales promotion agencies that find it unethical to take up tobacco or alcohol 

accounts because the promotion of such products may perpetuate an undesirable behavior. Other 

similar products which can lead to the detriment of wider social interests are the public lotteries 

or drugs. On the other side, sales promotion has been used for purposes that have positive social 

benefits. “Every sales promoter needs to take the power to change behavior seriously, and to 

think hard about the purposes to which it is put” (Cummins, 1998). 

There are some core objectives that sales promotion typically addresses, namely, increase in 

volume, increase in trial, and increase in repeat purchase, wide usage, interest generation, 

awareness creation, and user discrimination (Cummins, 1988). 

On making a poll opinion of 150 users, selected at random, about their experience of these 

schemes, a general view emerged that (1) what is announced in the offer by the service provides 

and (2) what is actually provided by them are poles apart. Either the offer had the ambiguity in 

the message or there were many hidden costs that the consumer realizes after buying the service. 

Out of the 150 users that were surveyed, 70% of them opined that when the offer was made 

specifying various features, what they actually got was a distorted promise. It may be found of 

some relevance and of importance, to mention here the satire narrating a common man's 

harrowing experience of having a landline or mobile connection (Joshi, 2006). It says that a 

house not having ringing of phone or mobile is considered to be a backward house. Therefore, 

when a representative of mobile company approached him, he purchased the services, signed an 

agreement and paid Rs.2500. A package of mobile handset was handed over to him with a 
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promise that the company will activate the connection the very next day. So on the other day, he 

tried some local calls, which did not answer. He tried the help-line, where he was welcomed to 

follow various instructions and finally he was connected to the Service Executive. The Service 

Executive provided him with his complaint number with a promise that error will be removed 

within twenty-four hours. Even after repeating the process for more than 40 days, the complaint 

of the poor user was not resolved and he suffered the loss of his money as well as inconveniences 

caused after purchase of the service.  

Airtel, Hutch, Idea, Reliance and many other cellular phone service providers, keep on 

announcing various schemes to outdo competition and register their growth in the ever-

expanding market.  

To know about the prevailing situation of sales promotion by cellular phone service providers, a 

publicity leaflet issued by Airtel was picked up. Its contents are reproduced as follows. 

 Page 1 of the leaflet contains the publicity message in attractive words. 

“3 FREE Airtel 

Postpaid Connections" 

 

Page 2 contains a friendly and alluring message, 

“Being our valued customer, 

Airtel is delighted to present to you 2 FREE Friend Postpaid 

Connections and 1 FREE Add-on 

Postpaid connection*. You can gift them to your family 

members, friends, colleagues or 

anybody you would like to be 

connected with" 

Page 3 contains 

Special privileges for lifetime between the Primary 

Connection and the other Postpaid Connection 
Friend Connection Add-on Connection 

*FREE Local talk time of 100 minutes   

*Subsequent Local calls at 30 paisa/minute   

*Local SMS at 30 paisa/minute   
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“Friend Postpaid connections shall have separate bills issued while Add- 

on Postpaid connection will have a composite bill payable by the 

Primary Customer (that is you)”. 
 

How to avail 

“You can gift the Friend and Add-on Postpaid connections to anybody 

you wish to be in contact with. All you have to do is: 

 Give him/her a coupon (attached to this leaflet) along with a copy of 

your latest paid bill. 

 He/she has to show the coupon at any Airtel Relationship Centre 

listed at the back of this leaflet and fill in the Subscriber Enrollment Form”** 
 

Page 4 provides a list of Airtel Relationship Centres located at Delhi, Noida/Ghaziabad, and 

South Haryana. 

The coupons attached with the leaflet mention that the coupon is valid from 01-9-16 to 30-11-16. 

Further, to know about the views of the users of Airtel services, an opinion poll of the users, 

selected at random from among the friends, relatives and neighbors, was undertaken. For the 

purpose, a set of four questions was circulated and response from 150 users could be gathered. 

The analysis of the data is presented as follows. 

Q.1: Have you received the clear meaning of the offer? 

Yes No Can‟t Say 

24% 68% 08% 

 

This question was asked to measure the amount of clarity of meaning and intentions contained in 

the message being communicated to the users. The response reveals that a large number of 68% 

respondents found the whole ambiguity in the sales promotion offer. Whereas, a small number of 

24% respondents could receive the full meaning of the message, and only 08% respondents had 

nothing to say in answering the question. 

Q.2: Are FREE 100 calls offered, 100 calls free in reality? 

Yes No Can‟t Say 

20% 75% 05% 

 

This question was asked to measure the genuineness in the offer of Free 100 Calls, being offered 

as bait to the users. The response reveals that a large number of 75% respondents found on 

enquiring from the service provider that the offer made is misleading. The hidden condition is 
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that the Free 100 Calls are calls made to a particular number, and not the calls generally made to 

some other desired numbers. Whereas, a small number of 20% respondents could receive the true 

meaning of the message, and only 05% respondents had nothing to say to answer the question. 

Q.3: Do the hidden costs, revealed later on, make the offer costlier? 

 Yes No Can‟t Say 

80% 12% 08% 

 

This question pertains to the concept of hidden costs on buying the publicized service making the 

service costlier than what the cost is offered. The response reveals that a large number of 80% 

respondents found later that there were many hidden costs, which make the offer much costlier 

than what the cost appeared before them in the message of the offer. However, to a small number 

of 12% respondents, the hidden costs were not upsetting, and only 08% respondents had nothing 

to say to answer the question. 

Q.4: Does the phrase "Terms and conditions apply" made a part of the message of the 

offer, caused you inconveniences later on? 

Yes No Can‟t Say 

92% 03% 05% 

 

The phrase "Terms and conditions apply" is invariably made part of the messages making sales 

promotion offers. The question was made to know how much convenience/inconvenience is 

caused by the phrase to the users. The response reveals that a larger number of 92% respondents 

found later that there were many inconvenient terms and conditions behind the offer. However, 

to a very small number of 03% respondents, the phrase did not cause any inconvenience because 

they considered the offer in the leaflet only a 'promotional gimmick' and it is not necessary to 

give all the details in the leaflet when the purpose is to invite the users to the point of query. 

However only 05% respondents answered “can‟t say” to this question. 

Findings 

After analyzing and interpreting the response, as in the preceding paragraphs, one may draw 

conclusion that from the customers' viewpoint, the prevailing sales promotion activities are 

unethical and not truth revealing. One needs to always remember that in the business ethics, it is 

the end user who is supreme.  
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Comments  

Cutting corners seems lucrative in business. Marketers find it attractive to make tall promises to 

promote sales using the small print of „Terms & Conditions’. But, as they say, “You can fool 

some of the people all the time, and all the people some of the time, but you cannot fool all the 

people all the time”, by using sales promotion to make false claims, businesses cannot develop 

long term relationships with their buyers. Companies have to invest heavily to create consumer 

loyalty. Buyers‟ trust is a well earned asset based on hard work and honesty. It has been proved 

that the businesses that give precedence to ethics and values over profits are far more successful 

as compared to profit-driven businesses. 

Moreover, since sales promotion helps in converting the behavior of consumers, marketers must 

not take their consumers for granted by aggressive use of sales promotion tools, because it might 

result in changing their behavior in such a way that they decide not to buy the aggressively 

promoted brand. 

Usually, sales promotion activities have a short life, not exceeding three months; Sales 

promotion is only one of the methods to create brand loyalty. This is one of the devices to 

increase the sales, the same technique is not repeated for the same product, and Different types of 

sales promotion for one product may create adverse effects. Much often, advertising agencies 

give a low status to sales promotion techniques. Usually, junior staff is employed for this 

purpose. This is a training ground for them for more creative jobs. If the established brands have 

a declining market, the sales promotion activities will not be very successful (Nair, et al, 1985) 
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