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Session Overview

Creative and effectiveness pressures on marketing communication practitioners can lead to campaigns that “not only push the boundaries of societal acceptance, but also go beyond acceptable norms, thus creating ethical problems and dilemmas” (Spence and van Heekeren, 2005, p.17). The objective of this session is to bring to the fore current research addressing ethical issues in marketing communications. This is a significant and timely topic, given that ever-evolving marketing technologies and new communication formats lead to novel ethical challenges for consumers, marketers and policymakers alike.
The first paper in the session addresses controversial marketing communications. Huhmann and Mott-Stenerson (2008, p.294) define controversial marketing communications as campaigns using “provocative images, words or situations that utilise or refer to taboo subjects or that can violate societal norms or values.” Similarly, Waller (2006, p.7) suggests these types of marketing communications “can elicit reactions of embarrassment, distaste, disgust, offence, or outrage from a segment of the population when presented.” Consequently, controversial marketing communications raise ethical issues in the marketplace, which Solon Magrizos speaks to through a systematic review of existing research in the field.
The second paper adds to existing debates on marketing ethics by examining how ethical issues manifest through a new marketing communications mix tool, namely branded entertainment. Branded entertainment can be defined as entertainment produced by brands, with messages and content that consumers welcome and enjoy rather than avoid (Pereira et al., 2018). Examples might include advergames, sophisticated forms of brand placements, and even entire films. The issue is that branded entertainment inevitably involves integrating editorial content and brand-driven messages. This integration raises ethical questions around the extent to which consumers are able to fully appreciate the commercial nature of such content; questions which are addressed by Katharina Stolley in this special session.
The third and final paper uses consumer ethical judgement and consent transactions theories to address ethical issues in experiential marketing communications. In this paper, Caroline Moraes, Finola Kerrigan and Roisin McCann explore how consumers judge the morality of threat-based experiential marketing communications in the context of horror films. The paper illuminates the significance of perceived consent as a component of consumer ethical judgement, identifying the boundaries of positive ethical judgement where experiential marketing communications seek to provoke negative consumer responses through shock and fear. 
Together, these papers raise ethical questions around new practices in marketing communications, shedding light on emerging ethical challenges faced by marketing communicators and consumers, and advancing a future research agenda for the field of marketing ethics.
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Controversial Marketing Communications: A Review of Existing Research
Solon Magrizos, University of Birmingham

This paper presents a systematic review of existing literature addressing controversial marketing communications. Controversial marketing communications can be defined as promotional campaigns using appeals that elicit negative consumer responses including distress, disgust, shock or fear. A comprehensive summary of research in this area is still needed, to further understanding of marketing communication ethics in the marketplace. Thus, this paper speaks to existing marketing ethics literature addressing micro-level ethical issues in advertising (Drumwright and Kamal, 2016; Drumwright, 2007). The paper offers a systematic literature review using selected peer-reviewed journals in the fields of marketing and business ethics, covering the period between 2008 and 2018. Thematic findings include types of controversial marketing communications addressed in extant relevant literature, existing debates on the effectiveness of such controversial communications, the ethical perspectives used in such studies, and the methodologies employed in such studies. Potential areas for future research are also identified, and the ethical caveats of using controversial marketing communications are considered. This paper contributes to existing marketing ethics literature, by shedding light on research topics, methods and knowledge gaps in this under-researched field.
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Branded Entertainment: The Fine Line between Pleasure and Manipulation
Katharina Stolley, University of Birmingham

Branded entertainment is a sophisticated implementation of product placement, where the brand is characterised as an intrinsic storyline component, starting with the intention of developing a story to promote a brand or product (Hudson & Hudson, 2006). Due to the increasing levels of convergence, brands’ commercial messages are frequently merged with non-commercial content, which blur the boundaries between traditional and new media as content flows across various creative producers. One popular area of branded entertainment application lies within films with examples coming from collaborations where the sponsoring brand funds the creative product. These include films such as The Lego Movie (2014), which showcased Lego, deepening consumer’s connection to the brand or The Most Dangerous Town on the Internet (2015) by Norton antivirus. Norton spent the majority of their marketing budget in 2015 collaborating with an Oscar winning director to produce a documentary about cybercrime. Their premise was that raising awareness of cybercrime would benefit their company, influencing consumers to buy anti-virus software from them. Thus, primarily branded entertainment aims to strengthen consumers’ attention towards brands as media proliferation and audience fragmentation have made it increasingly difficult for brands to reach their consumers. However, in contrast to traditional advertising, branded entertainment enters the consumer’s mind in a more subconscious and subtle manner, and the consumer may not recognise that the content is branded. Thus, the ethical issues involved in using art and, in particular, branded entertainment applications within films for marketing and advertising purposes should be examined in terms of the deceptive and unjust influence its content has over consumers. 
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Examining Consent in Consumer Ethical Judgement of Threat Appeals
Caroline Moraes, Finola Kerrigan and Roisin McCann

In this paper we build on relevant literature examining marketing communication ethics from consumers’ perspectives. We do so by exploring consumers’ ethical judgements of communication activities using shock and fear to elicit negative consumer emotions. We use Miller and Miller’s (2010) theory of consent transactions to frame our theoretical work and qualitative research with 27 interview participants. Our three-stage qualitative research design uses experiential marketing communications for horror films as context. Findings highlight that consumers can respond positively to being and feeling shocked, judging threat appeals morally based on the nature of the negative emotions consumers experience. We also show that it is the intersection between ethical judgement, consent and context that leads to contextualized normative approval to experiential marketing communications. This work makes three original contributions to existing literature in the field of marketing ethics. First, it provides a new perspective on consumer ethical judgement, by shedding light on the importance of perceived consent as a component of such judgements. Second, it contributes to growing research on the role of emotions in consumer ethical judgement. Third, we identify the limits and possibilities of positive consumer ethical judgement of threat appeals. 
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