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Teaching Notes

Case Summary

This case investigates the extent to which the marketing and advertising industry, its agencies,
and its professionals have responsibility to define and implement ethical standards in
marketing and advertising products and services. It explores characteristics of ethical and
unethical product advertisements. A recent college graduate, Michelle is offered a plum job in
a marketing department of a company that sells bulletproof products for children. In the
aftermath of a mass shooting at an elementary school, Michelle’s personal ethical values are
challenged as she ponders whether to work for an employee that relies upon fear-appeal
advertising strategies to increase product sales. If she accepts the job offer, Michelle would be
responsible for marketing a product whose success is based on consumer fears.

This case explores concepts about ethics in marketing and advertisement, especially the
definition of ethical advertising and who is responsible for providing guidance on ethical
conduct in the marking and advertising industry.

Teaching Objectives

This case analyzes differences between ethical and unethical characteristics in product
advertising. Furthermore, the case analyzes the role of the marketing and advertising industry,
its agencies, and its professionals have in defining and implementing a code of standards for
ethical advertising. It will enable students to:

Examine differences between ethical and unethical features and functions of product
advertising.
Explore conditions for which fear appeal in advertising may be appropriate.
Evaluate the social responsibility of the marketing and advertising industry, its agencies,
and its professionals to uphold ethical standards in marketing and advertising products
and services.

Target Audience

This case is best suited for undergraduate students taking advanced business administration,
management, and strategy courses, or for first-year MBA students.

Suggested Teaching Strategy

The case can be used for in-class group assignments or in-class discussion. These articles
and videos may be covered in-class or before class in preparation for discussion.

Perspectives on Ethics in Advertising

Review the Standards of Practice of the American Association of Advertising Agencies
( A A A A ) ,  l a s t  r e v i s i o n  i s  S e p t e m b e r  1 8 ,  1 9 9 0 :
https://ams.aaaa.org/eweb/upload/inside/standards.pdf.
Watch a YouTube video on ethics in advertising: https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=j9AEtFdb1_4.
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Perspectives on Fear Appeal in Advertising

Watch a video on fear appeal theory from Study.com (Note: must register for a free trial to
wa tch  the  v ideo  in  i t s  en t i re ty): https://study.com/academy/lesson/fear-appeal-in-
advertising-theory-examples-quiz.html?wvideo=c4100godif.
Watch a YouTube video on fear appeal strategy: https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=aUUcjs1ayIo.

Examples of Fear Appeal Advertising Campaigns

Provide examples of fear-appeal advertisement campaigns for personal safety, public safety,
and social consciousness. Highlight that many of these advertisement campaigns are
considered controversial.

W a t c h  a  Y o u T u b e  v i d e o  o n  a  1 9 7 9  P r e s t o n e  a n t i f r e e z e  a d :
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3cWwNmvlPOk
Watch a YouTube video on an ad for seatbelts: https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=4kyp7djGgrI
Watch a YouTube video on a Nationwide Insurance ad: https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=F77RBUBlZ80

Perspectives on Marketing and Advertising of Bulletproof Products for Kids

Watch a YouTube video on bul letproof products for kids—concerned parent:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oSRM8Tw1HKo.
W a t c h  a  Y o u T u b e  v i d e o  o n  b u l l e t p r o o f  p r o d u c t s — o p p o s i n g  o p i n i o n :
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ykWAYwAExeM.

Suggested Answers to Discussion Questions

1. Do you categorize advertisements for bulletproof backpacks for kids as ethical or unethical?
Discuss the rationale for your viewpoint.

The viewpoints will differ based on how students define ethical advertising as either meeting
the “letter of the law” as outlined by the AAAA standards of practice—truthful, not offensive,
reflects a true parent’s testimony, and fits within the limits of decency; or meeting the “spirit of
the law.” Those students who prescribe to ethics in advertising as extending beyond “the letter
of the law” would see this advertisement as using pressure tactics based on parents’ fears,
and misleading in that a child would not be protected if a gun assailant shot the child in the
head.

2. Are there conditions for which fear-appeal advertising campaigns are appropriate? Explain your
answer by providing examples.

The viewpoints may differ, but students should recognize that fear appeal campaigns have
been successful in changing behavior related to public safety and greater social
consciousness, such as wearing seatbelts, understanding climate change, protecting
endangered animals, and other efforts to raise social consciousness. This outcome is
consistent with the extended parallel process model (EPPM) framework. Some students may
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make a distinction when using fear appeal with pressure tactics that exaggerate conditions
and outcomes merely to increase sales of products and services.

3. To what extent is the marketing and advertising industry responsible for ensuring ethical
standards of advertising are defined and implemented?

Students who feel current policy and practices in the marketing and advertising industry do
not go far enough with regulating fear-appeal advertisement campaigns that exaggerate,
strong-arm, or frighten consumers into purchasing a given product or service may suggest
revised industry-level policies. One approach would be to address the use of “pressure
tactics” in the Standards of Practice of the AAAA. Implementation could include monitoring
agency behavior and outlining penalties when these standards are not followed.

4. To what extent are marketing and advertising agencies responsible for ensuring ethical
standards of advertising are defined and implemented?

Business executives are expected to set the tone and culture of an organization. Therefore,
agency executives should outline how ethics in advertising is defined and implemented in
their organization. At a minimum, a code of standards for ethics in advertising should be
documented and disseminated to employees. This should be done whether the definition
adheres to or extends beyond the “letter of the law.” With a clear, documented code of ethics,
employees can determine whether the agency’s code of ethics align with the employee’s
personal standards.

5. To what extent are marketing and advertising professionals responsible for ensuring ethical
standards of advertising are defined and implemented?

Marketing and advertising professionals are not typically responsible for defining the code of
ethics for a given organization. However, they should be accountable for implementing
defined policy and questioning policy when it does not meet their personal convictions.
Without employee whistleblowers or those seeking to improve the image of an organization,
imperfect or flawed policy would never change.

6. Should Michelle accept the job offer as a marketing employee at a company that sells bulletproof
products for children?

This answer will vary based on individual’s personal convictions, but the viewpoint should be
consistent with the critical thinking expressed in the questions above. The underlying issue is
whether an individual feels bulletproof products for kids are a needed product that solves a
given problem. Those who believe the business is providing a necessary service and that the
product does not make false claims would likely be comfortable taking the new job offer.
Those who do not believe in the product will find it more difficult to take the job offer.
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