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The Ethical Framework of Advertising and Marketing
Research Practitioners: A Moral Development

Perspective
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The purpose of this study is to explore the level of moral reasoning characterized by mem bers of the research
chain. The study used a moral development scale developed from moral cognition research (Kohlberg 1969) to
investigate the moral reasoning process used by marketing/advertising researchers. Findings from this study
of 185 researchers indicate that marketing/advertising researchers reason at least at the same levels of moral
development as does the general population. Further, there is very little difference in the moral reasoning
skills between groups in the research chain. One implication of these findings is that a uniform code of mar-
keting ethics might be a useful way to address perceptions of research misconduct.
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At the beginning of the last decade, Krugman and Ferrell (1981) noted
within the pages of this journal that advertising agency personnel had
questions about the ethical behavior of their peers. A following study by
Hunt and Chonko (1987) found that advertising agency executives were
particularly worried about issues of equity and honesty. An ad agency’s
reputation with clients exists only to the extent that clients trust the
integrity of the agency. Trust is associated with honesty (Zaltman and
Moorman 1988); therefore, if clients are suspicious of the honesty of the
ad agency, they are unlikely to trust the agency, thus harming the
agency’s ability to attract future business. Thus, doubts about the trust-
worthiness of advertising researchers, as expressed in the Hunt and
Chonko (1987) study, merit further attention.

Marketing/advertising research is one area that continually raises
ethical concerns (e.g., Bogart 1962; Tybout and Zaltman 1974; Frey and
Kinnear 1979; Hunt, Chonko and Wilcox 1984; Zinkhan, Bisesi and
Saxton 1989). While the work on ethics conducted thus far has been
concerned with a specific moral behavior, i.e., honesty, the issue of
business ethics can be viewed from lenses other than those of specific
unethical behaviors (e.g., dishonesty, theft). One such lens is the consid-
eration of the differing principles marketing/advertising researchers
use in conducting and presenting their work. For example, marketing/
advertising researchers may be making decisions using the principle of
the maximization of personal welfare or they may be making decisions
using the principle of the maximization of social welfare. Regardless of
the perspective taken, the issue of ethics is important to all those involved
in the profession.

The practice of marketing/advertising research can be portrayed as a
chain of requestors and providers. Members of the chain include final
clients, ad agencies, research suppliers, focus group moderators and
data collection services. The concerns about ethics and research are
really twofold. The first concern involves the degree to which all members
of the research chain are perceived to be unethical by the public, and the
second involves the degree to which members of the chain perceive other
members of the chain as being less ethical. Researchers may find the
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Figure 1
Sequence of Moral Development*

Level Stage Motivation for Moral Judgment
1 Obedience to authority in order to avoid punishment.
Preconventional
2 Immediate, personal reward through individual or reciprocal
effort while recognizing that others have their interests as well.
3 Living up to group expectations for the sake of social
recognition, concern for others and the “golden rule.”
Conventional
4 Obedience to the law and fulfillment of duties for the sake of
promoting order in the society and for self-respect.
5 Conscience driven free choice delivers upon a perceived social
contract to maximize social utility.
Postconventional
6 Individual principles of conscience promote justice, equality and

individual dignity.

* An adaptation of the description outlined by Colby et al. (1983).

reputation of the profession in danger if the public
views their work with distrust. The same reputational
damage may occur if members of the chain perceive
each other to be untrustworthy. Indeed, perceptions
of what is ethical may differ among members of the
chain (Crawford 1970; Coney and Murphy 1976; Hunt,
Chonko and Wilcox 1984; Ferrell and Skinner 1988;
Akaah and Riordan 1989). For example, a research
supplier might feel compelled to “cover up” nonre-
sponse and sampling error hoping to please its client.
Or, a data collection agency may significantly alter
the sampling design in order to obtain responses. The
client in these situations is apt to find such tactics
unethical.

While one source of differing perceptions of what is
ethical is the position of the actor vis a vis the act
(Bok 1979), another possible source of different per-
ceptions is differing philosophical approaches to the
topic of ethics (Murphy and Laczniak 1981; French
and Ebner 1986; Ferrell and Skinner 1988). Yet an-
other source of different perceptions may be the dif-
fering cability of individuals to reason about moral
problems. Hunt, Chonko and Wilcox (1984), in fact,
have suggested that the next step in investigating
the topic might be to adopt an approach such as that
initiated by Kohlberg (1976) in the area of moral
development. Kohlberg’s (1969) work on moral devel-

opment has been concerned with the stages individu-
als progress through in their development of the cog-
nitive capability to reason about moral problems.

Moral Reasoning

Piaget (1932) hypothesized that the skills involved
in moral (ethical) decision making are developed over
time, dependent, in part, on interaction and collabo-
ration with others. Kohlberg (1969, 1976) extended
Piaget’s work through a longitudinal study that
tracked individuals’ moral reasoning from childhood
into adulthood. He identified six stages of moral de-
velopment (See Figure 1).

In the first two stages, labeled the preconventional
level, the focus is on personal rather than social well
being. In the second two stages, labeled the conven-
tional level, social convention is the benchmark for
ethical decisions. In the last two stages, labeled the
postconventional level, the perspective for moral
judgment is individualistic but with the goal of en-
hancing societal welfare. Each of these levels repre-
sents different cognitive reasoning abilities. The lev-
els are increasingly abstract, suggesting increasingly
sophisticated abilities to reason about moral issues.
The stages as described by Kohlberg (1969) are se-
quential meaning that people must progress through
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one stage before they will reason at the next highest

stage. Thus, Stage 1 is a lower order stage of cogni-

tive reasoning ability than Stage 2 and Stage 2 is a

lower order stage than Stage 3. It should be noted

that not all decisions will be made using the highest
stage of reasoning attained by the individual. In mak-
ing any given judgement, an individual may well uti-
lize reasoning from several of the stages. However,
research suggests that individuals tend to rely on one
of the stages as their primary reasoning mode (Rest
1986). Those operating at higher stages of moral de-
velopment are more likely to act on their decisions
than those reasoning at lower stages of moral devel-
opment (Kohlberg, Levine and Hewer 1983). Conse-
quently, if members of the research chain are operat-
ing at different levels of moral reasoning capabilities,
they are likely to take different actions on the basis of
their decisions. Similarly, if those involved in the
marketing/advertising research process exhibit a ten-
dency to make decisions using a lower stage of moral
reasoning than that used by society at large, there is

a decreased likelihood that they will engage in behav-

jors which are consistent with their ethical decisions.

This may result in a public perception that research-

ers are prone to engage in unethical practices.

While much work has been done investigating the
process of moral development, little has been done
investigating the effect of the use of different stages
of reasoning abilities within differing populations.
The concerns expressed regarding the ethical practices
of marketing/advertising researchers suggest that it
would be worthwhile knowing if research practitioners
routinely used more or less sophisticated methods of
moral reasoning. Thus, exploratory research investi-
gating this area is called for. Specifically, the questions
posed in this research study are:

1. Do researchers make decisions using reason-
ing styles characteristic of a lower level of
moral development than society? While there
is some suggestion that the incidence of un-
ethical decisions is not negligable (Akaah and
Riordan 1989), there is no a prior: reason to
assume that marketing researchers in gen-
eral, and advertising agency researchers in
particular, are less morally developed than
society as a whole. This question is of interest
in light of the continuing criticism directed
toward researchers.

9. Do different members of the research chain
exhibit different levels of moral development?
Previous studies have found differences in
ethical opinions within the research industry.

However, no studies have looked specifically
at moral development.

Research Method

Members of the research community and leaders of
several research organizations (e.g., Marketing Re-
search Association) were consulted to determine ap-
propriate groups to study in the research chain. Based
on these discussions, five types of research employ-
ment groups were sampled: (1) advertising agency
researchers, chosen from agencies with the largest
billings for the previous year; (2) full service suppli-
ers, randomly selected from the American Marketing
Association (AMA) and Marketing Research Associa-
tion (MRA) membership lists; (3) field services re-
searchers, chosen from the MRA list; (4) focus group
moderators, randomly selected from the rolls of the
Qualitative Research Council of America (QRCA); and
(5) clients, randomly selected using AMA and MRA
lists.

The survey instrument included Rest’s Defining
Issues Test, as well as questions designed to deter-
mine, among other things, the subjects’ job title, type
of business, and age. The survey instrument and all
supporting documents were pretested among members
of the designated populations, producing only slight
changes in the wording of the final cover letter.

The Defining Issues Test (DIT) has been used in
over 500 studies in over 20 countries and has been
extensively validated (Rest 1979a, 1986). The DIT
uses scenarios that describe moral dilemmas. The
subject is asked to indicate the importance of twelve
factors in arriving at a solution to each dilemma. The
subject is then asked to rank order the top four factors
(a copy of the instrument is available from the au-
thors). Output from the DIT includes stage scores, a
D score, and various consistency check measures.
Stage scores identify the three stages of moral rea-
soning used by a respondent when presented with
the instruments’ moral dilemmas. Thus, the stage
scores identify not only the primary stage of moral
reasoning used to make a decision, but also the sec-
ond most used stage as well as the third most used
stage. The D score is an index indicating the subjects’
general level of moral reasoning. Since subjects use
multiple stages of moral reasoning when making a
decision it is difficult to assign an individual to an
overall stage. Should respondents be categorized ac-
cording to the highest stage of moral reasoning they
exhibited or the one they used most frequently? The
D score, a calibrated measure of the salience of each
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Table 1

Summary of Key Demographic Data by Group

Data Collection Moderators Full Service Ad Agency Clients
Agency Suppliers Researchers
Average number 13.9 11.9 14.1 22.3 13.5

of years in
marketing research

Average years of
formal education

Average age

Gender

n

(Range 3-35)
18.5
(Range 12-20)

41.6
(Range 26-61)

29% male
71% female

13

(Range 1-30)
23.8
(Range 16-20)

40.1
(Range 23-63)

15% male
85% female

23

(Range 1-40)
18.7
(Range 13-20)

41.6
(Range 21-67)

42% male
58% female

50

(Range 3-35)
20.9
(Range 16-20)

38.2
(Range 25-56)

44% male
56% female

31

(Range 1-25)
19.8
(Range 12-20)

39.5
(Range 22-45)

48% male
52% female

29

—
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Note that the total is only 146, not the entire group of respondents
(i.e., 185). A total of 39 respondents were deleted, as suggested
by Rest (1979b), due to subjects’ inconsistent responses. See
Rest (1979b) for a complete discussion.

stage of moral reasoning in an individual’s judgment
process, is a response to that question (See Rest 1979a,
1979b for a complete discussion of how D scores are
computed). In terms of interpretation, higher D scores
represent higher degrees of moral judgment, although
they are not associated directly with Kohlberg’s stages
of moral development.

The DIT is an appropriate instrument for the cur-
rent study because it uncovers the underlying process
of how a researcher arrives at a moral decision. That
underlying reasoning process would be the same
whether one is considering an ethical problem in one’s
professional or personal life. Thus, there is reason to
believe that the results of the survey instrument can
be interpreted to profile the responding researcher’s
fundamental approach to decisions with moral im-
plications.

A total of 100 individuals in each of the five research
groups received a cover letter describing the purpose
of the study and promising anonymity, the instru-
ment, and a postage paid return envelope. Since the
mailing went to specific people/companies, we can be
sure that each group was mutually exclusive (i.e., no
individual or company was included in more than one
group). All subjects, except for moderators, were also

asked to identify someone in their firm who dealt
more directly with data collection or analysis than
with managerial problems and have that person fill
out a second copy of the DIT. After four weeks, follow-
up letters were sent to 237 subjects in those groups
with relatively low response rates. For example, since
the focus group moderators had a relatively low re-
sponse rate, we sent follow-up letters to those sample
members. Note that since all replies were anonymous,
it was impossible to identify actual non-respondents.

Of the 500 researchers selected for the sample, 28
could not be located with the mailing. A total of 118
completed questionnaires were received from the 472
researchers who were contacted—a response rate of
25%. This level of response rate is fairly common for
ethics studies of this nature (e.g., Greyser and Reece
1971; Krugman and Ferrell 1981; Chonko and Hunt
1985; Ferrell and Skinner 1988). An additional 67
questionnaires were received from the pass-along
second copies which were added to the other responses
to form a total sample of 185.

Characteristics of the sample suggest a rather broad
representation of the population. Age of subjects
ranged from 21 to 67 years old, with number of years
of experience ranging from 4 months to 40 years. The
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number of full time people employed in research ac-
tivities in the subjects’ firms ranged from one to 700
people. As Table 1 indicates, each group consisted of
a wide spectrum in terms of demographic character-
istics.

Results

Rest (1979b) developed national norms for the D
scores (based on empirical evidence) and reported
them in equal thirds. The lower third has D scores of
0-16, the middle third has D scores of 17-25, and the
high third has D scores of 26 and above. The national
median score is approximately 20. Recall that the
higher the D score the higher the level of moral de-
velopment. The breakdown of D scores for the sampled
researchers results in 1% of the sample falling into
the 0-16 category, 58% of the sample falling into the
17-25 category and 41% of the sample falling into the
>26 category, instead of falling into the predicted
equal thirds. Thus, there is a disparity between the
national norm and moral development scores of the
sampled researchers (Chi square=73.04, df=2,
p<0.001). This sample of researchers as a group scored
higher than the national sample. Therefore, the an-
swer to Research Question 1 is “no™ marketing re-
searchers do not reason about moral problems at a
lower level of moral development than society. Al-
though the sample of researchers does not permit
accurate inferences about the ethics or moral stan-
dards of all researchers, it does provide an indication
that many of those researchers willing to respond
show a higher degree of moral reasoning than a na-
tional sample of the general population.

One possible explanation for this finding is that it
is an artifact of the sampling method. Questions of
ethical attitudes are a sensitive issue and many mem-
bers of organizations may be reluctant to participate
in such surveys. It may be that only those individual
who consider themselves to be particularly ethical
would be willing to participate. If this is the case,
however, we would still expect to have received a
fairly representative sample since most people con-
sider themselves to be more ethical than others
(Baumhart 1961; Posner and Schmidt 1987; Vitell
and Festervand 1987; DeConninck 1990). Thus, if
most of the recipients of the questionnaire consider
themselves to be more ethical then their colleagues,
then those who responded are probably fairly repre-
sentative of the profession.

Another explanation for this finding is that, in gen-
eral, those involved in rese arch tend to be fairly highly

educated. The average years of formal education of
those in the sample was very high (Table 1), indicat-
ing that, on average, researchers had at least a Mas-
ters level education. Research shows a high degree of
correlation between years of formal education and
level of moral reasoning (Rest 1986). In addition to
being empirically verified, this makes conceptual
sense. Moral reasoning is a special case of cognitive
reasoning (Piaget 1932), and cognitive reasoning abili-
ties would reasonably be expected to increase as a
function of amount of education received. Conse-
quently, it is not surprising that those with more
education will also tend to use higher levels of moral
reasoning. While the sample may be skewed toward
the high end, not only of moral reasoning but of edu-
cation, the occupation of research, nonetheless, de-
mands higher levels of education. Certainly there
would be tasks that could be performed by an employee
with a high school diploma alone. However, many of
the tasks associated with research, such as design of
the sample, design of the data collection instruments,
choosing methods of data analysis, and interpreting
the results of the data analysis, require high levels of
cognitive skills and, usually, high levels of training/
education. Thus, we would expect to find that those
involved in marketing/advertising research would
have, in general, higher levels of education and, con-
sequently, higher levels of moral reasoning skills.

While the subjects in this sample exhibited high
levels of moral reasoning, that does not mean that
they never rely on preconventional, self-centered
methods to resolve moral dilemmas. As Table 2 indi-
cates, approximately 12% of the subjects report that
they occasionally use a stage 9 reasoning framework
to resolve ethical issues. Four of the five groups that
constitute the research chain are represented in this
12%.

Having examined differences between researchers
and the national norm, focus can be turned to differ-
ences between the advertising agency researchers and
the other groups that constitute this research chain.
Table 3 displays average D scores for each group. As
can be seen, there is very little difference between the
groups, as is reflected in the ANOVA test results.
Therefore, the answer to research question 2 is no;
different members of the marketing/advertising re-
search chain do not exhibit different levels of moral
reasoning skills.

The research of Hunt, Chonko, and Wilcox (1984),
as well as that of Ferrell and Skinner (1988), found
that the importance weightings of a series of possible
causal factors which might explain ethical practices
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Table 2
A Breakdown of Subjects’ Primary, Secondary and Tertiary Stages of Moral Reasoning

Primary Stage Secondary Stage Tertiary Stage
Pre-Conventional Stage 2 0 1 17
Level (0%) (.7%) (11.6%)
Conventional Stage 3 S 31 44
Level (6.2%) (21.2%) (30.1%)
Stage 4 54 68 17
(37%) (46.6%) (11.6%)
Post-Conventional Stage 5 83 38 13
Level (56.8%) (26%) (8.9%)
Stage 6 0 8 55
(0%) (5.5%) (37.7%)
Total 146 146 146
(100%) (100%) (100%)

Output from the DIT includes scores for each stage. The stage with
the highest score is “primary,” the stage with the next highest
score is “secondary” and the third highest score is “tertiary.”

Table 3
The Difference Between Groups in Terms of Average D Scores*

Group Moderators Advertising Full Service Data Clients
Agencies Suppliers Collection
Agencies
D 23.30 23.22 24.58 24.97 25.50
n 13 23 50 31 29

*ANOVA, F = 1.274, df = 4, NS.
The median D score for the national norm is approximately 20.

differed within levels of the research chain. Their Discussion

research, however, did not directly test for differ-

ences in ethical behavior between levels of the chain. The results of this study suggest that researchers

While such differences in behavior may exist, the D do not make decisions using lower levels of moral

scores indicate that the reasoning underlying those reasoning skills than those used by people in general.

behaviors may not be as dissimilar as one might imag- Also, different members of the research chain do not

ine. vary significantly in their moral reasoning skills. This
does not mean, however, that those involved in the
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research process routinely make decisions of which
the rest of society would approve. This study examined
the ability of researchers to reason about moral prob-
lems, but we do not suggest that the reasoning pro-
cess will necessarily lead to ethical decisions. There
has been some research which suggests that indi-
viduals can be influenced in their assessment of right
and wrong by superiors (Hegerty and Sims 1978,
1979). Those reasoning at Stage Four, for example,
may tend to obey the rules of the organization of
which they are a member and wish to promote the
welfare of that organization as a way of promoting
social order. Those who firmly believe in the social
utility of a free-market system, while reasoning at
stage five, may conclude that the welfare of society is
dependent upon the welfare of the firm and that,
consequently, those actions which benefit the firm
necessarily benefit society. Thus, the fact that re-
searchers are reasoning at normal and higher than
normal levels does not allow one to conclude that
their decisions will necessarily be considered ethical
by the general public or even by other members of the
research chain.

In the aggregate, the data show that researchers
are utilizing a level of moral reasoning that empha-
sizes social utility rather than personal reward. As
indicated in a study by Rotzoll and Christians (1980),
advertising agency employees commented that their
first concern when faced with an ethical problem was
the potential effect of their behavior on the client and
on the mores of the agency. This is an example of the
same social or conventional morality that was dem-
onstrated by the sampled researchers. According to
Kohlberg (1969), making decisions in the best interest
of society is a higher order, more abstract, idea than
making decisions for personal benefit. Because they
are reasoning at more abstract levels, marketing/ad-
vertising researchers may accept the notion that firm
reputation is a long-term consequence of honest be-
havior which improves firm reputation via increased
trust and cooperation (Bok 1979; Zaltman and
Moorman 1988). This suggests, contrary to Bogart’s
(1962) misgivings, that a code of ethical standards for
research might help in this endeavor by stating the
norms of the profession and making clear that char-
acteristics such as honesty are not over-ridden by the
need to please. A code of ethical standards could,
then, serve a similar function as the medical code of
ethics, circumventing the tendency to see the em-
ployer as being the rule-making authority to which
the decision maker must accede.

It is our hope that this study has shed new light on

a very important topic in the research industry. Per-
haps these exploratory results will foster additional
research and cause researchers to seek common
ground to avoid and resolve ethical problems.
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