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ABSTRACT 

Occasionally marketers develop advertise­
ments that many consumers find unethical. For 
example, some ads contain nudity, suggestive 
poses, and even embedded figures and words, 
all of which some consumers find unethical 
(Widing, et al. 1991). Despite the use of such 
questionable ad content, the relationship of the 
ethical judgment of an ad and consumer re­
sponses to the ad has received relatively little 
attention. The purpose of the current research 
is to fill this void by examining the relationship 
of ethical judgment of an advertisement and 
selected advertising effectiveness response 
variables. 

An advertisement selected for its potential 
to evoke ethical considerations of the ad (see 
Widing, et al. 1991) was shown to a sample of 
312 college students from two Southern univer­
sities via slide projector. Respondents com­
pleted a questionnaire about the ad designed to 
measure ethical judgment of the ad, perceived 
ad credibility, attitude toward the advertiser, 
toward advertising, evoked pleasure and 
arousal from the ad, and the more traditional ad 
effects measures attitude toward the ad, atti­
tude toward the brand, purchase intention. 

Ethical judgment of the ad was found to be 
significantly correlated with all ad effects mea­
sured in the study. Further, the sample was di­
vided into the top third and low third on ethical 
perception of the ad to serve as the dependent 
variable in a multivariate analysis. Results indi­
cate that the effects of ethical judgment on all 
independent variables used were statistically 
significant. 

This is the first known research to offer 
evidence about the relationship between ethical 
judgment of an advertisement and consumer re­
sponses to the ad. The findings of the research 
indicate a strong effect of ethical judgment of 
an advertisement on the key consumer re­
sponse variables purchase intention, attitude 

toward the brand, attitude toward the ad, and 
the antecedents of Aad' 

Although ethical judgment was expected to 
affect the selected measures, the pervasiveness 
of the effect on all measures is especially note­
worthy. While recent advertising effectiveness 
research has emphasized the importance of 
mood/emotions, ad credibility, and advertiser 
reputation (MacKenzie and Lutz 1989) evoked 
by an advertisement and the resulting effects 
on advertising response variables, this research 
indicates that the ethical judgment evoked by 
an advertisement has a significant influence on 
all consumer response measures used in this 
study. 

The implication of these findings to adver­
tisers is rather straightforward. The use of 
perceived unethical factors in advertisements 
may significantly affect consumer responses to 
ads in a negative manner; thus, the use of 
potentially unethical advertisements may have 
negative ramifications for advertisers. The 
results highlight the importance of assessing 
consumer ethical evaluations of potentially 
problematic ads by consumers prior to their use 
in marketing programs. 
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