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Abstract: Advertising is the paid form of communication by an identified sponsor who disseminates the 

information to the public about its goods and services in order to persuade them so that they can purchase their 

product and avail services. It’s an impersonal and one-way marketing communication technique. 

When a marketer is ready with its offerings he uses a powerful tool “Advertising” to inform, educate 

and promote its offerings in the form of goods and services with the main purpose of persuading the consumers 

to purchase its products and avail services.  1991 reforms, increased the competition thereby making the 

marketers to promote their  products and to serve that purpose adverting was used extensively, as it largely 

shapes the attitudes and behavior and in a highly competitive environment advertisers sometimes follow the 

unethical practices to sustain and survive the competition. It can be analyzed with the help of examples the 

different unethical practices adopted by advertisers in advertisements in India in the context of ethics. The 

rationale of this paper is to study the ethical issues that arise in advertising and evaluate the unethical 

advertisement in India with reference to ASCI principles. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
India’s advertising industry is expanding like never before. Earlier advertising for a product or service 

was done by the employees of the organizations itself but as the level of competition started increasing, the 

importance and contribution of advertising in the success and failure of a products and service realized. It has 

grown as one of the major industries and has created a large number of employment opportunities. 

According to William J. Stanton, ―Advertising includes all those activities which are involved in 

presenting a non-personal, sponsor –identified, paid message to an audience about a product or organization‖. In 

simple words advertisement is any paid form of non-personal presentation and promotion of ideas, goods or 

services by an identified sponsor. American Marketing Association (AMA) defined ―Advertising is any paid 

form of non-personal presentation and promotion of ideas, goods and services by an identified sponsor‖.  

(Bovee, 1992, p. 7) defined ―Advertising is the non-personal communication of information usually 

paid for and usually persuasive in nature about products, services or ideas by identified sponsors through the 

various media."  

Advertising now is done by the professional who poses the necessary skills to create an ad that have the 

potential to the make product reach the top and it is evident by the speed by which advertising agencies are 

growing  and advertising is becoming a profession. Since advertising is a powerful tool which is used by 

advertisers to inform, educate and promote its offerings in the form of goods and services with the main purpose 

of persuading the consumers to purchase its products and avail services.  

Advertisements  plays a major role in creating  a positive image of brands which gives the companies a 

competitive advantage over their competitors in the market in increasing their market share , reputation trust and 

goodwill therefore sometimes advertisers get involved in unethical practices to get the attention of the customers 

without considering the precarious consequences of the advertisements on the customers. 

Significance of the study 

The Focus of this paper is to study the unethical practices adopted by the various advertisers in India 

and their relative effects on consumers.. It is very difficult to distinguish an ethical advertisement from an 

unethical as there a very thin and a subjective line of difference between what is correct and what is incorrect. 

 Disseminated messages through advertisements have created debatable ethical issues over the years 

due to the trust public show on advertisements and the way advertisements influence the people perception 

which is visible in customers’ actions and behavior in the market. 
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II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Knowing how the consumers perceive, understand and judge the advertisement is the crucial task 

advertisers do before creation of an advertisement. Consumer’s judge advertisements based of three main 

principles of idealism, pragmatism, and relativism (Dean 2005). Idealism emphasizes universal statements of 

right and wrong; not the consequences of the actions or the function of time, place, or culture. In this case, most 

will view a concept in an advertisement as right or most will view the concept as wrong, there is not much of a 

gray area. 

Ethics can be defined as ―a set of prescriptive rules, principles, values, and virtues of character that 

inform and guide interpersonal and intrapersonal conduct‖. The ethical aspects of advertising may be 

determined by the extent to which it harms consumers and they can be defined as (1) violation of autonomy by 

control or manipulation, (2) invasion of privacy, and (3) the violation of the right to know. These ethical issues 

include women exploitation, subliminal perception, Advertising to children, deceptive advertising, bait 

advertising , misleading statements , debasement of language , use of sexual themes, and other issues which can 

lead to moral corrosion .(Boddewyn, 1985) defined that the Governments did impose restrictions and rules in 

the marketing industry, but advertisers still find ways to use unethical advertising without tampering with legal 

issues. Nageshwara Rao S. B. (1987) in his study on ―The code of ethics in advertising‖ suggested that the 

advertising should make the life of the consumer easier, more comfortable and pleasant. Thus, he emphasizes on 

ethics and honesty in advertising. Anandsen Gupta (2002) in his research on ―Ethics in advertising‖ stated that 

the success of advertising depends on public confidence and no practice should be permitted to resort to 

immorality and indecency. Advertisers should fulfill their obligations towards the society. Madhusudhan N. 

Pandya (2005) has concluded in his study on ―Advertising‖ that ethical advertising is mostly influenced by 

values, opinions and judgments. DR.N.A. ANBARASAN and DR. K. PONGIANNAN (2012) conclude that 

Honesty, integrity and quality are the important features of ethical advertising. These features create value to all 

the stakeholders of the advertising media. Now-a-days only ethical based advertisements are highly welcomed 

by all the audience. Ethicality in advertising improves the quality of the advertisements in any media and 

enhances the brand image for the advertised product. While doing literature review it was found out that there 

was less emphasis on the role played by Self-regulatory authority in curbing unethical practices and decisions 

given by ASCI time to time can help reducing unethical practices. 

Objectives of study  

1. To evaluate the major ethical issues related to advertising.  

2. To understand the ethics in Advertising.  

3. To do analyses of different unethical advertisements in India.  

4. To understand the various ASCI decisions for unethical practices  

How ethical issues arise in advertising?  

Ethics Defined 

Ethics scrutinizes the rational explanation for our moral decisions; it studies what is morally right or 

wrong, just or unjust. Ethics are the set of principles, rules, standard and values that guide actions and create a 

sense of responsible behavior. 

In a laymen language Ethics are those principals which guide your behavior by letting you know what 

is good and what is bad, what you should do and what you shouldn’t. Ethics is a branch of philosophy that is 

concerned with human conduct. Ethics are the set of principles, rules, standard and values that guide actions and 

create a sense of responsible behavior. The Code of Business Conduct is extended through our Code of Ethics 

for Advertising to include the way in which we approach all our advertising and marketing communications. 

The advertisers have to be particularly cautious to act ethically correct taking extra concerned when 

advertisements are targeted at children, while using psychological tactics to stimulate demand 

Advertisement ―Sell hopes and dreams, not only products and services‖ Professor Alfonso Mendiz 

Noguero "A good advertisement is one which sells the product without drawing attention to itself" David 

Ogilvy. While selling products advertisers take the help of undesirable practices which are describe as 

exaggerated, vague, false, obscene and misleading and because of which advertising Industry has been facing 

criticism in the lack of not following norm of ethics. Ethics are an important part of business also as ethical 

aspects considerably influence the efficiency and smoothness with which business can be done. 

  

III. BROAD AREAS OF ETHICAL ADVERTISING ASPECTS 
1. Advertising Content (Message) 

2. Quantum of Advertising 

3. Advertising related to certain (harmful) products 

4. Unwanted (negative) influence on the society. 

However, there are companies that are neglecting their ethical responsibility by continuously producing 

and telecasting unethical advertisements (Polonsky and Hyman, 2007). The ethical issues in advertising apply to 

companies globally and all consumers. The consumers should not be misled about the products or services that 
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are being promoted.  Advertising should be designed to conform to the laws of the country and should not be 

against morality, decency and religious sentiments of the people. Such type of advertisements is termed as 

ethical advertisements which contributes to a good corporate reputation, heighten morale and, thus, increases the 

business for the advertised product.  Advertisements  exerts a lot of influence on various diversified sections of 

the society and serious consequences can result from the failure to follow ethical course of action when dealing 

with the public  thus there is need to regulate it. Institutions and government regulatory bodies like-Cable 

Television Act, CPA, IRDA etc and Self regulating authorities’ like-ASCI, AAAI, Press Council of India 

regulating the advertising industry.  There are many organizations that allow the advertising industry to police 

itself. Group such as the American Advertising Federation, American Communication Association and the 

American Marketing Association offer both consumers and advertisers a place to air complaints and file 

grievances against the real or perceived violations of advertising laws and practice norms. NARC (National 

Advertising Review Council) is one of the most powerful self-regulating organizations in North America. 

NARC’s mission is to foster Truth and accuracy in national advertising through voluntary self-regulation. The 

ASCI (Advertising Standards Council of India) is a one of the self regulatory authority which is working to 

regulate the advertising industry ethically.  

A. When Advertising is considered unethical? 

Advertising is considered unethical when 

1. It gives false information. 

2. It degrades the rival’s product or substitute product. 

3. It makes exaggerated or tall claims. 

4. It is against the national and public interest. 

5. It gives misguiding information, 

6. It conceals information that vitally affects human life. 

7. It is obscene or immoral. 

B. Forms of unethical advertisements 

1. The use of sex, especially the use of women as sex objects 

In case of many products like after shave lotion, motor cycles, etc., in which the women are shown in 

advertisements but in real life, women have nothing to do with these products. 

2. Stereotyping Women  

Women in advertising have often been portrayed as doing only household chores with dish wash soaps 

and detergents thereby limit ting them only to the house. 

3. Alcohol Advertising 

Alcohol advertising is banned on broadcast and print media in India. But we can find manufacturers of 

alcohol advertising for Soda, in an effort to keep the brand name afresh in the minds of the consumers. 

4. Tobacco Advertising 

Tobacco advertising is considered an unethical advertising practice. All cigarette advertisements should 

carry a Statutory warning that Smoking is injurious to health in order to highlight the risks involved. 

But in reality, the advertisers release very colorful and catchy advertisements of cigarettes that give an 

impression, especially to the youth that smoking cigarettes is indeed graceful. 

5. Surrogate Advertising 

The main objective of this type of advertisement is to compensate the losses arising out of the ban on 

advertisements of one particular product (i.e. liquor). The companies always say that the order of the 

government is being implemented and advertisements of liquor are banned, but the objective of the 

Government imposing the ban is not fulfilled. It's a new weapon of Proxy War. (Mary McMahon, 

2015) (Rima Bhardwaj). 

6. False Claims 

If an air-conditioning company advertises that it uses imported compressors in their machines for 

ensuring better performance while actually using an indigenously manufactured one, then it is a case of 

false claim. Advertisements offering mixtures and substances that claim to possess the ability to 

prevent people from ageing are categorized as unethical. 

7. Exaggerated Claims 

Such claims include those that make an assurance which may not be true. For example, if a shampoo 

manufacturer claims that their product will remove dandruff in hair forever even when used only once, 

is a case of an exaggerated claim. 

8. Puffery  

When an advertiser relies on subjective rather than objective claims, they are puffing up their products. 

Statements like ―the best tasting coffee‖ cannot be confirmed objectively. 

9. Unverified claims 

The language used in such advertisements will be quite ambiguous. For example, if a company 

advertises that its product offers instant hi-energy drink for children. But the question arises what do 
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we mean by instant hi-energy drink and what are its parameters? And also if there is no scientific 

verification of the energy it possesses, such advertisements are included under unverified claims. 

10. False brand comparisons  

Any time a company makes false or misleading claims about their competitors they are spreading 

misinformation. 

C. The Advertising Standards Council of India (ASCI) 

Introduction 

The Advertising Standards Council of India (ASCI), established in 1985, it’s a self regulatory authority 

committed to the cause of Self-Regulation in Advertising, ensuring the protection of the interests of consumers. 

ASCI was formed with the support of all four sectors connected with Advertising, viz. Advertisers, Advertising 

Agencies, Media (including Broadcasters and the Press) and others like PR Agencies, Market Research 

Companies etc. 

The Consumer Complaints Council is ASCI's heart and soul. It is the dedicated work put in by this 

group of highly respected people that has given tremendous impetus to the work of ASCI and the movement of 

self- regulation in the advertising. 

Goals 

ASCI seeks to ensure that advertisement confirm to its Code for Self-Regulation. Advertisements need 

to be: 

Truthful & Honest-Truthful, fair and non-derogatory to competitors. Advertisements should not be misleading 

and plagiarized. 

Non-Offensive to public-Within the bounds of generally accepted standards of public decency and propriety. 

Against harmful products/unsafe situations-Not used indiscriminately for the promotion of products, 

hazardous or harmful to society or to individuals particularly minors, to a degree unacceptable to society at 

large. 

Fair in Competition-Not derogatory to competition. No plagiarism 

D. ASCI codes 

The Advertising Standards Council of India (ASCI) (1985) has adopted a Code for Self-Regulation in 

Advertising. It is a commitment to honest Advertising and to fair competition in the market-place. It stands for 

the protection of the legitimate interests of consumers and all concerned with Advertising - Advertisers, Media, 

Advertising Agencies and others who help in the creation or placement of advertisements. 

E. Principles & Guidelines 

This Code for Self-Regulation has been drawn up by people in professions and industries in or 

connected with advertising, in consultation with representatives of people affected by advertising and has been 

accepted by individuals, corporate bodies and associations engaged in or otherwise concerned with the practice 

of advertising with the following as basic guidelines with a view to achieve the acceptance of fair advertising 

practices in the best interests of the ultimate consumer. 

Advertisements where ASCI ordered to withdrew or modify their advertisement 

1. Bajaj Pulsar  

Visuals had bikers doing extreme stunts but the disclaimer was almost invisible. So complaint was filed 

keeping in consideration the recent bike stunt mishaps. This shows stunts which are dangerous that do 

not have any regard for safety and hence some action should be taken by the company.  

Decision- The Company modified the advertisement. 

2. The LG Plasma Gold air conditioners  

Claim was  in the ad which said: ―When you can give them the healthiest air in the world, why take 

chances'‖ — was withdrawn after complaints that there were no technical, industry or market figures to 

prove that LG’s air is the ―healthiest‖ in the world. The brand LG print ad, which claimed ―no. 1‖ 

status even though this was not ―substantiated with authentic industry/market data‖ met a similar fate. 

Decision- Advertisement was modified 

3.  Nestle Milo 

The packs claimed Milo was the ―world’s largest-selling chocolate energy drink‖ and ―over 20 million 

cups were enjoyed every day‖, but neither claim was substantiated. 

Decision- Advertisement was modified 

4. Dabur Chawanprash 

The Dabur Chawanprash ad showing a child standing on a sloping tiled roof in heavy rain holding a 

TV antenna to enable his grandmother watch Ramayana on television 

Decision-Advertisement was modified out of fear that children may try and emulate 

5. Brand- AXE Dark Temptation Deodorant  

Ad is in bad taste and is vulgar, as it shows the girls licking and biting the boy. The Visuals were 

obscene and likely to cause widespread outrage.  

Decision- Ad was modified by deleting a few scenes  
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6. ITC’s Mangaldeep 5-in-1 Agarbatti  

Created by O&M. The complaint was that the ad was not just denigrating another product, but it was 

similar to that of the complainant’s TVC and hence, suggested plagiarism. However, CCI didn’t uphold 

the latter half of the complaint. The TVC nonetheless hasn’t been on air since. 

Decision – Advertisement was stopped being on air. 

7. Volkswagen Polo 

The new Volkswagen Polo ad campaign has been under the violation of the Performing Animals 

(Registration) Rules, 2001, for portraying violence against animals.  

Decision- Advertisement was discontinued 

8. The Bagpiper 

Liquor also suffered. The Bagpiper Soda ad, which Herbertsons Limited has said will be modified, 

came with the baseline ―India’s largest. World’s No. 3‖.  

Decision-It was pulled up by the ASCI for being misleading — it showed soda while it seemed to refer 

to whisky. 

9. Stayfree Secure Ultra Thin Napkins TVC 

The Stayfree Secure Ultra Thin Napkins TVC makes claims that might not be exclusive just to their 

product, and hence can mislead consumers. The TVC also made a comparison with another product – 

Whisper Choice (which has similar orange packaging). According to the CCC decision, while the TVC 

did not denigrate the competitor’s product, it was misleading  

Decision-The advertiser was asked to modify the commercial appropriately. 

 

IV. IMPROVING ADVERTISING ETHICS 
Measures for curbing unsocial and unethical advertising are listed below: 

1. A Statute designed to discourage fraud in advertising. 

2. A better Business Bureau, an organization of businessmen, for the purpose of discouraging unfair 

commercial practices. 

3. Code to govern advertising copy by Association of National Advertisers. 

4. Several reputed publishers in print media should keeping a strict vigil over their advertisements. 

5. The Information & Broadcasting Ministry should also keep a close watch over the advertisements in 

radio and television. 

 

V. CONCLUSION 
From a one of the small function of an organization to a full fledge industry advertising has come a 

long way. Different people perceive the advertisements differently, for some it is an important source of 

educating themselves from information while for other it is an untrue, misleading and obscene message. 

Advertising Industry has been facing a lot of condemnation as the advertising has been following unethical 

practices to fight the competition. The ethical Principals are extremely important to safeguard the interest of the 

consumers and also for the advertises but today, unethical and obscene advertisements are increasing in numbers 

instead of decreasing therefore there is need for authorities which can curb these unethical practices. The 

Advertising Standards Council of India (ASCI) is a self regulatory body. It aims to maintain and enhance the 

public confidence in advertising. ASCI attempts to ensure that advertisements conform to its Code for Self-

Regulation and it also attempts to correct unethical values in advertisements as and when there is requirement. 

Limitations of the study 

The limitation of this study is that it only studies the unethical issues monitored by the self-regulatory 

body that is ASCI. 

Directions for future research 

Since the focus of this paper is to study the unethical issues regulated by the Self –Regulatory Body. 

ASCI, therefore future research can be done on Government regulatory bodies and their decisions on unethical 

advertisements. 
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