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Appendix A 

Ethical Controversy/Issue     Violation of CST Principle 

Sin products (alcohol, tobacco, small firearms)   Human dignity, common good 

Greenwashing       Stewardship 

Unhealthy/sugared/high fat products to children   Preferential option for poor & vulnerable 

Materialism (false needs/wants)     Subsidiarity 

Advertising of OTC drugs (lifestyle)    Common good, human dignity 

Piracy of products especially technology    Common good 

Subliminal advertising      Human dignity 

Sex appeal in advertising     Human dignity 

Packaging leading to pollution     Stewardship 

Photo-shopped images*      Human dignity 

Economic espionage      Common good, human dignity 

Outsourcing       Worker dignity 

Data mining*       Human dignity (consumer rights) 

Bribery*       Solidarity, subsidiarity 

Bottled water*       stewardship, subsidiarity 
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Verbatim Comments by Students on Ethical Controversies and CST Principles 

A major ethical controversy in marketing is in the promotion of products through the use of photoshopped 

images. This is most often seen in the use of photoshopping to make models appear flawless by whitening 

their teeth, touching up their skin, or shrinking their waistlines. This creates an ideal image of beauty that 

many young women try to imitate leading to insecurities and sometimes even eating disorders. In reality, 

these ads often feature products such as clothes that only look good on really thin figures or beauty 

products that do not actually produce the promoted results.  

The first principle this relates to is that of human dignity. All persons have inherent worth regardless of 

things such as their race or appearance. Often ads promote that beauty is what gives one worth leading 

people to desire to look a certain way or feel unworthy because they do not fit the promoted image of 

what is beautiful. Catholic Social Teaching recognizes that companies want to maximize their profits and 

that promoting flawless ads can often lead to gaining profit, but that it should never be done at the 

expense of people’s personal development. The rewards and benefits of a company maximizing profit 

should be justly distributed between them and their consumers. While companies should benefit from 

their ads, consumers should benefit from the useful information they can receive and not be harmed 

through what the company is promoting. All people have inherent worth and should not be made to feel 

unworthy.  

The principle of solidarity provides a framework for the idea that economic life should be shaped by 

moral principles because all persons both seek and want a fair opportunity to attain betterment in their 

lives. Catholic Social Teaching says that marketers should refrain from promotions that take advantage of 

information asymmetries and motivations that reflect psychological insecurity or immaturity. Marketers 

should also guard the interests of consumers while honoring the rights of both companies and consumers 

to make choices that are as free from coercion or limits as possible. Advertisements should be based on 

moral principles that both help the company and the consumer benefit in a fair way. Marketers should not 

take advantage of vulnerable teens that are susceptible to feeling unworthy of their body image because of 

ads. Ads should not be targeted towards insecure or immature audiences in order to gain profit. However, 

consumers should also be responsible for ignoring ads that make them feel unworthy and only respond to 

ads that help them obtain betterment in their lives. While marketers should refrain from false 

advertisement through the use of photoshopping, consumers must be responsible through being aware that 

this does occur and not letting ads affect their feeling of self-worth. 

 

Ethical Controversy 

With the increase in the sophistication and capabilities of technology, many companies are using data 

mining, or the extraction of patterns from a series of data, to enhance and personalize marketing efforts. 

Some see the use of this data as intrusive, while others are more concerned that the patterns are not shared 

or made public information. 

CST Applied 

While it is not immediately apparent that Catholic Social Teaching can guide thinking about data mining, 

upon further consideration it is extremely applicable. First, it is imperative for marketers to honor the 
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rights of consumers by protecting the patterns derived from the data acquired. The distribution of that 

information acquired through the data mining process without properly notifying the giver of information 

would be unethical, immoral, and against Catholic Social Teaching. 

This respect for the rights of consumers and the privacy of their information is vitally important, 

especially considering the precedent we are giving for future generations. Simply using data mining to 

tailor marketing campaigns to returning customers in the way that Amazon does is not inherently 

contradictory to Catholic Social Teaching. It is when this becomes too intrusive or that data is shared that 

we violate the principal that we must take into account the interests of future generations. Marketers must 

be careful not to set a precedent that violates this teaching. CST can be used to say that we must protect 

consumers rights, while it also could be used to increase profits through better marketing campaigns 

which would lead to better working conditions and higher wages for those that may need it most. 

 

The ethical issue I presented in my essay was about the problems with bribery. Although bribery may 

allow corporations to easily enter an international market, pure competition is not fostered by this and 

consumers are not allowed a free choice in the matter.  

Catholic Social Teaching shows us that bribery should not be accepted anywhere in the world. According 

to the principle of solidarity, all people and social groups are united in a brotherhood that seeks common 

growth and fulfillment. It follows from this principle that international marketers should set an affordable 

price for people in poor countries. If bribery is allowed to occur, corporations that bribe governments for 

entry and protection have little incentive to have a low price for their products. Since they are the only 

company that offers that product or service, the consumers of the country are worse off and the 

corporation is not following this principle of solidarity.  

The issue of bribery can also be related to the teaching of the principle of subsidiarity. This principle 

states that it is an injustice to assign to a higher organization what lesser organizations can do. Since 

bribery can block smaller companies from entering a market, the large organizations who can make bribes 

are limiting competition. Since this principle calls on the government to make decisions that ensure basic 

human needs and pursue justice in economic life, the injustices caused by bribery should be fixed. These 

injustices can be fixed by government and IMF policies that ban bribery from developing countries, 

because bribery can affect basic human needs. 

 

 

According to the new documentary, Tapped, the bottled water industry has become the biggest marketing 

and advertising trick of our time, raising many potent ethical issues including the unhealthy and less than 

environmentally-friendly packaging of water in plastic bottles (the Tapped website claims that “everyday 

30 million single serve water bottles end up in landfills”). The industry strongly positions and promotes 

its bottled water as superior drinking water, creating a perceived rather than real need for the product and 

drawing consumer attention away from more economically valuable alternatives. 

On one side of the ethical debate, bottled water marketers believe that they have the freedom to package 
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and promote in whatever way they want and that they are in fact helping bring safe drinking water to 

many people, especially considering the growing, global water crisis. The Catholic Social Teaching 

Principle of Stewardship or responsibility of everyone “to contribute to the care of the earth”(Murphy 

CST, p. 2) could really inform the industry that something must be done in order to preserve the earth for 

both current and future generations to enjoy. Thus, by operating under this Principle of Stewardship of 

Catholic Social Teaching, the bottled water industry could begin to look for more eco-friendly packaging 

options or product alternatives that would prevent around twenty-nine billion plastic bottles from being 

used and disposed of each year (Tapped). As for the questionable positioning and promotion of bottled 

water as a far superior drinking water, marketers need to be aware of the CST Principle of the Common 

Good. This principle would remind marketers that the goods placed on this earth are to be used for the 

betterment of everyone, not just to make a profit for a few select people. Thus, marketers need to keep in 

mind all stakeholders, rather than shamelessly creating an expensive perceived need in a ruthless attempt 

to make a huge profit, especially off of the poor of the developing nations that lack clean drinking water 

(which also raises questions under the Principle of Preference for the Poor and Vulnerable). 

On the other side of the controversy, consumers could also learn a lot from the seven principles of 

Catholic Social Teaching. In fact, they must first learn that they cannot place all of the blame for the 

twenty-nine billion plastic water bottles being disposed of annually, because, as the Principle of 

Subsidiarity suggests, they too must do their part to contribute and receive from the community. Thus, 

consumers must be more conscious of their buying habits and make better decisions including using 

reusable water bottles, recycling, and demanding more public policy and regulation of the bottled water 

industry. This principle clearly suggests that consumers themselves must make decisions and consume 

products ethically. Thus, just as the marketers can learn from the Principle of Stewardship in order to 

create greener packaging, consumers and policymakers can also learn from this principle in order to make 

greener consumption a reality. Furthermore, the Principle of Human Dignity would inform consumers of 

their responsibility to “make choices that meet authentic needs while avoiding products, behaviors, and 

lifestyles that may endanger others” (Murphy CST, p. 6). Hence, consumers could learn to choose more 

environmentally friendly alternatives such as filling up a reusable bottle at home or the office rather than 

choosing the convenience of bottled water. They would make these changes in order to preserve human 

dignity through improvement of the environment and increases in health. Overall, the Principles of 

Catholic Social Teaching could potentially inform marketers, consumers, and policymakers about how to 

respond to and alleviate the current ethical dilemmas facing the bottled water industry. 


