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TOPIC 3: PR AND ETHICS 
 
Unethical Stigma of PR: 

• Implies unethical behaviour for some people. 
• Described as organised lying. 
• A climate of cynicism and suspicion today in that the boundaries of fact and 

fiction seem to merge. 
• PR has its share of unethical and sometimes unwise operators. 

e.g. PR firms editing Wikipedia pages to paint organisations in positive light. 
• Some practitioners behave like technicians rather than responsible 

professionals/ managers. 
• Problem of ethics is not unique to PR but occurs all throughout business. 

 
Business Ethics: 

• Recent business ethics scandal cases have put the spotlight on corporate 
governance. 

• Many companies have in-house codes of ethics or codes of conduct. 
• Triple bottom line reporting now commonplace: 

- People/ society. 
- Planet/ environment. 
- Profit/ economic (traditional bottom line). 

• Most major companies now issue statements of business principles and report 
on corporate social responsibility. 

Example: Garment Manufacturing Industry 
Unethical as factories have poor safety conditions and have caused 
deaths of many workers. 
Fast fashion brands H&M, Nike, K-mart etc. use dangerous factories 
in developing countries e.g. Bangladesh. 
 
Example: Commonwealth Bank 
Facing major issue with extensive money laundering and criminal 
activity. 
Focused on trust in response, as they knew their reputation was on 
the line. 
Unethical behaviour as they lied and put themselves first. 

 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR): An organisation’s continuing commitment to 
behaving ethically and contributing to economic development while improving the 
quality of life of its employees, its community and society (Johnston and Sheehan 
2014, 389). 

Example: Johnson & Johnson- Tylenol scandal of 1982. 
Recalled all Tylenol products that were laced with cyanide to put 
people/ publics before profit. 
Came out of the scandal better as people valued their proactive 
CSR. 

Ethics: A value system for making decisions about what is right or wrong. 
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• The conduct of individuals and organisations is measured not only against 
their own consciences but also in relation to societal and professional norms. 

• Different people, organisations and cultures frequently have different 
standards and conflicting values. 

• Ethical behaviour implies a higher standard than merely obeying the law. 
• Ethical dilemmas are rarely black and white; often the right decision involves 

choosing the lesser of several evils. 
 

Morals: Personal principles and self-discipline of the individual, dependent on their 
culture and traditional beliefs. 

• Ethics serves as a benchmark for structures and transparent decision-making. 
• Allows the PR practitioner to justify good ethical behaviour. 
• Allows the organisation to penalize bad ethical behaviour. 

 

 
 
Deontological Approach: A philosophical approach based on duty (Johnston and 
Sheehan 2014). 

• Intuitive/ absolutist. 
• Every decision is either right or wrong regardless of the consequences. 
• The end does not justify the means. 
• You should only do something if you would be happy for everyone else to do 

the same thing. 
Example: Sony PlayStation Network in 2011. 
77 million user’s personal and financial details were stolen. 
Japanese company shut down the network and informed users via 
their blog. 
Gave away $15 million worth of games and services. 
Have worked on rebuilding the network’s platform to be secure. 

 
Teleological Approach: Focuses on the consequences of particular actions (Johnston 
& Sheehan 2014). 

• Inductive/ naturalistic/ situational. 
• If the consequences of a particular action are good, the act is ethical. 
• The greatest good for the greatest number. 

Example: Home Depot in 2014 
Data breach surrounding over 56 million consumer credit cards. 
Enhanced their encryption of payment data, added security chip and 
PIN technology and issued all affected customers a year of free 
identity theft protection through AllClear ID. 
Provided the best outcome for the greatest number. 

 


