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BODY: 
A few months ago a prominent journalism dean provoked a mini-tempest with a comment 
quoted in a major academic journal. He questioned whether advertising should be taught in a 
school of journalism, "because the ethics are so different." 
 
This was soon enough after the Miami Herald's midnight vigil outside Gary Hart's house that I 
nearly wrote a snide response. I was going to agree with him that our budding young ad 
people needed to be protected from people who would skulk in the bushes in search of a story.  
 
I'm glad I waited. 
 
Issues of ethics were never so evident as they are today in the advertising business -- and 
throughout our society, for that matter. 
 
And the issues are more complex. 
 
Gone (I think) are the no-brainer decisions. "I've decided to award our account to your 
agency," the ad manager smiles. "All I need in return is a little consultant's fee each month." 
 
Yeah, sure. Is that sort of thing still done? I can't imagine it. Anyone who got an offer like that 
would have to be sending very ambiguous signals. 
 
And false advertising? Are you kidding? One of the toughest challenges we faced at 
International Paper Co. month after month was getting the phalanx of company and agency 
lawyers to sign off on true advertising. 
 
No, the temptations come in more subtle packages these days. Information is the currency of 
the times. Agencies are becoming brokers of data. 
 
"I can help you," says the job-seeking account handler. "I just left the agency that handles 
your biggest client's major competitor. I have a copy of that company's five-year strategic 
plan." 
 
Ouch. Of course you should throw him (or her) out of your office. Immediately, and none too 
gently. 
 
And yet . . . your mission is to help your client to prosper, quite often at the expense of his 
competitors. What's wrong with taking a competitive edge anywhere you can find it? 
 
Plenty. Your client will thrive in the long run by serving the needs of his customers better, not 
by undermining the efforts of his competitors to do the same thing. 



 
That's what's wrong with the war theory of marketing. Business isn't a war, it's a race. Maybe 
all's fair in war, but you don't cheat in a race. 
 
The advertising person's role on any side of the business is to help a company understand its 
customers and their needs better; to help a company respond to and speak to those needs, 
efficiently and effectively. 
 
Advertising is an honest business, a noble business, the engine of the American economy. 
 
Are there people in the business who don't see it that way? Are there people in the business 
who lie, cheat and steal? Who manipulate information dishonestly to gain competitive 
advantage? 
 
Sure there are. Just as there are journalists who slant a story to sell papers, who adjust the 
facts in search of prizes. 
 
Journalistic ethics versus advertising ethics is a false distinction, and may do more to blur the 
issue than to clarify it. Ethical behavior isn't a professional issue, it's an issue of personal 
character. 
 
Both disciplines give copy tests to prospective employees. Maybe we should give ethics tests, 
too. 
 
But let's first make sure we can pass them ourselves. 


