
200 

4TH  INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON BUSINESS INNOVATION (ICOBI) 2021 
 

 

Role of Ethics in Sustainable Brand Development – 
Study Amongst University Students on the Effect of 
Ethical Communication by Consumer Brands in Sri 

Lanka on Brand Perception  
N. Wimalana1, I. Koswatte2  

 1Business Consultant/ Independent Director 
Nuwanwimalana@gmail.com 

2 Faculty of Business, NSBM Green University, Homagama, Sri Lanka  
isuru,k@nsbm.ac.lk 

 
   

ABSTRACT 
The present socioeconomic environment has 
influenced the corporates to have a 
significant focus on the societal and ethical 
commitments when developing brands. The 
situation is same in the context of Sri Lanka 
as many multinational and local 
conglomerates spend heavily to establish 
their respective consumer brands using 
various promotional strategies. Certain 
tactics used by some of them pushing the 
boundaries of marketing communication 
principles especially in the area of social 
marketing platforms have exposed unseen 
aspects of brands creating a doubt on the 
authenticity of what they claim. Therefore, 
the purpose of this study is to examine the 
effect of consumer’s perceived ethicality on 
the authenticity of the marketing claims 
conveyed by the consumer brands in Sri 
Lanka in order to sustain their brand’s 
position in the market. Based on the 
Brunk’s Consumer Perceived Ethicality 
(CPE) concept, the operationalization 
questionnaire was developed including 
other salient points identified through 
literature on the ethical considerations in 
marketing. The questionnaire was 
distributed amongst the university students 
in Sri Lanka and the results were compiled 
using descriptive analyses. Once the data 
was collected, they were studied through 
statistical analysis. Using descriptive 

statistics, sample data were summarized in 
terms of the distribution of the data (the 
frequency of each score on a test), the 
central tendency of the data (the mean to 
describe the average score) and the 
variability of the data (the standard 
deviation to describe how spread out the 
scores is). This article discusses the findings 
of the research and management 
implications including the limitations and 
guidelines for future studies. 

Key words- Consumer brands, Brand 
perception, Ethicality, Marketing 
communication, Sri Lanka  

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

The book ‘Beyond branding’ edited by 
Nicholas Ind (2003) says the Brand is where 
the organization most overtly interacts with 
people and creates the opportunity for 
manipulation. This is not how the marketers 
have defined the word branding into the 
society but when examining the activities 
conducted by certain corporates to sustain their 
brand positions, one cannot disregard the value 
of the above statement. The definition given to 
a brand by the American Marketing 
Association is: a name, term, sign, symbol, or 
design, or a combination of them, intended to 
identify the goods or services of one seller or 
group of sellers and differentiate them from 
those of competitors (Kotler, 2003). Ries and 
Trout (1981) explained that the corporates are 
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aiming to get the offering of their brands into 
the minds of the consumers rather just selling 
their products. In the contemporary business 
environment, the emerging question is whether 
those organizations executing that task under 
the ethical framework in order to maintain the 
sustainability of their brands. Brand 
sustainability has been identified as an 
important concept of the business world and is 
a precondition for future growth (Hofstra, 
2008). 
1.2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
2.1. Socio Responsibility and Ethics 

 
How Ethics are explained as the name of a 
branch of philosophy defined as a set of moral 
principles (Northouse, 2014). Moral principles 
Identify specific conduct as being either ‘right’ 
or ‘wrong’. Therefore, even in the activities 
related in marketing for building sustainable 
brands, there are accepted principles that 
define what is right and wrong. Social 
responsibility is closely related to ethics 
because social responsibility relating to ethics 
includes social relationships within society, in 
which enterprises work (Goolsby & Hunt, 
1982; Hur et al., 2014; Sen et al., 2006). Under 
the intense competition amongst the marketers 
to win customers, marketing communication is 
used as a powerful tool to bombard target 
customers with plethora of various options to 
select from. One can argue that it is a positive 
factor as the consumers are given the choice of 
a wide variety. Also some can argue that it 
confuses the consumer pushing them to invest 
more time and effort to select the best value for 
money. Under the context of Fast-Moving 
Consumer Goods (FMCG), this can have a 
greater effect by virtue of the product itself. 
Because, FMCG markets are defined as 
relatively inexpensive, frequently purchased 
and rapidly consumed items on which buyers 
exert only minimal purchasing effort (Dibb, 
2006). This is where the point discussed at the 
beginning of this article comes into the effect. 
Can corporates use their branding to 
manipulate consumers? Is this ethically 
acceptable? 
 

2.2. Ethical Brands  
 

In Ethical brand has been defined as a brand 
that represents a company, organization or 
person whose products, services and activities 
are morally correct (Gibbons, 2020). Many 
corporate scandals have shocked the world and 
has changed the way consumers look at 
commercial organizations. It has converted the 
hungry consumer to an ethical watchdog 
(Roddick, 2012). These changes in the 
consumer behavior have influenced 
organizations to incorporate moral criteria in 
order to achieve competitive advantage on a 
brand influencing consumer perceptions 
(Mulki & Jaramillo, 2011). Ethical branding, 
as a subset of ethical marketing, relates to 
certain moral principles that define right and 
wrong behavior in branding decisions. A brand 
needs to be evaluated not just by the economic 
or financial criteria but also by the moral ones. 
An ethical brand should not harm public good; 
instead it should contribute to or help promote 
public good (Fan, 2005). 
 
2.3. Ethical Marketing Practice 

 
The Ethical marketing practices supposed to be 
enlightening managers and marketers with a 
guideline concerning what they should do 
when they face an ethical problem (Dunfee et 
al., 1999). Ethical Marketing has been defined 
as a code of morals and conduct used in 
marketing practices (Gaski, 1999).  Some 
scholars have gone to the extent of explaining 
it as how moral standards are executed on 
marketing decisions (Abela & Murphy, 2008). 
These principles have spread to the other parts 
of the world from the USA and Europe and Sri 
Lanka is not an exception. With the digital 
marketing, much information whether right or 
wrong are reaching consumers creating many 
doubts on their favorite brands. It influences 
mainly youth to question the status quo and 
discuss those points openly and sometimes, use 
social media to express their vociferous ideas 
to the public. Ethical norms in Sri Lanka 
emphasize giving back to the local community, 
respectable and abstinent behavior, and 
education (Goger, 2013). The awareness of 
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ethicality surrounding brands and the 
respective marketing process is generally well 
understood by younger audiences in markets 
such as the United States (Marcos, 2020). 
However, in the Sri Lankan context as much as 
businesses engage in its ethical business 
practices, there is also a need to develop a clear 
communicational channel through forms such 
as electronic media, print as well as client 
engagement to build a platform to spread the 
activities of the business (Wijewardena and 
Herat, 2020). There is a knowledge gap as the 
attention of the researchers on the ethical 
aspects related to consumer marketing in Sri 
Lanka is minimal. Many scholars have 
suggested more studies on the subject in 
different contexts (Lee & Jin, 2019; Singh et 
al., 2012; Papaluca et al., 2020).  

Brand Perception  

As Brand Perception is what consumers 
believe a product or service represents. Many 
studies have proven beyond doubts that 
advertising have a significant effect on 
building consumer’s brand perception 
(Ayanwale, 2005; Jun et al., 2009; Mela et al., 
1997). Most of the time, what companies say 
and how they say attribute to the building of 
brand perception. However, what a brand truly 
delivers build the perception of the brand 
amongst the consumers over and above what 
the company says. It depends on their use, 
experience and the brand’s functionality. The 
brand perception is directly linked with the 
consumer’s purchase intent (Martinez, 2012). 
The value of conducting a good, sustainable 
business in the long run has come under the 
focus of contemporary organizations as their 
profitability and market share are directly 
related to the word of mouth of customers 
along with their brand trust and loyalty 
(Soloman et al., 2006). 
 
3. THEORETICAL FRAMING AND 

HYPOTHESIS\ 
 

3.1. The effects of Consumer Perceived 
Ethicality (CPE)  

 

The need for the brands to behave in an ethical 
manner has been identified by many scholars 
(Story and Hess, 2010). The customer 
expectation on brands to live and display their 
interests on ethics is a common phenomenon in 
the current market (Maxfield, 2008). Fan 
(2005) put in a nutshell the key elements of an 
ethical brand. It represents the overall brand 
management that overlaps on business ethics.  

The model of CPE was presented by Brunk 
(2010) to analyze the aggregate perception of 
the consumers with regard to the ethical 
behavior of a brand and it has been suggested 
that the attitude of an ethical brand involves in 
consequentialist and non-consequentialist 
monitoring systems for evaluation. Socially 
responsible act, damaging behavior avoidance, 
respect on moral norms, follow the law of the 
country, weigh positive/negative 
consequences and being a good market actor 
are included into this considerations. This has 
been further developed by Shea (2010) arguing 
that it needs to incorporate the behavioral and 
affective attitudes of the consumers while 
maintaining the conceptualization of the 
cognitive component of the consumers’ 
attitude toward the ethical behavior of the 
brand. When the CPE framework was 
incorporated by Singh et al. (2012), brand 
loyalty and brand affect have been included as 
behavioral and affective respectively as 
component of consumer’s attitudes.  

However, as this study is straightforward on 
examining the perceptions of young consumers 
on the ethicality of brand communication on 
Personal care products, five variables 
suggested by Brunk (2010) were modified and 
used for the questionnaire.  

H1 – Consumer Perceived Ethicality (CPE) on 
brand has a significant impact on the brand 
perception  

3.2. The Effect of Promotion-Related 
Ethicality  

This part primarily constitutes advertising of 
the brand. The role of integrated marketing 
communication is creating and maintaining 
brand equity and brand identity (Madhavaram 
et al., 2005). On the ethical aspect, the brand 
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needs to do all consumer targeted marketing 
communications under legal legislation and 
there cannot be any degree of intentionally 
misleading or deceptive aspects (Lee & Jin, 
2019). This includes the false, misleading and 
exaggerated advertising campaigns and 
refraining from providing actual and authentic 
ingredients and processes used while 
manufacturing.  

To assess the effects of many variables 
including the promotional related ethics, Lee & 
Jin (2019) have proposed a framework with a 
tested and valid tool. They have tested all 4 P’s 
of marketing looking at the Ethical marketing 
practices of product-related ethics, price-
related ethics, place-related ethics, and 
promotion-related ethics. As the objective of 
this study is to ascertain the effect of the ethical 
aspects on consumer communication, only the 
Promotions related section was adopted to the 
study. Therefore, the following five variables 
were modified and used for the questionnaire.  

H2 – The promotions related ethicality has a 
significant impact on brand perception 

4. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 
Figure 13. The impact on brand perception 

 
5. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND 

RESULTS 
 

5.1. Questionnaire Development and Data 
Collection 

 

The questionnaire was developed taking CPE 
theory presented by Brunk (2010) and a part of 
the model developed by Lee & Jin (2019) 
using the overall marketing strategy to 
examine the effect of ethicality. They have 
developed that model covering all four P’s in 
marketing but only the part that tested the 

effect of promotional element was considered 
for this study. Once the questionnaire was 
developed, it was distributed amongst a sample 
of university students studying in both local 
and foreign affiliated universities in Sri Lanka.  

The instrument was divided into two parts, 
with questions related to demographic placed 
at the beginning. And the other part of the 
survey included questions on ethical business 
practices on the overall brand and particularly 
related questions on the brand’s consumer 
communication.  

The statistics shows that most university 
students participated for the survey are female. 
The percentage of female students is 64% 
while the male student representation was only 
36%. Majority of them are between 20 to 24 
years of age as that category represents 88% of 
the sample. Balance 12% of the students were 
over 24 years of age. A seven-point Likert 
Scale used for the questionnaire with 1 
recording strongly disagree and 7 recording 
strongly agree. 

The analyses display a situation that the sample 
selected for the study are not very clear in their 
minds regarding the role played by the FMCG 
companies in Sri Lanka with ethicality. All 
answers are summarized with an average in 
between 4 to 5 in the above scale. It is 
depicting they neither agrees nor disagrees. 
The only variable out of ten that has come 
under ‘somewhat agree’ with an average of 5.2 
is when asked whether the Consumer Brands 
in Sri Lanka seem to try to create new jobs.  

Table 2 – Descriptive statistics 
The Consumer Brands in   Sri 
Lanka are… Mean 

Std. 
Devia. 

socially responsible brands 4.65 1.118 
trying to create new jobs 5.20 1.010 
environmentally responsible 4.21 1.347 
supporting good causes 4.86 1.034 
beneficial for the welfare of the 
society  4.52 1.241 

Not providing fraudulent 
advertisements. 4.33 1.306 

Not advertising its products as 
having higher quality without 
providing proof. 

4.42 1.353 
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Not engaging in unethical 
powerful sales activities  4.68 1.504 

Keeping all its promises made 
by the company. 4.00 1.404 

Not bluffing, or making 
statements not based on facts 4.32 1.093 

Source- Authors own 

 

6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The study primarily aimed to examine the 
perception of the younger consumers on 
ethicality of brand communication through the 
identification of advertising and the 
promotional tools. Based on the findings a key 
output to be seen is the lack of awareness of the 
younger consumers about the FMCG 
corporation ethical behaviors. This disagrees 
with some of the previous work which has 
highlighted younger consumers have a 
considerable knowledge when it comes to the 
various ethical practices of business 
(Mohiuddin et al., 2018). However, the results 
correspond to previous findings of the 
literature that especially in a Sri Lankan 
context, as there is a requirement to efficiently 
use the media channels to spread the awareness 
of the ethicality practices carried out by the 
corporations (Wijewardena and Herat, 2020). 
The lack of a clear communication channels 
are something therefor that needs to be 
addressed which will have clear messages on 
the activities of the business is transmitted 
(Toledano, 2018). 

Future line of work on this topic needs to 
identify the key channels of communication to 
reach the younger audiences of the country to 
convey the message of ethicality of business. 
In this way the younger audiences can become 
more responsible and develop their 
understanding of the overall impact of business 
in the country to become more responsible 
citizens. 
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