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and summaries we originally developed for consultaƟon at the European Social MarkeƟng conference in Ljubljana in November 2024. 



IntroducƟon 

This Social MarkeƟng Ethical Checklist has been developed based on the following global consensus definiƟon of Social MarkeƟng and the Six 
Social MarkeƟng Ethical Principles approved by the iSMA Board in May 2023:  

hƩps://isocialmarkeƟng.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2022/10/iSMA-Social-MarkeƟng-statement-of-ethics.pdf  

The Global Consensus DefiniƟon of Social MarkeƟng 

Social MarkeƟng seeks to develop and integrate markeƟng concepts with other approaches to influence behaviour that benefit individuals and 
communiƟes for the greater social good. Social MarkeƟng pracƟce is guided by ethical principles. It seeks to integrate research, best pracƟce, 
theory, audience, and partnership insight, to inform the delivery of compeƟƟon sensiƟve and segmented social change programmes that are 
effecƟve, efficient, equitable, and sustainable. 

The Six Social MarkeƟng Ethical Principles 
As social marketers we are commiƩed to the highest standard of personal and professional ethics, guided by the following six social markeƟng ethical 
principles: 

1. Respect and sensiƟvity: Respect for people’s privacy, autonomy, diversity, free and informed choice and rights to parƟcipaƟon and non-parƟcipaƟon, 
inclusion and exclusion, and control over their lives. 

2. Social jusƟce and fairness: PromoƟon of social jusƟce and avoidance of unfair distribuƟon of benefits and burdens.  

3. Openness and transparency: Transparency of goals, methods, intended and achieved outcomes, data ownership, and potenƟal or apparent benefits and 
risks to target group(s) and society. 

4. Avoidance of conflicts of interest: Avoidance of potenƟal or apparent conflicts of interest, including opportunity for personal and reputaƟonal gain or 
avoidance of loss; promote public trust in social markeƟng.  

5. Duty of care and nonmaleficence: Endeavour to do no physical, psychological, or environmental harm and exercise a duty of care, integrity, and professional 
and scienƟfic responsibility. 

6. Serve public interest: Fulfil social and poliƟcal mandate and idenƟfy responsibiliƟes and accountabiliƟes for all stakeholders. 



Summaries of ethical principles and accompanying standards 
Principles Summaries of ethical principles and standards  

Respect and sensitivity This principle highlights the critical need for social marketers to respect the rights of individuals and organisations, understanding and acknowledging 
diversity without prejudice.  
 
Social marketers should: 
 
- Reflect on their own beliefs and behaviours to encourage empathy. 
- Respect the privacy of individuals and organisations. 
- Engage with stakeholders to tailor approaches that recognize their specific needs. 

  
Social justice and fairness This principle recognizes that all people are born free and equal, emphasizing equitable resource distribution to prevent inequities in outcomes.  

 
Social marketers should: 
 
- Ensuring that programmes are designed to promote equitable outcomes. 
- Consult diverse stakeholders to inform the social marketing approach and goals. 

  
Openness and 
transparency 

This principle underscores the need for clear and open communication regarding the social marketing programme goals, methods, and outcomes. Social 
marketers should: 
 
- Articulate the selection process for goals and beneficiaries. 
- Share data regarding the effectiveness and impact of programmes with all stakeholders involved. 
- Consider contingency plans for managing unintended negative consequences. 

  
Avoidance of conflicts of 
interest 

This principle emphasizes that social marketers must avoid conflicts of interest to maintain public trust.  
Social marketers should: 
 
- Disclose any potential conflicts of interest. 
- Act in a manner that prioritizes social good over personal or organizational gains. 
- Provide mechanisms for stakeholders to voice concerns within the monitoring and evaluation process. 

  
Duty of care and 
nonmaleficence 

This principle embodies a commitment to preventing harm while promoting benefits. Social marketers should: 
 
- Consider different perceptions of harm among participants and stakeholders. 
- Minimize risks by acknowledge uncertainties in programme planning and implementation. 
- Provide safeguards when working with vulnerable populations. 

  
Serve public interest This principle highlights the importance of prioritizing societal good.  

Social marketers should: 
 
- Ensure compliance with relevant laws and ethical standards. 
- Engage collaboratively with stakeholders who share similar goals. 

  



 

Purpose and use of the Social MarkeƟng Ethical Checklist 

● This generic checklist has been designed to act as a prompt to assist those planning Social MarkeƟng programmes to systemaƟcally 
consider in the pre implementaƟon phase of planning the specific and general ethical issues that need to be considered and what acƟons 
and decisions need to be agreed to both ensure ethical pracƟce and miƟgate any potenƟal negaƟve outcomes. 
 

● The checklist has been developed to act as a prompt and record of ethical consideraƟons and the development of relevant acƟons. The 
process of compleƟng the checklist is not a Ɵck box exercise. Rather the checklist should be used as a tool  to aid an ongoing  reflecƟve 
process over the lifeƟme of the project. 
 

● The process should also involve all relevant partners and stakeholders and a record of this engagement should be kept as part of the 
ethical recording process. 
 

● The process of compleƟng the checklist should also result in a clear and recorded set of decisions and acƟons that can be used to explain 
and jusƟfy why and how parƟcular approaches and methodologies were selected and implemented.  
 

● The checklist has been developed as a generic tool for all types of Social MarkeƟng programmes. Over Ɵme the checklist may be 
supplemented by more specific guidance on topics, issues, and target groups. 
 

● It is intended that the checklist and accompanying documents can be used as part of programme evaluaƟon and as evidence when 
applying for insƟtuƟonal ethical approval.



iSMA Social MarkeƟng Twelve QuesƟon Ethical Checklist 
 

 
Principles 

 
EssenƟal quesƟons to address and 

record management response* 
 

 
QuesƟons response 

 

 
Summary of how each quesƟon will be managed and acƟons 

recorded 

 
 
 
Respect and 
sensiƟvity 

Does the programme respect the 
privacy and autonomy of 
individuals and organisaƟons? 
 
Are diverse perspecƟves 
acknowledged and incorporated in 
the programme design? 
 

 
Yes / No / Unsure 
 
 
 
Yes / No / Unsure 

 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
 
 
Social jusƟce and 
fairness 

Does the programme ensure 
equitable distribuƟon of resources, 
benefits, and burdens among 
different target groups? 
 
Are opportuniƟes provided for 
parƟcipants and other 
stakeholders to share their views in 
the programme's design? 
 

 
Yes / No / Unsure 
 
 
 
 
Yes / No / Unsure 

 
 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 
 
Openness and 
transparency 

Is there clear communicaƟon of 
the programme's goals and 
methods to all stakeholders? 
 
Are potenƟal risks and benefits of 
the programme openly disclosed 
to parƟcipants? 
 

 
Yes / No / Unsure 
 
 
 
Yes / No / Unsure 

 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 



 
 
 
Avoidance of 
conflicts of 
interest 

 
Have potenƟal conflicts of interest 
been idenƟfied and documented? 
 
 
Is there a process for stakeholders 
and partners to report ethical 
concerns related to the 
programme? 
 

 
Yes / No / Unsure 
 
 
 
 
Yes / No / Unsure 

 
 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 
 
Duty of care and 
nonmaleficence 

 
Are measures in place to minimize 
potenƟal harm to parƟcipants? 
 
Has informed consent been 
obtained from all parƟcipants, 
especially vulnerable groups? 
 

 
Yes / No / Unsure 
 
 
 
Yes / No / Unsure 
 

 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 
 
Serve public 
interest 

 
Does the programme aim to fulfil a 
societal need? 
 
 
Does the programme comply with 
relevant laws and standards? 
 

 
Yes / No / Unsure 
 
 
 
Yes / No / Unsure 
 

 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
*Note: For any answers that do not cover all components of the quesƟon, the selected answer should be “NO” (e.g., under Respect and SensiƟvity: Are diverse 
perspecƟves acknowledged and incorporated in the programme design? If the programme does not cover both acknowledgement and incorporaƟon, then the 
answer should be “NO”. 


