
CHAPTER 5 

ETHICS IN DIGITAL PRICING

Nilgün Sarıkaya1

5.1.	Pricing in the Digital Era

With the rapid increase of digitalization, the role of price in marketing 
strategies has increased. In ﻿digital marketing, the concept of price refers to the 
strategies businesses use when offering their products or services online. Unlike 
traditional marketing, pricing in the ﻿digital environment can be instantly changed, 
personalized, and managed using data-driven methods.

In ﻿digital marketing, price not only reflects the cost of the product or service 
but also shapes the customer experience, brand perception, and competitiveness. As 
price ﻿transparency increases online, consumers can instantly compare prices from 
different sellers, prompting businesses to develop more flexible and innovative 
pricing strategies.

Correctly pricing products and making necessary price adjustments at the 
right time are critical to a business’s sustainability in the market. Accurate pricing 
has become even more crucial, particularly with the increasing competition and 
﻿transparency of information in the digital retail environment.

The rise of the digital economy is radically changing how businesses price. 
Traditional pricing methods are being replaced by algorithmic approaches 
powered by big data and ﻿artificial intelligence (Ezrachi & Stucke, 2016). Today, 
﻿artificial intelligence and chatbots are widely used in customer service and product 
recommendations. Augmented Reality (AR) also offers customers different 
opportunities to experience products virtually. Dynamic and personalized pricing 
practices, particularly prevalent on e-commerce platforms, aim to maximize profits 
by analyzing consumer behavior (Chen et al., 2016). Unlike traditional pricing 
methods, prices in the ﻿digital environment can change instantly and even be set 
specifically for consumers. This situation has enhanced the ability of promotion 
strategies supported by data-driven approaches in retail to analyze customer 
behavior and conduct targeted marketing activities accordingly (Yılmaz, 2024). 
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The success of these targeted activities is closely related to the impact of sales 
promotion practices on specific brand attitudes and, ultimately, their capacity to 
influence consumer purchase intentions (Aykaç & Yılmaz, 2019). In this dynamic 
setting, the development of successful pricing capabilities depends on micro-
level factors, such as managers’ motivations for sharing internal and external 
information (Bağış et al., 2025). While this provides a significant ﻿competitive 
advantage for companies, it also raises ethical issues.

5.1.1. Digital Pricing Strategies

Digital pricing strategies represent not merely mechanisms for revenue 
optimization but also instruments that shape consumer expectations, market 
dynamics, and long-term relationships between businesses and their users. While 
they provide opportunities for efficiency and innovation, they also raise critical 
questions concerning fairness, ﻿transparency, and consumer autonomy, making the 
ethical evaluation of such strategies a central concern in contemporary scholarship. 
Some are;

•	 Algorithmic pricing: An increasing number of firms are employing 
algorithmic pricing strategies to determine the cost of their products 
and services. These algorithms enable both dynamic price adjustments 
over time and personalized pricing based on individual consumer data. 
While such practices are legally permissible, they necessitate careful ethical 
evaluation, as they frequently evoke moral concerns and, in some cases, 
provoke public discontent (Seele et al., 2021).

•	 Personalized pricing: By analyzing customer data (such as location, past 
purchases, device type, etc.), special prices can be offered to different user 
groups. While this method can sometimes increase customer satisfaction, 
it also raises ethical questions because disadvantaged groups are subject to 
higher prices through price discrimination.

•	 Dynamic pricing: Prices are continuously updated based on factors such as 
demand, inventory, seasonality, or even weather conditions (Elmaghraby 
& Keskinocak, 2003). It relies on algorithms and analyzes real-time 
data, allowing prices to be adjusted based on consumer behavior. Online 
platforms collect and analyze customer data, analyzing preferences, 
shopping history, and search behavior, which helps sellers better understand 
customer demand.

•	 Freemium and subscription models: This model, frequently used in digital 
products and services, offers basic services for free while charging for 
advanced features. Brands like Spotify, Netflix, and Dropbox effectively 
use this method.
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•	 Psychological pricing: Psychological pricing is a strategy that appeals to 
consumer perceptions and makes prices appear lower than they actually are. 
In this method, prices ending in “9” (e.g., 99,99 TL) are particularly seen 
as creating the perception that prices are more attractive and affordable. 
Consumers tend to underestimate the true cost of a product because they 
focus more on the first digit of the price (Monroe, 2003).

•	 Bundling: Offering multiple products or services in a single package. In the 
digital market, it’s generally preferred in the software and gaming sectors.

•	 Platform economy: This refers to the economic and social processes 
enabled by digital platforms, which function as intermediaries connecting 
various user groups. Platforms such as Amazon, Airbnb, Uber, Microsoft, 
and Google facilitate interactions, transactions, collaboration, and the 
development of innovative practices.

5.2.	Manipulative Pricing Practices

5.2.1. Definition of ﻿Price Manipulation

Price manipulation entails any intentional effort to artificially alter the 
pricing of goods, services, securities, or commodities, thereby distorting their fair 
market value. This may involve practices such as price fixing, deceptive pricing 
strategies, insider trading, or the fabrication of supply and demand conditions. 
For example, in financial markets, a firm might seek to elevate its stock value 
by disseminating false information to attract investor interest. Likewise, in the 
context of procurement, two rival suppliers may collude to set inflated prices, 
thereby undermining fair competition (Amwar, 2025).

5.2.2. Significance of Addressing ﻿Price Manipulation

Mitigating price manipulation is essential to preserve fair competition, uphold 
market integrity, and safeguard consumer interests. Artificial manipulation—
whether through inflation or suppression of prices—can detrimentally impact 
businesses, investors, and consumers by fostering inequitable market dynamics 
(Yıldırım & Mert, 2019).

To illustrate, consider a scenario in which two primary suppliers of raw 
materials secretly agree to elevate their prices, compelling purchasers to pay above-
market rates. This form of price fixing not only harms dependent businesses but 
also breaches antitrust regulations. In another case, a trader might circulate false 
rumors about a company’s financial performance to inflate its stock value, only 
to sell at a peak price, thereby leaving misinformed investors burdened with 
overvalued shares.

As demonstrated, price manipulation disrupts equitable market operations, 



70

Digital Ethics in Marketing

damages competition, and poses legal and financial risks. To counteract this, 
incorporating anti-price manipulation clauses within contractual agreements 
enables businesses to defend themselves against unethical pricing behavior, adhere 
to regulatory standards, and promote transparent trade practices.

5.3.	Ethical Issues in Digital Pricing

The concept of ethics in pricing is seriously important for customers. In this 
context, in the retail environment, consumers’ adoption of price as the most 
important factor in their decision-making makes it essential for ﻿digital pricing 
strategies to adhere to the principles of fairness and ﻿transparency, particularly for 
commercial sustainability (Yılmaz et al., 2021). Price is both an important tool 
in exchange and one of the most important elements of the marketing mix, and 
it is also a powerful weapon in competition. Price, which is also an important 
income element, is one of the main sources of problems in marketing ethics. These 
problems cause the brand to lose reputation and market share even in the short 
term (Temizkan, 2020).

Ethics in ﻿digital pricing refers to businesses acting fairly, transparently, and 
responsibly in the ﻿digital environment (e-commerce sites, mobile apps, platform 
economies, etc.) in setting prices and sharing them with consumers. Digital 
technologies have made pricing much more dynamic through methods such as 
﻿data collection, algorithmic pricing, and personalization. However, this also raises 
some ethical issues. Specifically, uncertainty in net pricing due to concealing 
product prices and misleading prices (such as unclear terms in free trials and 
recurring payments) can be deceptive. Hiding the true cost by omitting necessary 
fees (such as service fees or transaction fees) from the advertised product price is 
a significant ﻿ethical issue. Because these additional costs are only incurred at the 
final purchase stage (often when the customer has signed a contract) (Sabamehr, 
2024), they are considered unethical actions intended to deceive consumers.

Consumers are often unaware of how algorithms determine prices. Lack of 
﻿transparency in the pricing mechanism can undermine consumer trust (Chen et al., 
2016). For example, Airbnb only displays nightly prices during accommodation 
searches, while revealing additional costs such as cleaning and service fees at the 
final stage of booking. Walmart has been in the spotlight for allegations of price 
increases on products labeled as “discounted.” For example, an emergency kit was 
originally priced at $19.98, while its label showed a price of $22.94.

5.3.1. Discriminative Pricing

Digital platforms can offer different prices based on data such as user location, 
device type, search history, or ability to pay. This can lead some consumers to pay 
higher prices, undermining the principle of fairness (Acquisti & Varian, 2005). 
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Examples of ﻿price discrimination in ﻿digital pricing include:
•	 Location-based ﻿price discrimination: Online platforms for booking airline 

tickets or hotel accommodations often display varying prices depending on 
the user’s geographic location, such as their country or city. For example, 
users visiting from the US may be shown a higher price for the same hotel, 
while users visiting from Türkiye may be offered a lower price (Hannak et 
al., 2014).

•	 Device-based ﻿price discrimination: Users visiting with expensive devices 
like iPhones or MacBooks may be shown higher prices than Windows or 
Android users (Mikians et al., 2012).

5.3.2. Bait-and-Switch Pricing

Bait-and-switch is a manipulative marketing tactic that involves advertising 
an attractive product or price to attract consumers, then attempting to sell a more 
expensive or different product instead of offering the advertised one when they 
arrive at the store (Lazear, 1959). This method aims to attract consumers’ attention 
by offering a low-priced or advantageous product, followed by a “bait” to sell the 
more profitable product. It is generally considered misleading advertising and is 
regulated by law in many countries (Friedman, 2013).

Firms advertise products at unusually low prices to attract customers, only to 
pressure them into purchasing higher-priced alternatives (Yıldırım & Mert, 2020). 
In general terms, Bait-and-Switch (BnS) refers to a marketing strategy wherein an 
enticing price or offer is promoted primarily as an introductory tactic to draw in 
potential customers (Nwaorgu, 2018). However, upon inquiry—typically when 
the customer visits the store—the advertised product is often unavailable (the 
“bait”), and the seller subsequently attempts to persuade the customer to purchase 
a more expensive alternative (the “switch”) (Friedman, 2013). From a legal 
standpoint, BnS is widely recognized as a deceptive or fraudulent sales practice, in 
which consumers are lured by the promise of a low-priced item but are ultimately 
pressured into buying a costlier one. This approach is classified as a scam, as it 
contravenes fair trading standards and is generally regarded as an unethical and 
unlawful method of selling.

Bait-and-Switch is predominantly employed as a deceptive tactic intended 
to mislead consumers. This practice highlights the impact on customers and the 
circumstances under which they are often persuaded to opt for substitute products. 
For instance, a software company may advertise a basic accounting package priced at 
$500. However, when customers attempt to make the purchase, they are informed 
that the product lacks essential features. Subsequently, the sales team promotes a 
more advanced version costing $2,000, asserting that the original package would 
be insufficient for the customer’s needs (Sabamerh, 2024). In another example, 
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Buy.com was sentenced to pay $575,000 because of a Bait-and-Switch pricing 
practice. They mistakenly listed (their claim) a product online for $164.50 when, 
at the time, the product retailed for $588, which created thousands of orders, and 
ended with cancellations in turn (Fields, 2000). Therefore, businesses are strongly 
advised to refrain from engaging in unethical practices and deceptive techniques 
aimed at boosting sales. Instead, it is highly recommended that organizations adopt 
ethical advertising strategies to promote growth. Such approaches may include 
leveraging search engine optimization (SEO), banner advertising, ﻿social media 
marketing, Google AdSense, and email campaigns, all of which can effectively 
enhance visibility and drive sales in a legitimate manner (Nwaorgu, 2018).

5.3.3. ﻿Drip Pricing

Drip pricing occurs when additional charges (e.g., service fees, booking fees) 
are revealed late in the transaction, preventing consumers from making informed 
comparisons (Xia & Monroe, 2010). Drip pricing refers to the practice of 
advertising a base price for a product or service, while subsequently introducing 
additional mandatory fees during the purchasing process. These extra costs are 
incrementally revealed—or “dripped”—as the consumer progresses through 
the transaction, often leading to a final price significantly higher than initially 
advertised. Hidden charges, also called ‘drip pricing,’ refer to extra costs that are 
only revealed late in the buying process. They make a product or service seem 
cheaper upfront but inflate the final price at checkout. Common examples include 
(Wells, 2025):

•	 Market adjustment fees – Often seen at car dealerships, these fees reflect 
demand but are not always disclosed upfront.

•	 Convenience fees – Added to ticket or travel bookings, these charges do not 
always offer real value.

•	 Amenity fees – Hotels charge for access to facilities, even if guests do not 
use them. 

•	 Processing fees – Some businesses pass credit card transaction costs onto the 
customer.

•	 Service fees – Restaurants and delivery services add these fees instead of 
increasing menu prices.

According to the report by Wideman (2024), a hotel company tries to attract 
consumers via Instagram ads, illustrating a price of just $200 per night. However, 
consumers encounter additional fees such as service fee, resort fee, cleaning fee, 
and convenience fee that increase the final price to $265.78 per night when they 
proceed with the booking, as shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1
﻿Drip Pricing Example

5.3.4. Psychological Pricing

Pricing strategies like charm pricing (e.g., $9.99 instead of $10.00) and 
decoy pricing are designed to leverage cognitive biases that influence consumer 
decision-making (Schindler & Kibarian, 1996). For example, although the actual 
difference between $9.99 and $10.00 is minimal, consumers often perceive the 
former as substantially more affordable. This happens because people tend to read 
prices from left to right, so they anchor on the “9” rather than rounding up. It 
creates the impression of a better deal and encourages purchases. Some examples:

•	 Prestige pricing: Luxury brands price perfumes at $199 instead of $200 to 
signal exclusivity.

•	 Buy one, get one free (BOGO): This approach creates the impression that 
consumers are receiving greater value, even when the overall cost remains 
unchanged.

•	 Odd-even pricing: Products priced at $4.95 instead of $5.00 appear more 
affordable. 

•	 Amazon – Charm pricing: Amazon often lists items at $19.99 instead of 
$20.00. For example, headphones might be priced at $49.99. This creates 
the illusion of a cheaper deal compared to $50. Customers perceive it as 
falling into a lower price category (in the “$40s” rather than “$50s”).

•	 Nike – prestige pricing: Nike sets premium sneakers at $199 instead of 
$200. The high price signals quality and exclusivity. At the same time, 
pricing it just under $200 keeps it psychologically lower than crossing into 
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the next hundred.
•	 Starbucks – menu design pricing: Starbucks often prices the drinks like a Tall 

Latte at $3.95 instead of $4.00. This gives the sense of affordability. They 
also structure menus so that the slightly larger size seems like a “better 
deal,” nudging customers to upgrade. 

•	 In retail, companies like Walmart and Amazon often use unconventional 
price formats to guide consumer choice. Price tags ending in “7”—such 
as $9.97 or $19.97—are proven to catch the eye and boost sales (Price 
Control, 2025).

5.3.5. Reference Pricing (False Discounts)

The acceleration of digitization, increased consumer purchasing power, and 
the effects of COVID-19 lockdowns have collectively fueled rapid growth in the 
e-commerce sector, intensifying global competition among retailers. Currently, 
Amazon alone hosts over 300 million active customer accounts and more than 1.9 
million selling partners worldwide. In this highly saturated marketplace, smaller 
retailers face immense challenges in distinguishing themselves, often resorting to 
questionable pricing strategies to capture consumer attention, boost sales, and 
maximize profit margins. Among these tactics, “fake discounts” have become 
particularly prevalent—especially during major shopping events such as Black 
Friday and the Christmas season (Kirjazovas, 2024).

Although such pricing manipulations are prohibited under both U.S. and 
EU law, research indicates that some sellers continue to engage in these practices 
in subtle ways to avoid detection. In the United States, the Federal Trade 
Commission (FTC) has issued the Guides Against Deceptive Pricing, which 
function as interpretive tools for enforcing Section 5 of the FTC Act. While these 
guides do not carry the force of law, they are commonly cited by courts and 
regulatory bodies when evaluating deceptive pricing behaviors. The guidelines 
identify several forms of misleading price comparisons, including:

•	 Former price comparisons – Marketing an item as being discounted based 
on a previous price that was seldom, if ever, used in actual sales.

•	 Retail price comparisons – Comparing a product’s price to a so-called market 
value that does not accurately represent the typical selling price.

•	 Comparable value comparisons – Suggesting that a product is offered at 
a lower price than competitors’ alternatives without providing adequate 
substantiation.

•	 Bargain offers requiring additional purchases – Promotions such as “Buy 
One, Get One Free” must transparently disclose all conditions that may 
affect the consumer’s actual savings (APEC, 2025).
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5.3.6. Scarcity and Urgency Tactics

Phrases like ‘only one left’ or ‘limited-time offer’ manipulate consumers’ fear 
of missing out (Aggarwal & Vaidyanathan, 2003). The following are examples of 
scarcity- and urgency-based marketing tactics commonly employed to enhance 
conversion rates (Brebion, 2023):

Booking.com effectively employs urgency-driven design elements to influence 
consumer behavior. As illustrated in Figure 2, the platform displays real-time 
booking data—such as the number of times a particular hotel has been reserved 
within the past 12 or 24 hours—to create a heightened sense of demand and 
immediacy.

Figure 2
Booking.com Scarcity Example

As the largest e-commerce company in the world, Amazon is an obvious 
example when it comes to scarcity and urgency. On top of their nearly perfect 
product and listing pages, Amazon also has a “Today’s Deals” section where 
limited-time offers are displayed.
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Figure 3
Amazon.com Scarcity Example

Amazon strategically emphasizes price reductions by clearly displaying 
customer savings on product listings, thereby drawing attention to the perceived 
value. Additionally, certain items are offered in limited quantities, with real-time 
indicators—such as “33% already claimed”—used to convey low stock availability. 
This approach effectively fosters a sense of scarcity and urgency, while maintaining 
a balanced and non-aggressive promotional tone.

Figure 4
Amazon.com Urgency Example

5.3.7. Pricing via Data Privacy Violations

A ﻿data privacy violation is the disclosure of an individual’s ﻿personal 
information through ﻿unauthorized access, sharing, or misuse. With increasing 
digitalization, companies, financial institutions, and governments are collecting 
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large amounts of ﻿personal data. However, failure to protect this data can lead 
to serious consequences, such as identity theft, financial losses, and violations 
of individuals’ privacy rights (Solove, 2021). Tracking users’ online behavior, 
particularly in ﻿digital marketing and pricing processes and sharing this data 
with third parties have sparked discussions about ﻿data privacy. The General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR) established by the European Union serves as a 
critical legal framework aimed at preventing ﻿data privacy violations and ensuring 
the protection of ﻿personal information (Voigt & Von dem Bussche, 2017).

Data privacy breaches can lead to reputational damage, diminished customer 
trust, and high fines not only for individuals but also for companies. Therefore, it 
is critical for organizations to act within the framework of ﻿cybersecurity measures, 
transparent data policies, and ethical responsibilities. Below are some examples of 
significant data breaches in ﻿digital pricing;

•	 Amazon’s dynamic price experiments (2000s): Amazon offered the same 
product at different prices to different users, allegedly based on user search 
and purchase history data. The company was criticized for using user data 
for price discrimination without consent (Garbarino & Lee, 2003).

•	 Orbitz incident (2012): Travel site Orbitz showed higher prices to Mac users 
than to Windows users for the same flights and hotels. This was criticized 
as the unauthorized use of user device data for pricing (Valentino-DeVries 
et al., 2012).

•	 Cambridge analytica and ad pricing (2018): User information obtained 
in the Facebook data scandal was used in personalized ads and pricing 
policies. The unauthorized sharing of user data with third parties has 
been considered a major data privacy violation in digital pricing (Isaak & 
Hanna, 2018).

5.3.8. ﻿Dynamic Pricing

Dynamic pricing—also referred to as real-time pricing, time-based pricing, 
surge pricing, or demand pricing—is a strategy in which companies set flexible, 
variable prices for products and services based on a range of factors such as 
demand, supply chain fluctuations, competition, geographic location, time, and 
broader market conditions (Edwards, 2022). As the practice of adjusting prices 
in real time becomes increasingly widespread, discussions about its fairness to 
consumers are more critical than ever.

Although firms often justify dynamic pricing as a means of balancing supply 
and demand, the ethical concerns surrounding its use remain significant. For 
example, Uber, one of the most prominent adopters of this strategy, explains on 
its website that surge pricing is designed to motivate drivers to meet heightened 
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ride requests. However, a study conducted by Northeastern University revealed 
that surge pricing does not always yield this intended effect; rather, drivers were 
observed leaving surge areas to increase their chances of securing rides elsewhere. 
This suggests a gap between the business rationale for dynamic pricing and its 
practical outcomes.

Ethical implementation of dynamic pricing requires attention to consumer 
needs and perceptions. Many customers report discomfort when facing sudden 
price increases, highlighting a misalignment between willingness to pay and 
the actual prices charged. To address this, businesses may integrate consumer 
preferences into their pricing models by employing AI-driven algorithms that not 
only estimate willingness to pay—drawing from factors such as past purchasing 
behavior and online activity—but also uphold fairness in price differentiation 
(Paez, 2023).

Amazon’s ﻿Dynamic Pricing Strategy

Amazon provides a highly visible example of dynamic pricing in action. As 
the largest e-commerce company worldwide, it generated nearly $386 billion in 
U.S. sales in 2020. This growth is not attributable to chance, but to a deliberate 
pricing strategy rooted in constant repricing. Amazon’s approach focuses on 
consistently offering competitive prices, which often change multiple times a 
day. Such adjustments foster customer loyalty, strengthen retention, and enhance 
profitability for third-party sellers operating on the platform.

The variables driving Amazon’s dynamic pricing can generally be divided into 
two categories: those linked to market conditions and those reflecting consumer 
behavior. This dual consideration enables Amazon to optimize prices continuously, 
ensuring competitiveness while responding to customer preferences and market 
fluctuations.

Amazon’s dynamic pricing adjustments can be attributed to two main 
categories of variables: those associated with broader market conditions—such 
as competitor pricing, product availability, and seasonal demand—and those 
linked to consumer behavior, including browsing history, purchase frequency, and 
customer responsiveness to discounts:

•	 Demand volume – Prices fluctuate according to anticipated market demand 
for products. Seasonal patterns, predictable cycles, and underlying purchase 
motivations—such as necessity, social influence, or fashion trends—are all 
considered in these adjustments.

•	 Stock volume – When demand begins to outpace available supply, prices 
tend to rise. On Amazon, limited stock combined with sustained demand 
often results in upward price revisions.
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•	 Product visits (repetition and frequency) – By tracking user behavior through 
cookies, Amazon monitors how frequently and at what times a shopper 
views a product, as well as whether related items are browsed simultaneously. 
This information is then used to tailor prices for potential buyers while also 
suggesting complementary products to increase transaction value.

•	 Day and time of purchase – Similar to the pricing models employed by 
airlines and hotel platforms, Amazon modifies prices based on temporal 
patterns in consumer activity. For instance, shopping activity may increase 
on weekends or during specific times of the day when consumers have more 
leisure to browse and compare options. In response, Amazon implements 
strategic price changes aligned with these patterns (Edwards, 2022).

To fully grasp the ethical challenges associated with dynamic pricing, it is 
essential to examine the specific industry contexts in which the practice is applied, 
supported by clear theoretical and conceptual frameworks. Customer perceptions 
and responses to price fluctuations vary significantly across sectors (Nunan & 
Domenico, 2022). These differences are influenced by factors such as the feasibility 
of implementing revenue management techniques, the role of price in shaping 
perceptions of value, and the strategic behaviors consumers adopt in response to 
price adjustments (Chen et al., 2019).

Digitally driven service providers like Uber, for instance, have the capacity to 
deploy a wide range of dynamic pricing mechanisms (Sainato, 2021). In contrast, 
other industries are experimenting with different implementation models. A 
notable example is the integration of subscription-based and dynamic pricing 
strategies to enhance access to pharmaceuticals in developing and middle-income 
countries (Cherla et al., 2020).

Dynamic pricing practices are often preferred by businesses seeking to 
maximize revenue from depleted and obsolete inventory, sell products and services 
with specific sales periods, and operate in industries with price-sensitive demand 
(Bitran & Caltendey, 2003). They are typically implemented in various markets, 
such as transportation, e-commerce, airlines, hotels, travel, energy companies, 
and car rentals (Carroll & Grimes, 1995).

Collecting data from competitors’ shopping sites and developing pricing 
strategies based on this data is now much easier thanks to big data technologies 
and software. These technologies allow businesses to create dynamic pricing 
strategies by identifying what consumers are researching, which platforms they’re 
purchasing from, when they’re purchasing, their feedback, their engagement with 
campaigns, and much more.
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5.4.	Ethical Issues and Good Practices in Digital Pricing

5.4.1. ﻿Dynamic Pricing and Fairness

•	 Ethical Issue: Prices can vary based on users’ location or past behavior, which 
can be perceived as unfair. For example, platforms like Uber have leveraged 
demand to increase prices, creating consumer dissatisfaction during a crisis. 
Uber has faced criticism for applying surge pricing during terrorist attacks, 
while numerous other industries have been accused of price gouging in 
the aftermath of natural disasters such as hurricanes. Similarly, research 
on Booking.com revealed that consumers tend to view price variations 
across dates or room categories as less equitable than adjustments made 
later during the booking process (Paez, 2023).

	» Good Practice: Companies can make dynamic pricing transparent 
and build trust with disclosures like “Price may change during peak 
periods.”

5.4.2. Personalized Pricing

•	 Ethical Issue: Changing prices based on customer data (e.g., income level, 
device type, location) can be perceived as unfair and discriminatory. The 
FTC investigates this practice in companies like McKinsey and Mastercard 
(LaFleur, 2024). Furthermore, companies like Amazon and Delta have 
been criticized for “surveillance” pricing. For example, when you run 
into an Oasis fan wearing a T-shirt from their last tour, the question you 
ask isn’t “Did you enjoy the concert?” but “How much was your ticket?” 
The ticket prices sparked global outrage. While airlines, railways, hotels, 
energy, e-commerce, and almost every other service industry have been 
using dynamic pricing for years, adjusting prices according to demand, 
many had hoped that this practice would spare the music world. Oasis has 
shown otherwise. Ten million fans in 158 countries waited for hours on 
the Ticketmaster website to buy a ticket, only to discover that the price 
had jumped from €160 to €400 at the final checkout (Andreau & Rocher, 
2024).

	» Good Practice: Personalization can only be used for discounts (like 
“10% off for you”) and should not cause a user disadvantage.

5.4.3. Use of “Dark Pattern” in Subscriptions

•	 Ethical Issue: Designs that make it easy to initiate a subscription but 
complicated to cancel can mislead users and undermine trust.

	» Good Practice: Giving users control by providing processes that can be 
canceled in 1-2 steps and clear information about the renewal date.
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5.4.4. Discount Manipulation

•	 Ethical Issue: Creating a false perception with phrases like “50% off” and 
selling at high reference prices that are not actually being implemented is 
misleading.

	» Good Practice: Revealing discounts on previous actual prices (“This 
product was 500 TL last month, now it’s 400 TL”) builds trust.

5.4.5.  Micropayments and Hidden Costs

•	 Ethical Issue: If an app or game that appears “free” constantly demands 
small payments for progress, it risks addiction and unnecessary spending, 
especially for younger users.

	» Good Practice: Transparent information should be provided from the 
outset (for example: “The app is free, but some customization options 
are paid”), and child safety measures should be considered.

5.4.6. Transparency in Loyalty Programs

•	 Ethical Issue: User trust decreases when the value of points and the terms 
of use are unclear.

	» Good Practice: A clear and fixed value statement, such as “100 points 
= 10 TL,” should be made, and the user should be able to easily 
understand the value of the points.

5.4.7. Pricing with Emotional Manipulation

•	 Ethical Issue: Creating a false sense of urgency with messages like “Only 5 
minutes left!” or “Last 2 items” can be manipulative.

	» Good Practice: Actual stock and time information should be clearly 
stated (e.g., “Real stock only 2 items left.”)

5.4.8. Algorithmic Pricing

•	 Ethical Issue: Algorithms set prices by learning from data and behavior. 
However, these systems can increase unfairness and undermine consumer 
trust when sensitive data or social context are ignored.

	» Good Practice: Transparency, data accountability, and ethical 
boundaries should always be observed. Furthermore, algorithms 
should include safeguards such as fare caps in certain situations. For 
instance, Uber has introduced a fare cap within its pricing algorithm 
to prevent excessive charges during states of emergency (Paez, 
2023).	
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5.5.	Discussion and Implications

Pricing, the sole revenue-generating element in marketing, including ﻿digital 
marketing, is not just a process based on cost and profit calculations; it’s also 
a customer-centric and data-driven strategy. Businesses can gain a ﻿competitive 
advantage by developing transparent, ethical, and flexible pricing policies that 
take consumer behavior into account.

Using unfair pricing to exploit consumers’ ignorance or lack of awareness 
is considered unethical. Therefore, these unethical pricing methods are seen to 
create fear and suspicion in consumers about being deceived. Furthermore, while 
companies employing these methods may see short-term increases in sales, they 
risk losing customers in the medium and long term and could face a loss of market 
position due to a lack of trust from buyers.

Consumers are expected to be careful about product prices, avoid acting in 
haste, and conduct their own due diligence when in doubt. While shopping, 
prices should be monitored across multiple businesses. If consumers are concerned 
or worried about the prices of their purchases, they should immediately report 
their complaints, if possible, with supporting evidence, to the relevant authorities 
(for example, the Ministry of Trade’s ALO 175 consumer ﻿complaint hotline). 
Consumers are now expected to be more vigilant about hidden price reductions, 
particularly for packaged staples, cleaning products, and personal care products.

With the pandemic, increased online shopping, driven by weather conditions, 
requires greater caution, as it’s possible to find products at lower or higher prices 
when delivered to your door. Given the suspicion of “deceptive campaigns” where 
prices are first inflated and then lowered, consumers should avoid shopping, 
whether in person or online, without conducting market research and ensuring 
that websites and campaigns are accurate, reliable, and reflect the truth. If 
discounts are offered early in the season and there are doubts about the quality of 
the product, consumers may feel deceived. Therefore, the realistic nature of the 
discount messages in advertisements displayed on mobile devices and in outdoor 
advertisements should be questioned.

Contemporary ﻿artificial intelligence provides marketers with the capability 
to make highly precise, data-driven decisions. Nevertheless, as the adoption of 
this technology expands, it also raises significant ethical concerns. One major 
issue relates to consumer privacy, as individuals may feel uneasy about the extent 
of ﻿data collection and monitoring involved. Consequently, it is essential to 
ensure ﻿transparency by clearly informing consumers about how their ﻿personal 
data is being utilized. Using AI responsibly to predict pricing trends or consumer 
behavior, while providing ﻿transparency about how these decisions are made, is 
believed to address consumers’ ethical concerns.
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While ﻿digital pricing practices may appear advantageous from an economic 
perspective, they also pose serious ethical risks. Companies must act not only in 
accordance with legal regulations but also with a sense of ﻿ethical responsibility. 
This approach is a strategic imperative for long-term consumer trust, brand 
reputation, and social sustainability. Consequently, as digitalization continues, 
it is crucial to continuously review ethical standards, implement privacy policies, 
and protect consumers through legal regulations by establishing sustainable and 
responsible ethical principles for ﻿digital marketing and its applications.
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