CHAPTER 4

DIGITAL ADVERTISING AND ETHICS

Kazim Mert', Merve Tiirkmen Barutgu?

4.1.The Impact of the Advertising Industry on Digital Applications and
the Economy

Advertising is a series of actions to convey a message about a product or service
to specific target audiences using oral, written, or visual media (Kotler & Keller,
2016). With digitalization, these messages reach the target audience through a
variety of formats, such as pop-up ads, mobile ads, or pre-roll ads on videos via
social media platforms, making continuous innovation in advertising practices a
necessity (Yilmaz, 2020). Today, advancements in technology, population growth,
and the increasing diversity of consumer desires have significantly heightened
the demand for advertising. The expansion of industries, rapid technological
changes, and the constant introduction of newer and better products have further
intensified this need, leading to greater investments in advertising. Additionally,
fierce competition drives this demand and rising consumer awareness has
expanded the responsibilities associated with advertising. This makes it essential
for advertising practices to prioritize transparent, accurate, and ethically compliant
communication (Merter, 2019).

4.1.1. The Economic Impact of Advertising

The “Advertising Contribution to the Turkish Economy” report, published in
2023 by the Advertising and Marketing Communications Association (REPID,
2023), lists the “Effects of Advertising on Economic Growth” as follows:

* Creates employment within the extended ecosystem: The economic impact
of the advertising sector cannot be limited to companies that run ads.
It extends from advertising agencies to production companies and
equipment suppliers. Beyond its economic effects, it also imposes ethical
responsibilities on the entire system involved in the process.
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* Plays a role in determining the position in international markets: Advertising
helps products and services achieve a more substantial presence in foreign
markets and influences export performance.

Innovation impact and contribution to market dynamics: Advertising,
combined with innovative business strategies and new products, plays
a crucial role in shaping consumer preferences and changing market
demands. During economic decline, many companies tend to cut their
advertising budgets. However, investing in advertising can provide
significant advantages for those who continue to launch new products,
particularly during economic recessions.

Supporting competition and enhancing consumer awareness: Advertising
investments boost the economy by fostering competition and improving
consumer knowledge. Informing consumers enables more informed
choices and, in turn, produces more reliable outcomes for brands.

Data-driven, trustworthy advertising investments: Preventing the spread of
misleading, false, or incomplete information is essential for maintaining
and strengthening economic stability. The accurate flow of information
boosts consumer confidence and facilitates informed market decisions.
Consequently, trustworthy businesses cultivate loyal customers.

Figure 1

The Role of Advertising in the Marketing Ecosystem
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Regardless of what companies produce, they cannot sustain their operations
without making sales. Therefore, advertising is essential for informing, reminding,
and attracting consumers’ attention (Kotler & Keller, 2016). The marketing
ecosystem, which extends from production to the point of sale, must also include
a step that ensures continued post-purchase satisfaction. This requirement applies
to both digital sales and investments in digital advertising. In the marketing
ecosystem, various components interact, and the results are not limited to short-
term business outcomes. The two most important effects that should not be
ignored in the ecosystem are the impact of digital investments on each component,
and the other effect is that ethical practices play an important role in business
reputation, competitive advantage, and consumer trust (Bag et al., 2024).

4.1.2. Digital Impact on Advertising Investments

According to the report titled “Estimated Media and Advertising Investments
in Turkey 2024” published on the official website of the Advertisers Association
in April 2025, media investments in Tiirkiye reached 213 billion TL, advertising
investments amounted to 40.6 billion TL, and total media and advertising
investments stood at 253.6 billion TL. The change in media investments in
Tiirkiye between 2023 and 2024 was 78.9% (Reklamcilar Dernegi, 2025).

Although technological advances have made many aspects of life more
convenient, they have reduced physical contact between producers/sellers and
consumers. This growing distance weakens consumers’ ties to firms and brands.
While this trend may seem negative, it actually highlights the importance of
advertising. The distribution of media and advertising investments can be found
in the 2024 Report, illustrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2
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As shown in Figure 2, digital advertising commands the most significant
share—74.2%—of total media and advertising investments in Tiirkiye (including
both organized and direct channels). This composition aligns with the rapid
growth of internet use and the expanding base of firms conducting commerce
online. Companies that underinvest in digital risk forfeit competitive advantage.

4.1.3. Digital Media Investments in Tiirkiye

Digitalization is not limited to the increase in internet usage; it also
distinctly affects the components of media investments. Like all elements in the
advertising ecosystem, advertising plays a role in influencing direct purchasing
and stakeholders’ digital assets. Figure 3 shows the distribution of digital media
investments in Tirkiye by platform type.

Figure 3
Digital Media Investments in Tiirkiye (Billion TRY)
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According to data from the official website of the Ministry of Transport and
Infrastructure for 2025, 79.4% of digital media advertisements are published
on mobile devices. “80.7 million people use mobile phones in Tiirkiye.” “96.9
percent of internet users aged 16 and over use a mobile phone to access the internet.”
Furthermore, “Ihese users spend an average of 4 hours and 4 minutes daily online
using their mobile phones.” This data explains why digital platforms dominate
advertising investments compared to other media. The increase in advertising on
digital media is attributed not only to rising investment but also to consumers’
intensive use of these platforms.
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Figure 4
Distribution of Digital Media Investments in Tiirkiye by Platform (Billion TRY)
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The online environment is constantly visible and measurable, making the
consistency and accuracy of shared information critical. This requirement extends
not only to firms’ operational processes but also to their advertising practices.
The failure to establish a climate of trust leads to serious legal and ethical
problems. Therefore, increasing advertising investments in digital channels entails
responsibilities, including transparency, accuracy, respect for data privacy, and
avoiding misleading content.

4.2.Ethics and Regulations in Digital Advertising

While technological advances have generally benefited human life, they have
also introduced several challenges. During the pandemic, the distance between
sellers and consumers widened markedly. Coupled with rapid technological
progress, this development accelerated the diffusion of applications that facilitate
digital commerce. Online shopping and remote work practices have provided
substantial convenience to individuals; consequently, marketing strategies have
shifted from traditional media to digital channels (Lamberton & Stephen, 2016).

The increase in time spent online has given rise to a consumer profile that loses
track of time, while exposing consumers to many visual and auditory stimuli. In
this environment of information abundance, the need to produce memorable and
persuasive content has intensified, and concerns regarding trust in advertisements
on digital platforms have become more pronounced (Arnold et al., 2023).

In traditional settings, once informed by advertising, consumers interact face-
to-face with the seller to purchase the desired product; in digital contexts, the
process is fundamentally different. Accordingly, advertisements encountered in
digital media bear a heightened responsibility to be accurate, reliable, and consistent
with their claims. Regardless of how appealing a digital ad’s content, presentation,
or visuals may be, consumers expect the product/service they purchase to match
what is depicted in the advertisement (Negm & Tantawi, 2015).
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In conclusion, failure to ensure compliance with legal obligations and ethical
principles in digital advertising gives rise to serious problems in both legal and
moral domains. An examination of the consumer complaints submitted to the
Ministry of Trade’s General Directorate of Consumer Protection and Market
Surveillance (GDCPMS) between January 1 and December 31, 2024 (as illustrated
in Table 1), reveals that digital advertising practices directly or indirectly impact
consumers negatively.

Table 1
Consumer Complaints Submitted to GDCPMS

Number of Consumer

Subject of Complaint Complaints
Defective Goods and Services 40.147
Distance Contracts 31.648
Other Units (Returned-Closed-Out of Scope- 25523
Transferred to Another Institution or Unit)
Commercial Advertising and Announcements and Unfair Commercial 21.345
Practices
Warranty Certificate 5.163
Subscription / Periodical Publication Agreements 4.060
Consumer Arbitration Boards/Tiibis 3.257
Price Tag 944
Financial Goods and Services 849
Vacation 840
Package Tour Contracts 818
Outside the Workplace / Pyramid / Installment Sales 799
Legislation - Unfair Contract Terms 349
Market Surveillance and Control 121
Prepaid Housing Sales Contracts 103
Other 4
Grand Total 135.970

Note. (Turkish Ministry of Trade, 2025).

In 2024, a substantial share of the 135,970 complaint submissions to the
Directorate General for Consumer Protection and Market Surveillance under
the Turkish Ministry of Trade stemmed from discrepancies between the promises
made in digital advertisements and consumers’ expectations. The main areas of
complaint—defective goods and services, distance contracts, and misleading
commercial practices—show that dissatisfaction is primarily linked to product
quality, challenges encountered during online transactions, and ethical issues
in advertising. This trend highlights the need for stricter supervisory oversight,
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clearer standards for disclosures and returns in e-commerce, and more effective
enforcement measures.

On its official website, the Advertising Self-Regulatory Board presents the
‘Advertising Board Guide,” which is organized into three sections for informational
purposes and contains the following explanations.

 Fundamental Principles: Art. 5 (1) Advertisements made through social
media influencers must be expressed clearly, intelligibly, and distinguishably
as advertising. As with all means of communication, “covert advertising,”
whether audio, written, or visual, is prohibited on social media.

* Discounted Sales Advertisements: Art. 7 (3) “In determining the pre-discount

sales price of a good or service, the lowest price applied within the 30 days
preceding the date the discount is made shall be taken as the basis.

»  Asshown in Figure 5, “Under a discounted sales campaign covering 5-8
of the month, the products price on the Ist day of the month is TRY
100.” “On the 5th, the product was offered at TRY 50, reflecting a 50%
discount. “The discount terminated on the 8th. Thereafter, pursuant to
a separate promotional announcement, on the 15th, the product was
advertised with the original sales price of TRY 100 crossed out and offered
at TRY 40, indicating a 60% discount.” In such a case, the practice
would breach the Regulation. Pursuant to the applicable legislation, the
crossed-out reference price on the 15th must be the lowest price applied

within the preceding 30 days—i.e., TRY 50—and the discount rate must
be indicated as 20%.”

Figure 5

Discounted Sales Advertisements
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* Responsibility: Art. 8(1) “Advertisers are responsible for price displays,
discounted-sale announcements, stock notices, and commercial practices
published in any medium.”

»  “Seller A, who announces a discounted price for product X on its
e-commerce website, is liable as the advertiser. Seller A, who advertises
a discounted price for product X on its own e-commerce website, is
responsible as the advertiser. On the other hand, for product X available
on the e-commerce platform, either sold by B directly or by another seller,
B, as the intermediary service provider, will be held liable as the advertiser
for any promotions carried out by B in any medium, including but not
limited to television and the internet’.

Natural resources have been consumed at an unprecedented rate over the
past century. Increasing awareness of this issue is evident among both companies
and individuals. Many businesses are adopting sustainable marketing practices,
while more individuals are embracing sustainable lifestyles, reflecting this trend
(Ergen, 2016). Today, many people consider an organization’s stance on social
and environmental responsibility when choosing products and brands, making
investment decisions, and even selecting an employer. This shift in preferences
has, in turn, spurred a notable increase in research on sustainable consumption
and its determinants.

The responsibilities of businesses are not limited to “environment” alone;
they need to develop an awareness of responsibility that includes all stakeholders
with whom they cooperate (Aktan & Borii, 2007). Accordingly, they cannot limit
themselves to internal practices alone but must acknowledge responsibility toward
every stakeholder in their ecosystem. Sustainability has also created a global,
cross-border responsibility for firms. Companies are increasingly aware that their
duties reach beyond their local regions and the broader world. Participation in
international markets compels companies to adapt their production processes and
business strategies to relevant legal and ethical standards (Montiel et al., 2021).

For example, firms should not confine their responsibilities to the product
alone. To manage potential sustainability-related crises effectively, they should
act—within the scope of sustainable advertising strategies—in compliance with the
obligations set out in the regulations on Advertisements Containing Environmental
Claims (Turkish Ministry of Trade, 2023). Accordingly, general terms such as
“green,” “sustainable,” “eco,” “environmentally friendly,” “environmental slogans,”
<« » o« » o« . » o« . » o«
zero waste,” “recyclable,” “environmentally safe,” “energy-efficient,” “carbon-
neutral,” “renewable,” and “green energy” shall not be used without adequate
qualification or in a manner that creates ambiguity for consumers regarding the
environmental impacts of the good or service and its production processes.
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* Declarations regarding renewable energy: ART.10 (1) “Consumers shall not
be misled, directly or indirectly, by statements or visuals in advertisements
into believing that renewable energy was used in the manufacture of a
good, its packaging, or in the provision of a service. Advertisers shall
ensure that consumers are informed by specifying in the advertisement the
source of the renewable energy (e.g., wind or solar).” This article imposes
serious responsibilities on companies. The second part of this article
states: “Advertisers must clearly and conspicuously indicate the proportion
of renewable energy used in the production processes of the good or its
packaging.”

»  For example, in an advertisement for the brand’s textile products, an
advertiser includes the statement ‘produced with wind energy.” For
instance, if a textile brand advertises itself as “produced with wind energy,”
but only 50% of the energy used in its production comes from wind
power, the advertisement would be providing incomplete information and
could mislead consumers. The Regulation on Advertisements Containing
Environmental Claims places significant responsibilities on businesses,
even during the execution stage of their advertising strategies. Although
digital advertising is attractive for its ability to reach large audiences
quickly and to update content easily, strict adherence to legal and ethical
obligations is imperative in these channels.

On the other hand, the rising energy costs and the digital ecosystem’s energy-
intensive nature increase the environmental impact of advertising activities.
Therefore, in addition to the legal responsibilities and obligations related to digital
advertising, businesses face a significant challenge: addressing the carbon costs
associated with digital advertising. They need to rethink and adjust their strategies
to mitigate these costs.

4.2.1. The Role of the Advertising Board

Today, information and sales processes concerning products and services are
mainly conducted via digital platforms. Potential issues tend to materialize within
digital environments because consumers and sellers do not interact face-to-face.
One primary cause is the failure to provide accurate and complete disclosures about
the product/service and consumer rights. Consequently, complaints regarding
advertisements delivered through digital applications have increased. The data on
these complaints is shown in Table 2. One of the main reasons for these issues is
the absence of accurate and comprehensive information about products, services,
and consumer rights. As a result, there has been a rise in complaints, especially
concerning advertising on digital apps. “The data in the table comprises decisions

of the Advertising Board published on the Ministry of Trade’s official website—
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specifically those from the first meeting of 2025 (File No. 353, 16 January 2025)
and from the most recent meeting, held on 10 July 2025 (File No. 356, 17 April
2025).”

Table 2

Advertising Board Decisions

FILE No. 353 FILE No. 359
JANUARY 16, 2025 APRIL 17, 2025
PUBLISHED MEDIA
INTERNET OTHER INTERNET OTHER

Communication Services 8 1 3 4
Durable Consumer Goods and Technology 7 - 7 -
Other Goods and Services 65 8 19 9
Cosmetics and Cleaning Products 9 5 1 7
Unfair Commercial Practices 3 - -
Financial Services 2 - - -
Health 42 3 48 8
Food 19 8 10 -
Tourism 5 - 3 -
Education - 1 - -
Surreptitious Advertising 21 - 4 -
Total 179 29 95 28

Note. (Turkish Ministry of Trade, 2025).

During its January and April 2025 meetings, the Advertising Board reviewed
331 complaint files. Of these, 274 were related to online advertisements, meaning
that approximately 82.8% of all cases involved online media. The most prominent
complaint categories were “other goods and services” and “health.”

The fact that most complaints concern advertisements published online makes
it imperative that online campaigns rigorously ensure accuracy, clear disclosure,
and consistency between claims and the product/service delivered. Otherwise,
the process results not only in legal disputes but also in reputational damage. To
prevent potential complaints, it is crucial to conduct legal and ethical compliance
reviews before launching campaigns, as well as to prepare clear contracts and
disclosure statements and implement effective complaint and redress mechanisms.

For example, atits 10 July 2025 (Meeting No. 359) session, under the category
“Durable Consumer Goods and Technology,” the Advertising Board found that
an online product advertisement included the following claims:

» “Chemical-free cleaning; the ... brand removes 99.9% of household germs and
bacteria™ using only steam.” “Others just move it around.” “Sterilization tests
were conducted under controlled conditions.” “Home conditions and results
may vary.” As a result of these statements, it was determined that there was no
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indication of which test standards had been applied or which statistical data
had been relied upon, and that the asterisked disclaimer stated, Sterilization
tests were conducted under controlled conditions.”” “In addition, although
the asterisked disclaimer stated, ‘Sterilization tests were conducted under
controlled conditions. Home conditions and results may vary; no test results
were disclosed. It was therefore assessed that these statements—used without
current and valid justification or substantiation—uwere likely to influence the
average consumer and distort fair competition, thereby clearly breaching the
legislation and misleading consumers.

Consequently, it was decided to impose the sanction of ‘suspension of the
advertisements. In such advertising, promotion, and information practices,
unprovable and misleading information errors are frequently made. A complaint
that appears routine at first glance may, in fact, carry significant implications: it
raises ethical concerns and, through the substantial energy consumed from ad-
serving to complaint handling, entails a hidden carbon cost. These effects can
distort fair competition and prompt companies to act unethically by neglecting
their environmental responsibilities.

4.3.The Hidden Carbon Cost of Digital Advertising

Advertising budgets and delivery processes have rapidly shifted from
traditional to digital channels in recent years. The pace of this transition has created
significant budgetary pressures for firms. Yet the issue extends beyond budgets:
the technological infrastructure required to keep pace with digital development
demands substantial energy. Moreover, the appeal of the digital advertising sector
brings to the fore an often overlooked reality—the environmental cost of media
investments.

According to the literature, digital advertising accounts for approximately
2-4% of global emissions (Boivin & Sotes, 2025). The majority of these
emissions stem from the energy and materials required to manufacture data
centers, communications and distribution networks, and devices (e.g., laptops,
smartphones), while a further notable share results from the energy consumed
in operating this infrastructure (Istrate et al., 2024). In other words, the carbon
impact of digital advertising occurs at every stage of the digital ecosystem,
including storage, transmission, and display. For this reason, applications where
digital advertising campaigns are shared create a serious cost that could cause
a climate crisis. For instance, the time consumers spend on advertisements and
digital content on their mobile devices to learn about a product can, often without
their realization, increase their personal carbon footprints. This situation highlights
that managing advertising processes solely through regulatory compliance is
insufficient. Advertising communication must be transparent, honest, and
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accurate about its implications for individuals, businesses, and the environment.
It should also clearly show an alignment between the promises made and the
actual product or service delivered (Verleye et al., 2023). Thus, responsibility in
digital advertising involves not just compliance with legal and ethical standards
but also the measurement, reporting, and management of the environmental
impacts resulting from the energy needed to produce, deliver, store, and display
advertisements.

4.4. Discussion and Implications

Technological applications have become essential for work, communication,
and business practices, bringing significant conveniences to daily life. However,
these conveniences come with serious challenges. Tools initially designed to place
humans in control of technology have, over time, transformed into systems that
can exert control over people. Consequently, the risk of technology addiction has
become apparent for anyone with access to such applications worldwide.

Energy is the most critical input for capturing technology’s benefits and
opportunities. Although access to digital services is widely regarded today as a
fundamental right, the “unseen side of the iceberg” entails a substantial energy
demand. How this energy is produced is a shared responsibility not only of
producers but of humanity. Accordingly, individuals and organizations should
draw on the speed and convenience provided by technology in an informed and
measured manner. It is therefore essential to communicate a sense of responsibility
in using digital applications, raise public awareness, and encourage conscientious
practices.

When leveraging the opportunities afforded by technology, responsibilities
extend beyond environmental considerations to encompass economic and legal
dimensions. When using promotional tools to sell a product, a company must
create its advertising content within legal rules and adopt ethical practices that
respect values, not just for show.

Advertising messages should be prepared per established rules and not contain
derogatory or insulting content toward individuals or institutions. Regulations
governing advertising practices are designed to protect consumers and the
competitive environment. These rules are essential for upholding the rule of law
and sustaining an ethical social order (Fijital Isler, 2025). Ethical principles operate
in social relations and commercial life, which is clearly reflected in advertising.
Accurate and truthful disclosure is indispensable across all media—from traditional
to digital. As competition extends beyond national markets into international
arenas, cultural differences in ethics may persist; yet the common denominator
remains the human being. Accordingly, ethical violations in advertising must be
avoided.
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