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Abstract 

This paper focuses on the connection between vulnerable consumers and autonomy. First, I 

discuss an ethical background for marketing. Then I will provide guidelines for identifying what 

a vulnerable consumer is. This will include an examination of factors that affect vulnerability 

and how they do/don’t affect autonomy. This will be done using Baker, Gentry, and Rittenberg’s 

model for identifying vulnerable consumers. I will then use these findings to add an additional 

component to Holbrook and Schultz’ typology of consumer vulnerability. Lastly, I will examine 

how this new typology leads to more clarity in ethical decision-making. Viewing it in Hunt-

VitelI’s general theory of marketing ethics model will do this. I hope to provide a more complete 

understanding of what a vulnerable consumer is and why it is necessary for marketers to protect 

their interests.  

 

I. Introduction 

 

Research on ethical business practices has greatly increased since the 1960’s (Schlegelmilch & 

Öberseder. 2010). Schlegelmilch and Öberseder conducted an examination of Marketing Ethics 

Literature and found it to focus on 18 issues, one of those issues being marketing to vulnerable 

consumers. At the conclusion of their study they found that marketing to vulnerable consumers is 

an area in which new research should be conducted. They point to the discovery of new ethical 

issues in this area, but also make note of avenues that still need more research. Some of these are 

more specific areas are marketing to children, marketing to the elderly, marketing to the poor, 

and the extent to which marketers should protect consumers (Schlegelmilch & Öberseder, 2010). 

This then raises the question of what constitutes a consumer as being “vulnerable”. In a research 

of literature on this subject, the following definition is put forth: 

Consumer vulnerability is a state of powerlessness that arises from an imbalance in marketplace interactions or 

from the consumption of marketing messages and products (Baker, Gentry, & Rittenburg, 2005). 

Though this helps define what a vulnerable consumer is, the question is still raised of why it is 

considered unethical for marketers to ignore these vulnerabilities. Furthermore, it does not 

address a guideline for ethical marketing to these consumers. The purpose of this research is to 

address these concerns. 



First, I will examine a summarization of ethics in marketing. This will provide a framework 

against which the ethical treatment of vulnerable consumers can be examined. The ethics portion 

will examine paternalism and autonomy as they relate to ethical treatment of consumers, 

vulnerable consumers in particular. Though paternalism is typically associated with medical 

issues, it has relevance to the actions of protecting vulnerable consumers. Paternalism and 

respect for autonomy essentially represent two opposing sides, the first urging marketers to step 

in and protect consumers and the latter arguing to respect consumers’ ability to choose (O’Neill, 

1984; Scoccia, 1990; Hanna, 2012). By examining these, I will begin to formulate a theory for 

ethical marketing to vulnerable consumers. Second, I will provide an in-depth discussion of what 

we currently understand to be vulnerable consumers. To do this I will focus on factors that have 

been identified to likely cause vulnerability. I will investigate these factors and how they relate to 

a consumer’s autonomy. Lastly, I will expand upon an existing framework defining vulnerable 

consumers. This serves to help marketers better identify vulnerable consumers. This new 

typology will be examined by seeing how it interacts in Hunt-Vitell’s marketing ethics model. 

This will provide a normative guideline of ethical marketing for vulnerable consumers. These 

findings and their implications will be discussed in detail. They will also be put in context of 

future research. 

II. Marketing Ethics 

Marketing ethics is a subset of business ethics; business ethics is a subset of ethics (Smith & 

Cooper-Martin, 1997). Therefore, we can assume that most models for marketing ethics are 

based upon broad ethic theories, which seems to be true, at least in regards to the model we will 

be using. The model being used was developed by Hunt and Vitell (1986), and then revised 



(1993) (Hunt and Vitell, 2006). It has been tested and shown to be a valid model for marketing 

ethics (Mayo and Marks, 1990; Hunt and Vasquez-Parraga, 1993). The reason for using this 

model is because it can be applied to individual consumer behavior (Vitell, 2003). This is 

necessary for this study because the level of autonomy is specific to each individual. In order for 

vulnerable consumers to be added successfully to a model for ethics in marketing, it must have 

an individual perspective. Furthermore, the Hunt-Vitell model appeals to two different ethical 

theories, deontology and teleology, as described in their research. They did this because they 

state that most people do not adhere strictly to one philosophical thinking, but more often a 

combination of two (Hunt & Vitell, 1986). To represent this they use two popular ethic theories.   

Deontology is focused on the inherent “rightness” of a behavior. The hardest part about 

deontology is determining what is the best set of rules to live by. Some examples of attempts at 

this are “the golden rule” and Kant’s Categorical Imperative (Robin & Reidenbach, 1986; Hunt 

& Vitell, 1986).  

Teleology focuses on the amount of good or bad caused by the consequences of the action 

undertaken (MacDonald and Beck-Dudley, 1994). This would be carried out by one coming up 

with likely consequences for possible courses of action. They then determine which course of 

action would produce the greater balance of good over evil. The course of action with the greater 

good is considered to be ethical (MacDonald and Beck-Dudley, 1994).                                 

Based on these two ethical theories, Hunt and Vitell created a general theory of marketing ethics 

(Hunt and Vitell, 1986). After undergoing empirical testing they then revised the theory to 

include more ethical components (Hunt and Vitell, 2006). The model is a representation of the 

thought process that is triggered when one is faced with an ethical problem. If they do not 



perceive the problem to be ethical then the model is not applicable (Hunt & Vitell, 2006). In 

order to implement this model in terms of vulnerable consumers, we must first prove that an 

ethical dilemma is present when dealing with vulnerable consumers. To do this, it is necessary to 

examine two ethical concepts: paternalism and autonomy. 

III. Paternalism and Autonomy  

Sankowski explains many definitions of paternalism, but narrows it down to two essential 

definitions.                                    

1. In one frequently discussed narrower sense, only coercive interference with liberty or freedom 

for a person's own good would be paternalistic. By coercion, in this context, is intended bodily 

force or threats of penalties of bodily or non-bodily harm.        

2. In another sense, paternalism is, roughly, any sort of interference with a person’s liberty or 

freedom for that person’s own good (Sankowski, 1985).                                                              

It appears that the second definition is more applicable to business ethics. Ebejer and Morden 

employ a version of the second definition in their research on the role of paternalism in sales. 

This definition also addresses the common belief that a person acting paternalistically is 

depriving the person upon which they are acting of their liberty and autonomy (Ebejer & 

Morden, 1988). This idea that paternalism violates autonomy or respect for autonomy makes 

paternalism unethical is hard to answer (Scoccia, 1990; Hanna, 2012). Autonomy is regarded as 

self-legislated action. In other words, the person is capable of understanding and choosing their 

actions, which typically align or are attempting to align with their present values (O’Neill, 1984). 

It is regarded as a fundamental right, which should not be infringed unless necessary 



(infringement would be paternalism) (Steinbeck 68). There are factors, which can tamper an 

agent’s ability to make an autonomous decision. If these factors are present, it might mean 

paternalism is acceptable and would not violate the agent’s autonomy. Joel Feinberg lists several 

factors which can influence one’ ability to make an autonomous decision, among which are (1) 

coercion by other persons (2) influence of drugs or other “outside” agents (3) depression, strong 

cravings, or “inside” agents (4a) ignorance of or misleading information for which the agent is 

not responsible, and (4b) ignorance of or misleading information due to a defect in the agent’s 

reasoning (Scoccia, 1990). Scoccia examines Feinberg’s factors and finds that (4b), which 

implies that the choice is not entirely autonomous, still does not entitle one to act 

paternalistically. On the other hand, Hanna thinks that agents are not responsible for 

consequences of involuntary actions. Therefore acting paternalistically to delay an involuntary 

action does not violate the agent’s autonomy (Hanna, 2012). This is an important distinction, 

because consumers are often vulnerable due to characteristics beyond their control, which 

disrupts their ability to reason (Schultz & Holbrook, 2009). Therefore, it is tricky to determine 

when marketers should exercise paternalism over vulnerable consumers. This is to be determined 

by a better examination of what constitutes a consumer as being “vulnerable” and how much this 

vulnerability affects their ability to make an autonomous decision. 

To summarize, paternalism and autonomy constitute two theories of how to treat others.                                            

Paternalism supports the idea that encroaching on one’s liberty or freedom can be acceptable in 

cases. These cases include those where the choice is not rationally reasoned and it can be thought 

that the agent would be grateful for the intervention (Steinberg 61).                                       

Autonomy describes an agent’s ability to rationally make a choice. It can be hindered by factors 

and this is normally when paternalism becomes “ethical” (Steinberg 68). Drawing a line of when 



this intervention becomes appropriate is highly situational and individually based. However, this 

discussion of paternalism and autonomy raises the idea that a consumer’s vulnerability can be 

linked to their ability to make an autonomous decision. In order to determine this, it is necessary 

that the consumer’s rationality be examined. Then it can be determined if it is ethical for the 

marketer to act paternalistically, or if they should refrain from acting and respect the consumer’s 

autonomy. By making the connection, it will lead to a better understanding of marketers’ ethical 

responsibility to vulnerable consumers, based on their autonomy or lack thereof.  

IV. Vulnerable Consumers 

It is commonly assumed that consumers are the best judges of their values and their choices will 

work towards these values (Redmond, 2000; McFadden, 2006). In other words, they are capable 

of making rational, autonomous choices. However, this same idea may not be applicable to 

vulnerable consumers. When examining vulnerable consumers it is important to have a clear 

definition of what constitutes a consumer as being vulnerable.  

Consumer vulnerability is a state of powerlessness that arises from an imbalance in marketplace interactions or 

from the consumption of marketing messages and products. It occurs when control is not in an individual’s hands, 

creating a dependence on external factors (e.g., marketers) to create fair- ness in the marketplace. The actual 

vulnerability arises from the interaction of personal states, personal characteristics, and external conditions within 

a context where consumption goals may be hindered and the experience affects personal and social perceptions of 

self. (Baker, Gentry, Rittenburg, 2005). 

This definition points to personal states, personal characteristics, and external conditions as the 

cause of vulnerability. This is important to note because it is likely that these characteristic 

coincide with Feinberg’s factors. In other words, it is likely that the same factors, which 

contribute to vulnerability, can also cause consumers to have lower autonomy.  Before making 

this assumption, we can examine these factors in detail. Baker, Gentry, and Rittenburg first point 

to factors identified as individual characteristics. These are divided into biophysical and 



psychosocial. Biophysical factors are comprised of biological and physiological aspects. 

Biophysical factors are those that involve an agent’s ability to recognize and protect themselves 

from persuasive messages and also understand the implications of marketing messages (Baker, 

Gentry, Rittenberg, 2005). These can include addiction, chronological age, disability, gender, 

health, race/ethnicity, and cognitive deficiencies (Baker, Gentry, Rittenburg, 2005). Through a 

one-on-one comparison, it can be determined if these factors affect autonomy.  

In Feinberg’s paper he specifically states addiction as being a factor that affects an agent’s ability 

to make an autonomous decision (Scoccia, 1990). 

Chronological age is another individual characteristic that is out of the agent’s control. However, 

it would not affect the agent’s autonomy unless it interfered with their ability to rationally reach 

a decision (i.e. impaired cognition, mental instability, etc.). It has been shown by studies that 

children (younger than 8) lack the proper knowledge necessary for making an autonomous 

decision. They are too trusting of advertisements and can easily be manipulated (Calvert, 2008). 

If a young mind can impede autonomy, then the same is assumed of an old mind. However, 

studies have actually shown that the elderly do not seem to have an inherent disposition that 

restricts their autonomy. In fact, they do not seem to have any age-specific characteristic that 

makes them susceptible to vulnerability (Benet, Pitts, & LaTour 1993; Yoon, Laurent, Fung, 

Gonzalez, Gutchess, Hedden, Lambert-Pandraud, Mather, Park, Peters,  & Skurnick, 2005).                           

Another biophysical characteristic to consider is disability.  The effect of a disability on a 

consumer’s level of autonomy is highly individualistic and situational. If it is a mental disability 

then it is likely to affect their autonomy. On the other hand, a physical disability might slightly 

affect the agent’s autonomy, but not enough to be notable.                             



Gender is also identified as a factor with potential to cause vulnerability. In a study, they found 

that men and women respond differently to stress. This causes women to be more susceptible to 

depression (Gundy, 2002). However, the study also makes the point that it has been shown the 

assertion of autonomy can decrease depression. Unfortunately there is not much research as to 

whether women naturally have lower autonomy. However, this link does show that autonomy 

can help combat at least one of the factors, which can lead to vulnerability.  

Health is another characteristic put forth as a biophysical characteristic, which could lead to 

vulnerability (Baker, Gentry, Rittenberg 2005). This characteristic is similar to disability, in that 

it is highly situational and individual to each consumer. Depending on the level of consumer’s 

health it will have to be examined as to whether it affects their ability to make an autonomous 

decision.  

Race and ethnicity are discussed as factors that can possibly lead to vulnerability. It is not clear 

whether these factors have a link to autonomy. 

Cognitive deficiencies are clearly a factor, which affects autonomous thinking because 

autonomous thinking depends on rationality (Steinberg 68).  

This is not an exhaustive list by any means. However, it does cover many of the major themes 

present in biophysical characteristics. However, these traits are not enough to make a consumer 

vulnerable. Baker, Gentry, and Rittenberg seek to pair these biophysical characteristics with 

psychosocial characteristics. Together these create the most complete picture of individual 

characteristics, which can make a consumer vulnerable.   



Psychosocial characteristics affect how consumers experience, respond to, and interpret 

marketing messages and concepts (Baker, Gentry, Rittenberg 2005). Some prevalent 

psychosocial factors include social perceptions of appearance, socioeconomic status, perceived 

skills, resource assets, acculturation, fear of being victimized, perceived health, and social 

isolation (Baker, Gentry, Rittenberg 2005). Once again, these characteristics need to be 

examined in relation to their effects on autonomy. However many of these factors overlap. Social 

perceptions of appearance, perceived skills, acculturation, fear of being victimized, and 

perceived health could fit into Feinberg’s description of “inside” agents. They are mental factors, 

which are likely to keep a consumer from acting autonomously and in this case are also likely to 

make them more vulnerable (Feinberg, Baker, Gentry, Rittenberg 2005). The remaining factors 

of socioeconomic status, resource assets, and social isolation could be described as “outside” 

agents that are influencing a consumer’s autonomous decision (Scoccia, 1990; Baker, Gentry, 

Rittenberg, 2005). These are a little more ambiguous and would need to be examined in the 

context of every situation.  

In addition to individual characteristics, Baker, Gentry, and Rittenberg also designate another 

category of individual states. These collectively are factors that can lead to vulnerability by 

affecting an agent’s experience and behavior within a consumption context (Baker, Gentry, 

Rittenberg, 2005). Some of the factors they list are grief, mood, transitions, and motivation 

among others. Though the list could include a number of things, the important component of 

individual states is their potential for vulnerability. They could lead to this by causing the agent 

to inadequately respond to a situation in a way that is positive for their self or by hindering an 

agent’s ability to control their situation (Baker, Gentry, Rittenberg, 2005). This essentially means 

that individual states can keep the consumer from making an autonomous decision. However, 



individual states cannot be said to always lead to vulnerability or always hinder autonomy. These 

factors are highly individualistic and as such they must be examined specific to each individual. 

What we can gather is that these factors have the potential to cause vulnerability and to restrict 

an agent’s autonomy. The last category of factors that can cause vulnerability offered is that of 

external factors. Baker, Gentry, and Rittenberg provide many examples of external factors that 

can lead to vulnerability (discrimination, repression, stigmatization, distribution of resources, 

physical elements, logistical elements, etc.). Though all of these factors are important in and of 

themselves, the fact that they are external factors restricting the agent in some way is enough to 

constitute these factors as restricting or limiting the consumers’ autonomy (Scoccia, 1990).  Now 

we have examined the interrelatedness of Baker, Gentry, and Rittenberg’s model for identifying 

vulnerable consumers with the concept of autonomy. There is a brief summary of the findings to 

clarify. 

Summary of Autonomy and Vulnerability Factors 

  Does it affect autonomy? 

Individual Characteristics Biophysical  

àAddiction Yes  

àChronological Age Young, yes Old, no 

àDisability Situational 

àGender Unclear 

àHealth Situational 

àRace/Ethnicity Unclear 



 

Many factors that can lead to vulnerability are situational and must be evaluated on an individual 

basis. However, many of the same factors that can lead to vulnerability also affect a consumer’s 

ability to make an autonomous decision. Based on these findings, I will add a section to 

Holbrooks’ and Schultz’ typology of consumer vulnerability. This addition will seek to provide a 

better understanding of the agent’s level of autonomy. 

V. Addition to Typology of Vulnerable Consumers 

In this section, we will be building onto an existing typology of consumer vulnerability. This 

extension will contain factors linked to vulnerability and address whether the agent is acting 

autonomously. Holbrook and Schultz developed the typology. The existing typology is pictured 

below: 

  

 

 

 

àCognitive Deficiencies Yes 

Psychosocial Yes 

Individual States Ex. Grief, Mood, Motivation, etc. Yes 

External Conditions Ex. Discrimination, logistical factors Yes 



The proposed additions for the typology of vulnerable consumers will need to contain the 

following: 

àFurther determine which factor(s) have led to this vulnerability and then separate these into 

whether they affect autonomy. 

àDefine if the vulnerability restricts autonomy. 

àUnder deontological norms, supply the note to respect autonomy except when the agent’s 

autonomy has been hindered. This condition is necessary for paternalism to be affected. 

àUnder teleological norms, supply the note that good should be maximized. Respecting the 

agent’s autonomy is only morally necessary if this course of action also produce the 

maximization of good. Mill has stated that autonomy is typically regarded as being something  

 

 

 

 

“good” (Hanna, 2012). This should be taken into consideration when evaluating the worth of 

consequences. I propose to expand on this model and then analyze the expanded version by using 

Hunt-Vitell’s model. Holbrook and Schultz say lack of “knowledge of beneficial means-end 

relationship” represents one of the key factors, which can lead to vulnerability (Schultz & 

Holbrook, 2009). I agree, because this is essentially the same as autonomy. In order to represent 



this I wish to add autonomy to their model. To get the answer I will appeal to Baker, Gentry, and 

Rittenberg’s factors for identifying vulnerable consumers. These factors are the ones discussed 

earlier of individual characteristics, individual states, and external factors. 

This model seeks to include autonomy as a factor, which can help to better understand an agent’s 

knowledge of beneficial means-end relationships. It also defines if the consumer’s autonomy is 

restricted, which is helpful when determining the ethical course of action. The importance of 

understanding a consumer’s autonomy was described earlier in context of how one would choose 

to act. This is exemplified by implementing these ideas in Hunt-Vitell’s general theory of 

marketing ethics model. 

VI. Application of Expanded CV Typology to Hunt-Vitell Model 

The Hunt-Vitell theory of marketing ethics allows for deontological and teleological ethical 

theories. The most up to date version of this model is shown in Figure 1. For the purpose of this 

research, I will examine how acknowledging the autonomy of vulnerable consumers can play a 

role in determining the ethical course of action.  

Autonomy and Paternalism from a Deontological Approach 

Deontological ethical theories focus on one adhering to their moral duty. It is not the 

consequences of an action, which determine whether it is ethical. Rather it is the action’s 

adherence to duty that determines if it is ethical or not (MacDonald & Beck-Dudley, 1994). 

When related to paternalism, it is typically thought that paternalism should not be allowed except 

when it does not violate one’s autonomy. On paternalism, Dworkin states, “A man’s mode of 

laying out his existence is best, not because it is best in itself, but because it is in his own mode” 



(Sankowski, 1985). Therefore it can be validly drawn, that if the vulnerability strongly affects 

the agent’s autonomy, paternalism might be acceptable. However, in cases where this is absent a 

deontological approach will almost always maintain the marketer’s need to respect the agent’s 

autonomy (Hanna, 2012). In other words, from a deontological standpoint paternalism might be 

allowed in some cases, but for most it will not. 

Autonomy and Paternalism from a Teleological Approach 

Teleological ethical theories focus on the consequences of an action to determine whether it is 

ethical or not. Instead of appealing to an action’s adherence to moral duty, teleological theories 

take the production of welfare or well being (variously construed) as the course of right action. It 

is only morally necessary to respect autonomy when doing so creates the maximization of good 

(O’Neill, 1984). As opposed to the deontological approach, it seems that the teleological 

approach would almost always permit paternalism. As long as the marketing effort produced the 

most good for the vulnerable consumers affected, then it would be permissible to act 

paternalistically. Acting paternalistically as a marketer could involve a variety of different 

activities. Some examples are preventing poor agents from buying items that will further their 

monetary crises, reducing marketing to children, or refusing to tell something that will likely 

cause more bad than good to the consumer. 

Both deontological and teleological ethical theories seem to imply that paternalism could be 

ethical in some marketing situations. However, deontology has a much more narrow view of 

when paternalism is allowed. Though both theories may point to the same conclusion, the 

difference in their evaluation method is crucial. Just as a consumer or marketer will likely appeal 

to both deontological and teleological ethical theories to make an assumption, it is even more  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



crucial to use both of these when evaluating ethical behavior towards vulnerable consumers. The 

expanded typology addresses the consumers’ level of autonomy. This role of autonomy was 

examined in terms of deontological and teleological theories and it seems to provide the 

beginning of a normative guideline. This is by no means a concrete way to determine the ethical 

value, but it at least attempts to start working towards that ideal.  

VII. Discussion and Conclusion 

In a review of marketing ethics literature, it was proposed that more research be done in the area 

of vulnerable consumers (Schlegelmilch & Öberseder, 2010). Though there is various research in 

this field, determining a consumer’s vulnerability is difficult because it is specific to each 

individual and situation. However, Baker, Gentry, and Rittenberg examined several factors that 

are linked to vulnerability (baker, Gentry, Rittenber, 2005). However, their research did not 

include a normative set of guidelines for ethical treatment to these consumers. This research has 

attempted to fill that gap. 

This study examined some of the factors that lead to vulnerability. It was found that these factors 

tend to reduce a consumer’s autonomy as well. In order to represent this in a way that links it to 

vulnerability, this research expanded on Holbrook and Schultz’ existing typology of consumer 

vulnerability. This expansion relates a consumer’s autonomy level to their vulnerability. This 

connection is important because of autonomy’s role in ethics. 

Autonomy and paternalism are two ethical terms that are viewed differently depending on the 

ethical theory used. This idea of using two different ethical theories to reach one ethical 

conclusion is represented in Hunt and Vitell’s general theory of marketing ethics (Hunt and 



Vitell, 2006). This study applied this same idea to the interpretation of a consumer’s autonomy. 

Since autonomy has been studied in both teleological and deontological theories, it creates the 

beginning of a normative guideline for how to ethically treat consumers based on their 

autonomy. Though it needs more development, this research helps to start looking at 

vulnerability in terms of autonomy. This is important for future research. 

Limitations and Future Research 

This provides a better understanding of what can cause a consumer to be vulnerable. It also lays 

the groundwork for future research focused on building a guideline for the ethical treatment of 

vulnerable consumers (with level of autonomy in mind). However, there are a few limitations to 

this research. First, paternalism and autonomy are still objects of moral debate. There does not 

seem to be one concrete agreement about which is moral. Because of this it limits the 

effectiveness of this model. Though it provides the beginning of a normative guideline, this 

restriction may mean than empirical guideline based on autonomy is too difficult to achieve. 

Second, since this guideline is not empirical, it does not provide a specific guideline for what 

makes a consumer vulnerable, but only a probable one. Due to the highly situational and 

individual propensity for vulnerability this may be the best we can ask for. Third, we lack the 

ability to properly measure another’s autonomy. Though we can examine the factors presented in 

this research and hypothesize, we cannot know for sure how autonomously one is acting. Lastly, 

while this research focuses on adding autonomy to a typology for consumer vulnerability there 

are still many factors to be considered in future research. Future avenues of research to consider 

are empirical studies to measure relation between autonomy and vulnerability, empirical studies 

seeking to measure autonomy, and development of a model for marketing ethics based on the 



type of vulnerable consumer. By focusing on more empirical studies, we can hopefully develop a 

more specific outline for treating vulnerable consumers. This vulnerability is not specific to one 

group, but can be present in anyone. Due to the pervasive nature of vulnerability, it is crucial to 

understand what is ethical and what is not in regards to marketing towards vulnerable consumers. 
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