Ethics: Case Studies
Case Study 1: The Pinto
In 1968, Ford undertook pre-launch tests for a new vehicle.  Ford discovered that rear end collisions propelled the gas tank of the vehicle, the Pinto, onto the real axle and unless modified, the car always caught fire.

Ford applied a generic cost/benefit analysis to a prediction of all the kinds of accidents that could occur in the Pinto.  The totals were as follows:
Total cost per fatality $200,725

Cost of Payment to victims:

180 burn death, 180 serious burn injuries, 2, 100 burned vehicles, Unit cost: $200,000 per death, $67,000 per injury, $700 per vehicle, Total Benefit: $49.5 million
Cost of replacing the defective part:

Sales: 11 million cars, 1.5 million light trucks, Unit cost: $11 per car, $11 per truck, 
Total cost: $137.5 million
On this analysis, Ford decided not to modify the Pinto chassis.

In 1978 in Indiana, a Ford Pinto with three young women aboard was struck in the rear and all three burned to death. This was only one of a number of such incidents, but Ford was charged this time.  Ford was acquitted.

1. Did the end justify the means?
2. Was Ford’s price of a human life defensible?

3. Was Ford’s cost benefit analysis conducted ethically?
4. If a company was found to have such negligence in 2006, would the outcome be the same?

Case Study 2
Molly works for a small accounting firm, Davey & King.  She has booked 3 weeks of annual leave to be taken in July.  Last night, Molly saw an advertisement on television for Virgin Blue’s “happy hour” fares.

At 12pm today, Molly logged on to the internet at work to book some airfares to Queensland for her holiday in July.  She only uses the net for around 15 minutes before returning to her work.

Later that afternoon, her manager calls her into her office to discuss the computer usage policy, which states that “no employee is to use the internet during work time”.

1. How should Molly have approached her manager about the need to use the internet during work time?

2. Does Davey & King have a reasonable policy regarding internet usage?

3. Do you think Molly will be discouraged from using the internet at work again because of the monitoring or will the event purely cause mistrust between her and her manager?
Case Study 3
Lincoln works for a leading bank, Ausbank.  Recently a book has been published about the CEO of Ausbank.  The book presents a critical portrayal of the CEO and is considered controversial in the media.

During his lunch hour, Lincoln logs on to an online chat site, which the author of the book is going to be available on to chat with for an hour.  Whilst online, Lincoln is asked his opinion of the book.
1. What could be the outcome of Lincoln using the chat site?

2. In your opinion, should Lincoln be involved in such an activity
a) at work? or
b) at all, considering he is an employee at Ausbank?

Case Study 4: Nike’s Treatment of Factory Workers
Nike has published a 108-page report, available on its website, listing all the factories where their products are produced.  Nike lists plants in China, Thailand, Korea, Vietnam and others in Asia.  It also produces goods in South America, Australia, Canada, Italy, Mexico, Turkey and the US.  It employs 650,000 contract workers worldwide.
The report admits to widespread problems, particularly in Nike's Asian factories.  The company said it audited hundreds of factories in 2003 and 2004 and found cases of "abusive treatment", physical and verbal, in more than a quarter of its south Asian plants.  In more than half of Nike's factories, the report said, employees worked more than 60 hours a week.  In up to 25%, workers refusing to do overtime were punished. Wages were also below the legal minimum at up to 25% of factories.
Michael Posner, the executive director of the organisation Human Rights First said: "The facts on the ground suggest there are still enormous problems with these supply chains and factories ... what is Nike doing to change the picture and give workers more rights?"
1. Is Nike considering its workplace responsibility


a) to its employees?

b) to its shareholders?

2. Given this information, do you consider Nike to be an ethical organisation?  Why or why not?
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