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Case 13.2: How Safe is Safe?
Case synopsis and analysis
Perfect Plastics Inc. (PPI) is a small injection molding plastics company that employs 50 people and has a strong commitment to safe working conditions.  The owner, Tom Griffen, takes pride in the work environment and values order, efficiency, and cleanliness.  In order to guarantee safe working conditions, management voluntarily brings in outside consultants who audit the plant for safety.  Each year, the audits raise concerns that are then rectified.  
The attorneys at PPI are opposed to these audits, fearing they expose the company to liability issues.  The president and management recognize these potential downfalls but believe that the audits are necessary for constant improvement and safety.  
This is a somewhat realistic case study that demonstrates the need to prioritize values as a leader.  Often, the threat of lawsuits or lost profit results in difficult and sometimes unethical decisions.  Here, PPI stands by its commitment to safety.   
Learning objectives:
· Students should recognize potential value differences in an organization and begin to realize the complexity of ethical decision making.
· Students should be able to apply key ethical theories to an issue.
Answers to questions in the text:
1. As a company, would you describe PPI as having an identifiable philosophy of moral values? How do its policies contribute to this philosophy? 
PPI does have an identifiable philosophy of moral values.  They value order, safety, and cleanliness over profit.   They continue to conduct voluntary audits because they seek to consistently enhance safety, even when doing so puts them at greater risk of lawsuits.  Their policies and actions demonstrate deep commitment to their values and employees respond favorably to the company because of it.
2. Which ethical perspective best describes PPI’s approach to safety issues? Would you say PPI takes a utilitarian-, duty-, or virtue-based approach? 
Utilitarianism states that we should behave so as to create the greatest good for the greatest number.  Deontology concerns duty, and whether an action is itself good.  Lying, for instance, is not a good action even if done for a worthy cause.  Finally, virtue ethics focus on who the leader is, recognizing that virtues are rooted in the heart of an individual and in an individual’s disposition.  Courage, temperance, honesty, fairness, and justice are some virtues of ethical individuals.
PPI seems to believe that upholding high safety standards is the “right thing to do.”  The audits make the space secure and are warranted even if there are potential downsides.  However, it is possible that the greatest good for the greatest number is not served by the audit.  An audit may end in a large lawsuit, which could ultimately expose the company to great expense and put employees out of work.  Perhaps it is possible to have a reasonably safe environment without that sort of risk.
A few may argue that the company has a duty to perform this intense auditing process.  Certainly, it makes sense that companies have a duty to stay safe and conduct safety audits.  Indeed, the law has safety standards and requires such inspections.  However, PPI went well above and beyond the legal requirements.  Forcing all companies to conduct audits beyond that prescribed by law may, in fact, put companies out of business due to the cost of the audit and repairs.  It seems unlikely that companies have a duty to conduct these intense safety inspections as regularly as PPI did.  
Students will argue that PPI does have strong virtues. Making the decision to do the audits shows courage, fairness, and justice.  The leaders are rooted in virtue and acting according to that approach.
3. Regarding safety issues, how does management see its responsibilities toward its employees? How do the attorneys see their responsibilities toward PPI? 
Management is concerned about employee safety.  The attorneys are concerned about the overall liability and exposure of PPI.  They do not want to see the company immersed in an unnecessary lawsuit.
4. Why does it appear that the ethics of PPI and its attorneys are in conflict?
The ethics of PPI and the attorneys are in conflict because there is a clash of values and priorities.  The attorneys are tasked with minimizing liability exposure for the company.  Safety is a concern, but not to the extent that management values safety.  Indeed, management obviously values safety above all else and does not put a lot of value in the need to protect PPI from liability.  
Potential teaching approaches: 
This case study is conducive to group discussions and exercises.  
Below is a way to structure a class based on case study 13.2:
· Read case study 13.2.
· The professor may choose to conduct the debate (exercise 1) described below.
· Lecture on Chapter 13.
· Discuss questions from the case study
· Consider exercise 2 or 3 below.
  
Exercises for this case study: 
1) Debate: Split the class in  half and debate this issue.  Who is right?  Management or the lawyers?  Most students will want to take management’s side.  However, the professor should consider splitting the class not by choice but by assignment.  Doing so forces students to consider the other perspective.  Each side should prepare a short summary of their side of the story, followed by discussion.
2) Using the utilitarian approach, students should analyze PPI’s processes.  Individually or in small groups, they should develop scenarios where the consistent audits do not serve the greatest good.  
3) Role-Play: In small groups, students play the role of management and the attorneys.  They need to share their value differences with each other and come to consensus about what, if anything should be changed.  Students should work to share common interests and collaborate toward a result that pleases both sides.
