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Humans are faced with moral and ethical dilemmas every day in society and in the 

workplace is no exception. Employees must deal with ethical situations that not only affect 

themselves personally, but also affects the company they are working for. Case 6.3 from the 

textbook Moral Issues in Business by Shaw, Barry and Panagiotou shows this very dilemma. 

Mary Davis is the associate vice-president for plant management at a company called 

Whitewater Brewing Company. She had been an advocate against the marketing of malt liquor 

due to the results of increased teenage drinking and wrote an article on it for a large metropolitan 

newspaper. The dilemma results from the fact that the company Davis works for brews a malt 

liquor themselves. Whitewater Brewing Company disliked the negative slant on the topic and 

Davis received a letter to either conform to the company perspective and not speak out against 

malt liquor or submit her resignation. So does Davis do what she feels is right and advocate 

against the marketing of the malt liquor or does she keep quiet so she can keep her job?  

 

Davis should maintain her stance on malt brewing companies that they need to change 

the way they advertise their products. “Get your girl in the mood quicker and get your jimmy 

thicker” is not a marketing campaign that companies should be promoting from a moral 

standpoint. An advertisement like this one for St. Ides malt liquor promotes teenage drinking, 

unsafe sexual intercourse and other unethical behaviors for this targeted demographic. A few 

well known ethical theories can be applied to this dilemma that will show that the correct 

decision for Davis is to indeed keep her stance on this topic and not be silenced.  
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Act Utilitarianism is the theory that we have one and only one moral obligation, the 

maximization of happiness for everyone concerned, and every action is to be judged according to 

how well it lives up to this standard (Shaw, Berry and Panagiotou 2010). There are a few points 

to note about utilitarianism that need to be considered when looking at a moral dilemma. These 

considerations include looking at unhappiness as well as happiness, examining the degree of 

happiness or unhappiness, ensuring that happiness is maximized in the short and long term and 

when the result of an action is unknown, one must act so that the expected happiness is as great 

as possible (Shaw, Berry and Panagiotou 2010).  According to Act Utilitarianism, Davis’ should 

continue to advocate against the current marketing of malt liquor. She should do this because 

informing society about the negativity of this form of marketing will overall bring more 

happiness to society compared to keeping quiet and keeping her job. By Davis speaking out, 

Whitewater Brewing Company will be unhappy with the bad publicity and, if Davis loses her job 

she will also be unhappy with this decision as well. 

  

 The degree of happiness earned from society is much greater than the degree of 

unhappiness earned from a negative slant on the company. For example, Davis agreed to be a 

guest speaker at a local high school for part of their anti-drug campaign. Speaking out against 

underage drinking is a huge benefit for society as knowledge is power and informing teenagers 

the consequences of drinking is very beneficial. Without Davis speaking these teenagers 

potentially would not have any guest-speaker at all and would not gain the inside knowledge that 

Davis has. Studies have proven that Anti-Drug campaigns successfully help prevent underage 

drinking. Project Northland was a multilevel drug prevention program that produced a 19% 

reduction in alcohol use among adolescents over a three year period (Perry et al. 1996). This 
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proves that the happiness of society would benefit not only in the short term, but in the long run 

as well. Compare this benefit to society to the benefit if Davis kept quiet and kept her job. The 

only happiness that would come from this decision would be Whitewater Brewing Company as 

they would not have a negative view placed on the company and Davis because she will keep her 

job. In the long run however, she may become unhappy being forced to remain silent at her job 

and eventually resign. Society would become highly unhappy from this due to the fact that 

delinquency would increase. A study at the University of Miami on underage alcohol use found 

strong evidence that alcohol consumption is related to both delinquency and to criminal activity 

(French, M.T. and Maclean, J.C. 2006). The choice for utilitarianism is clear, Davis should speak 

out.  

 

Prima facie obligations are obligations that can be overridden by a more important 

obligation. Philosopher and British scholar W.D. Ross contended that we see ourselves as “being 

under various moral duties that cannot be reduced to the single obligation to maximize 

happiness” (Shaw, Berry and Panagiotou 2010). Under prima facie obligation an individual has 

many different moral dilemmas which can conflict with each other and the individual must pick 

the most important obligation. In this scenario Davis has obligations to both the company she 

works for, herself and for the school she was going to present at. Ross believed that various 

prima facie obligations could be divided into seven basic types: duties of fidelity, duties of 

reparation, duties of gratitude, duties of justice, duties of beneficence, duties of self 

improvement, and duties not to injure others (Ross, 1930). Looking at these types of obligations 

we can pinpoint that Davis has duties of fidelity, duties of beneficence and in a sense duties not 

to injure others.   
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Davis has a duty of fidelity both to herself and to the school she promised she would 

speak at. She morally believes herself that the marketing of malt liquor needs to be changed 

when she told her colleague, “I do think they and the other companies are wrong to market malt 

liquor the way they do. It only makes a bad situation worse.” She also made a speaking 

engagement to the local high school, which she promised to speak at. However, she also has an 

implicit obligation to the company she works for to not slander the company’s image. She has a 

duty of beneficence to the public she is informing when she addresses the inappropriate 

marketing being used.  Informing the general public will improve the condition of society. 

Finally, she also has a duty to not injure others and by advocating against teenagers drinking she 

would help prevent injuries. Excessive alcohol use is the third leading preventable cause of death 

in the United States as it accounts for an average of approximately 79,000 deaths annually 

(Nelson et al. 2009). Many of those deaths are due to adolescent binge drinkers. A study also 

found that states in the U.S. who created laws prohibiting alcohol advertisements to target minors 

showed a 32.9% decrease in drivers aged 15-20 killed in alcohol related traffic accidents (Smith 

and Geller 2009).  Determining which moral obligation should override the others is a difficult 

choice, however it is clear that Davis cares a lot about the topic at hand and also from our 

research that lives are potentially at stake. Her moral obligation to help promote the awareness of 

wrongful alcohol marketing, preventing the death of teenagers, and advocating for change is 

more important than the image of a company or a job.  Thus, under a prima facie obligation 

Davis should continue to speak out against the current approach to marketing of malt liquor 

drinks.   
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It is never easy to determine, when faced with a moral dilemma, what the correct action 

to take is. However, approaching each dilemma with a normative theory in ethics can help make 

the choice an easier one. Each theory has their strengths to determine which one is the correct 

one to use. In this case act utilitarianism’s biggest strength is that it maximizes happiness in 

society overall, while prima facie obligation’s biggest strength is that more important moral 

obligations can override others.  We can conclude from both viewpoints in this case however, 

that the correct moral action Davis should take is to continue to advocate for change in the 

marketing of malt liquor beverages. This does not mean that Davis should attempt to purposely 

slander the company she works for either just because they brew a malt liquor. A fine balance 

between promoting change within the market on this topic and keeping the company’s best 

interests at heart should be kept. Ideally, getting Whitewater Brewing Company on board for 

changing their marketing campaigns and promoting against underage drinking and drinking and 

driving would be a win for everyone and solve the entire problem.  
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