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Master of Business Administration (MBA)
Should she be awarded $2.7M for spilling coffee in her own lap?
What is your first impression?
            In the early nineties, Stella Liebeck won a 2.7 million dollar lawsuit for spilling coffee in her lap. This article will reveal the facts, issues, laws, and affects about this case.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Many believe that our legal system is out of control. What do you think about this news story? After reading this article you will be a more informed citizen about this case and you will think twice about judging someone based on a news headline.
What are the Facts?
In 1992, Stella Liebeck purchased a cup of hot coffee at a McDonald’s drive through in New Mexico while sitting in the passenger seat. She proceeded to take off the lid of the coffee cup in order to add cream and sugar. She then accidentally spilled the coffee into her lap where it soaked into her sweat pants that she was wearing. This caused third degree burns that resulted in a seven day stay in the hospital along with skin grafting to repair the damage that was done (Schostok, 2000).
What are the Issues?
The issue that is specific to this case is whether or not McDonald’s should be liable for selling coffee that is too hot? The broader issue is, should businesses be responsible for the safety of their customers?
What Law Applies?
The product liability law applies in this case, specifically the “implied warranty of fitness [that is] imposed by the Uniform Commercial Code” (Morgan, n.d.).
What did the Jury decide?
The jury decided to award Liebeck $200,000 for compensatory damages. They also penalized McDonald’s $2,700,000 as punishment (Fleisher-Black, 2004).
Did the jury make an appropriate decision?
Based on the evidence presented, the jury made the right decision; however, the amount of the punitive damages awarded was high when considering New Mexico statutes and court rules. McDonald’s has a history of burn complaints from coffee and even though McDonald’s was aware of the problem; McDonald’s refused to either warn its customers or lower the temperature of the coffee. This proved that McDonald’s knew about this situation and makes it easy to prove negligence for failure to warn (Kubasek, Brennan, and Browne in Hartigan, ed., 2004, p. 172). Gerlin stated that Morgan “suggested penalizing McDonald’s the equivalent of one to two days of companywide coffee sales” (1994). This is contradictory to the statement found in chapter 8, Contracts and UCC Sales, section13-861, punitive damages that states “the amount awarded, if any, must be reasonably related to the injury and to the damages given as compensation and not disproportionate to the circumstances” (New Mexico Compilation Commission, n.d.). The jury had awarded the punitive damages based on the McDonald’s sales and not on the damages brought to the plaintiff; therefore the judge was correct in reducing the damages awarded.
What ethical norms were fundamental to the jury’s determination?
The ethical norm of justice was fundamental to the jury’s decision. Liebeck had expected to get a consumable drink for her purchase and instead got third degree burns. In addition, McDonald’s admitted to knowing about previous burn cases and chose not to make any changes to try protecting their consumers. Under normal circumstances one would expect to be warned of a known danger so one could handle the beverage accordingly. In addition, the defense tried to trivialize the number by comparing the number of cups of coffee sold with the number of customers who were burned.
What happened after the verdict?
The judge reduced the amounts the jury awarded from $200,000 to $160,000 and from $2,700,000 to $640,000. The plaintiff and the defendant then settled confidentially after the trial, rather than go through an appeal process. Beverages that are hot enough to burn are now packaged to reduce the chance of spillage more than they were in 1994 and more automobiles have beverage holders, as well (Fleisher-Black, 2004). McDonald’s reduced its hot coffee temperature 20 degrees (Schostok, 2000).
Who was hurt? Who was helped? How to prevent it?
Future plaintiffs in liability cases may have been hurt by this case. Jurors are supposed to take an objective look at the facts involved in the cases being presented to them. The average person does not know the facts behind this case, as was evident by the responses of a majority of the students in the week 6 class conference topic #1. Therefore, the average juror would probably enter the courtroom with the perception that someone is trying to make money on a frivolous lawsuit (O’Brien, J. C., Shafner, M., Stuart, P. F., Kelly, C. P., & Morris, P. C., 1999).
The plaintiff was helped by being able to be compensated for the hospital stay, short and long term treatments, and her daughter’s time off from work. Those who are trying to put forth tort reforms only benefitted for the short term and were unable to capitalize on the media hype to make any permanent changes (Harvard Law Review Association, 1996).
This case probably would not have gone to court if McDonald’s has simply applied the “Golden Rule” (Browne, Giampetro-Meyer, & Williamson, p. 65, 2004) after being approached by the plaintiff. The plaintiff was asking only for the minimal amount to cover expenses and time lost from work by her daughter who was taking care of her. McDonald’s only offered $800 (O’brien et al., 1999). That would be like receiving a 16 ounce drink with no carbonation and taking it back up to the counter where the manager then gives you 4 ounces of the same drink properly carbonated. If McDonald’s would have at least thought of the other person’s feelings, I believe it could have been avoided.
The outcome of the trial could possibly have been reduced had those who represented McDonald’s not given the impression that they did not care about the consumers. The jurors who initially thought this was a frivolous case against McDonald’s ended up thinking McDonald’s should be penalized because of the corporate attitude that was projected in the courtroom (Gerlin, 1994).
Would you change your policies?
Yes, I would change my policies. At a minimum, I would warn the consumers about the danger of spilling the hot beverage. Since the law favored the plaintiff in this case, it can be inferred that the public and therefore the shareholders believe the food industry should be doing things differently. “Because the law represents important social norms, expectations, and rules of the game,” (Browne et al., p. 12, 2004) I should use this as a guide in doing business. In addition, I would want to protect my business from those who would attempt to file a lawsuit against my business based on the success of the Liebeck case.
I would not change the temperature of the coffee because each customer’s expectations on the drinking temperature of their coffee are different. By starting at the coffee brewing temperature the customers can choose when to actually start drinking their coffee.
This article has presented enough information for you to make a more informed opinion on whether or not Stella Liebeck should have won the case against McDonald’s. The article has shown you applicable laws, ethics, and facts. The next time you stop to read a headline, do not stop there! Keep an open mind and discover the facts behind the “sensational” story. In other words, do not judge a book by its cover!
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