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Alcohol, Corporate Responsibility and Public Opinion

(Note on Methodology:  The following discussion of issues concerning alcohol and corporate responsibility is based on extensive qualitative and quantitative research conducted in the United States over the last ten years on behalf of many clients, including: The Century Council, The Distilled Spirits Council of the United States (DISCUS), Brown-Forman, and the Miller Brewing Company, among others.  While we are confident that it faithfully reflects the current public opinion environment in the United States, it certainly should not be assumed to reflect public opinion outside of the U.S.)

1. Background
Public opinion on the important social and ethical issues of our time is usually more complex than generally assumed.  Public opinion on the issue of abortion is a good example.  Data quantifying the portions of a population supporting or opposing a woman’s right to have an abortion suggest a black-and-white populace divided along clear ideological and philosophical lines.  In fact, most people are somewhat confused and conflicted on the issue of abortion.  Is the mother’s life at stake?  Were rape or incest involved?  How old is the mother?  What is her financial condition?  These and many other factors add complexity and nuance to the views of the public on this issue.

Just as significantly, the values in which opinion is rooted are often in conflict.  We all value human life.  We also value individual freedom.  Many hold limits on government involvement in our personal lives as an important value. When these values come into conflict – as they do on the issue of abortion – public opinion becomes conflicted, complex, and difficult to predict.  

2. Individual Responsibility and Corporate Responsibility
When an individual is harmed by a product, who is responsible – the individual, the company that produced the product, the vendor who sold the product to the individual, some third or fourth party, or do all or some of the parties share in the responsibility?  These are complex questions that go to the heart of public opinion on corporate responsibility.  

Most Americans consider personal responsibility to be an important core value.  Individuals are expected to make rational and prudent choices and, if they fail to do so, take responsibility for the consequences of their actions.  Therefore, most Americans would say that individuals who take up risky activities such as hang-gliding would have only themselves to blame if they were killed or injured in a accident. 

But Americans also believe that corporations have an obligation to act responsibly toward their customers.  Therefore, if the company that manufactured the hang-glider involved in an accident were shown to have knowingly sold a defective product, the responsibility of the individual hang-glider is mitigated and the company is likely to be held responsible for the death or injury.  

3. The Tobacco Story
Nowhere is the interplay between the values of personal responsibility and corporate responsibility demonstrated more clearly than in the case of tobacco.  For several decades, the tobacco industry in the United States defended itself successfully against every personal injury and class action lawsuit against it and defeated legislative and regulatory attempts to restrict the sale or marketing of tobacco products.  Gradually, throughout the 1990’s this unblemished record of success began to falter and, by 2000, the industry was in full retreat – losing billions of dollars in class action lawsuits and accepting ever more restrictive legislation and regulation.  What happened to bring about this dramatic change?

In a phrase, the turning point was the introduction of the blameless victim.  In the earlier lawsuits against tobacco companies, juries consistently found that smokers should have known that tobacco is a dangerous product and, if they chose to use it anyway, they had only themselves to blame.  The 1960’s legislation requiring the Surgeon General’s warning to be displayed on every pack of cigarettes only strengthened this defense for the industry.  

By the 1980’s and 1990’s, tobacco opponents and plaintiff’s lawyers began to develop “blameless victim” strategies that proved very effective with jurors, legislators, regulators, and the public.  The elements of this strategy included the following.

· Second-hand smoke.  This was perhaps the earliest attempt by tobacco opponents to suggest that individuals might suffer the health effects of tobacco without bearing any personal responsibility for this development.  If diners in a public restaurant inhaled the second-hand smoke of fellow diners and became sick as a result, certainly they could not be held responsible.  They would, indeed, be blameless victims.

· Youth marketing.  Tobacco opponents also began to document a case against the industry for deliberately marketing to minors.  Minors are generally exempted, in full or in part, from the principle of personal responsibility.  Most Americans accept the idea that children under a certain age should not be held as accountable for the consequences of their decisions as adults are.  If the industry was deliberately attempting to attract minors to tobacco use, those minors could not be held fully responsible for a decision to smoke.  They, too, would be, at least in part, blameless victims.

· Nicotine addiction.  When credible scientific evidence began to surface suggesting the addictiveness of nicotine, the swing of the pendulum from personal responsibility to corporate responsibility gained major momentum.  Taken together, youth marketing and nicotine addiction could create a circumstance in which a minor is induced to make an immature decision, becomes addicted to tobacco, develops a life-long smoking habit and dies prematurely as a direct result.  The case of the blameless victim was gaining strength.

· Third-party victims.  Not satisfied to demonstrate to jurors, legislators, regulators, and the public that individual smokers might be blameless victims, trial lawyers began to make the case that relatives of victims and, indeed, taxpayers who picked up the bill for tobacco’s health effects were also blameless victims.  The theory proved very effective and the industry began to lose multi-billion dollar lawsuits in several states.  

Compounding the industry’s problems with blameless victims was evidence that it had behaved badly.  Documents came to light suggesting that some tobacco executives knew long ago about the addictiveness of tobacco, covered up that information, may have “spiked” their products to make them even more addictive, and may have stepped up their youth marketing efforts in order to get ever younger smokers hooked on tobacco.  These disclosures took the case beyond the blameless victim stage and suggested an element of criminal intent.  The rest is history.

4. Alcohol and Corporate Responsibility
Does the alcohol industry face legal, legislative, and regulatory challenges similar to those recently experienced by the tobacco industry?  To assess the risk of this requires examining how alcohol and tobacco are similar and how they are different.  

Americans consider both tobacco and alcohol to be “risky” or “dangerous” products.  But there are important differences.  Tobacco is considered to be very dangerous and always dangerous.  The idea of “safe smoking” is an oxymoron for most Americans.  Alcohol, on the other hand, can be consumed prudently and safely in the view of most Americans.  Indeed, many Americans now accept the growing body of medical evidence that moderate alcohol consumption can actually provide health benefits.  In the view of most Americans, alcohol only becomes dangerous when used in excess, or coupled with driving or other activities requiring alertness.  Thus, while tobacco is viewed as inherently dangerous, alcohol is seen as only dangerous when abused.  This tends to place the focus for responsibility on the individual.

It is generally believed that tobacco is addictive for all or most people.  Alcohol, however, is generally seen as addictive only for those predisposed to alcoholism.  This becomes an important distinction since it makes it much less likely that Americans will hold companies responsible for individuals’ abuse of alcohol.  

In short, at the current time in the United States, the “default” value of individual responsibility is likely to prevail over the secondary value of corporate responsibility among jurors, legislators, regulators, and the public.  But that could quickly change.

5. Risks to the Industry
What are the risk factors for the alcohol industry suffering the same fate as the tobacco industry?  There are several.

· Youth Marketing.  To the extent that the public concludes that the alcohol industry is deliberately promoting underage drinking, they are likely to see the youth involved as blameless victims.  This could be the beginning of a slippery slope.

· Third-party Victims.  Those killed or injured by drunk drivers are clearly blameless victims.  Those who suffer spousal or child abuse at the hands of intoxicated people are also clearly blameless victims.  While principle responsibility is still likely to fall on the individual abuser, the sympathy for the blameless victims coupled with the deeper pockets of the alcohol companies will make the industry an attractive target.

· Bad Behavior.  While there has not been any credible allegations against the alcohol industry of the deceit, evasion, cover-up, document shredding, and similar behavior attributed to the tobacco industry, the industry has been accused of other types of bad behavior.  Drink promotions by retailers that encourage over-consumption, higher-alcohol malt drinks that appeal to younger drinkers, and marketing targeted to statistically more at-risk populations are among the charges that have been leveled.  It is important to note that many Americans blur the distinction between the actions of manufacturers and retailers, painting both with the same brush concerning these allegations.  

6. What can the Industry Do?
The alcohol industry has already taken many steps to avoid the fate of tobacco.  Many more should be considered.  Among them:

· Responsibility Advertising.  Anhauser-Busch and other alcohol producers have been very aggressive promoting responsible use of their products.  Some Americans, however, find this effort disingenuous – particularly considering that beer is the drink of choice for younger drinkers and beer companies are major sponsors of sports and other programming aimed largely at the younger market.  Nevertheless, responsibility advertising is an important part of any responsibility positioning effort.

· Labeling.  Many states currently require health labels on alcohol products.  The fact that the tobacco industry eventually began losing lawsuits should not obscure the fact that, to a large extent, the government requirement for health labels on cigarettes provided legal protection for the industry for several decades.  The same could be true for alcohol.  

· Social Responsibility.  The Century Council in the U.S. (like The Amsterdam Group in Europe) supports many effective programs promoting alcohol education and moderation.  Getting maximum attention (and credit) for these efforts can significantly mitigate the public’s likelihood of holding the industry responsible for the negative personal and/or social effects of alcohol abuse.

7. The Situation in Europe
The analysis contained in this paper is based upon extensive qualitative and quantitative research in the United States on behalf of many different alcohol industry clients.  While some of the findings, conclusions, and recommendations are likely to also apply to the situation in Europe, obviously there will also be major differences – not just between the U.S. and Europe but also among the various countries of the EU.  To fully understand current attitudes toward the industry and these issues as well as the most effective messages on behalf of the industry, will require the same sort of extensive qualitative and quantitative research in each of the targeted countries.  
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