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Welcome to the cases for the High School Ethics Olympiad. These cases have been 

selected from the 2015/16 National High Ethics Bowls. An Ethics Olympiad is a 

competitive yet collaborative event in which students analyse and discuss real-life, 

timely, ethical issues.  An Ethics Olympiad differs from debate in that students are not 

assigned opposing views; rather, they defend whatever position they believe is right and 

win by showing that they have thought more carefully, deeply, and perceptively about 

the cases in question. Experience, shows that this type of event encourages and helps 

students develop ethical awareness, critical thinking skills, civil discourse, civic 

engagement, and an appreciation for diverse points of view. For the first time ever we are 

using video conferencing technology to enable schools to participate in Australia and the 

US.  

Thanks again for supporting this initiative. Please feel free to email us if you have 

any queries at; admin@dialogueaus.com  

These cases are published by the National High School Ethics Bowl Case Writing 

Committee under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license. For more information about the National 

High School Ethics Bowl visit http://nhseb.unc.edu. 

1. Too Young to Vote?  

2. Ice Water Ethics  

3. Paying a Ransom to Save Your Family  

4. “Don’t Help Me!”  

5. Technology’s Graveyards  

 

 



1. Too Young to Vote?  

  

In September 2014, the people of Scotland held a referendum: Asked to decide whether 

to become an independent country or remain part of the United Kingdom, they chose the 

latter.  Among the 3.6 million voters who participated in this decision were more than 

100,000 young people between the ages of 16 and 17, who were allowed to vote on this 

question.     

In June 2015, the Scottish Parliament unanimously passed a bill to secure voting rights 

for 16 and 17 year olds in all local and Scottish elections. However, these young people 

will not be able to participate in other UK elections or referenda, as only those aged 18 

and above are eligible to vote in such elections.  

Scotland is not alone in extending voting rights to some citizens under 18. Argentina, 

Austria, Brazil, Cuba, Ecuador, and Nicaragua allow citizens as young as 16 to vote in 

national elections.16 year olds are also allowed to vote in local elections in some areas of 

Germany, Israel, and Norway.  Even two cities in the United States—Takoma Park and 

Hyattsville, MD—have lowered the voting age to 16 for local elections.  Youth activists 

in other communities, in the U.S. and elsewhere, have also urged their lawmakers to 

lower the voting age to 16.  

Proponents of lowering the voting age argue that because minors are subject to the laws 

and are directly affected by political decisions, they should have a voice in determining 

those laws. In the U.S., many 16 and 17 year olds have jobs and pay taxes, and can often 

be tried as adults in criminal proceedings. Moreover, some claim that it is unfair that 

those who are 18 at a time of a presidential election will be able to vote, while those who 

are only a few days or weeks younger will not be allowed to do so for four years. Finally, 

some claim that allowing people to vote before adulthood would promote important 

democratic virtues at a younger age, and increase the likelihood that these voters will 

remain politically and socially engaged citizens.  This would not only increase civic 

participation of young adults (between 18 and 25) who traditionally vote at far lower 

rates than older citizens, but also would promote a more participatory democracy overall.  

  Others argue that lowering the voting age is a bad idea. They worry that voting is 

too great a responsibility to entrust to minors—especially on matters of great national 

importance.  Not only are 16 and 17 year olds less mature, these people contend, but also 

teenagers frequently lack the political knowledge, life experience, and independence 

needed to make wise political decisions.  Although defenders of the status quo concede 

that young people are affected by political decisions, they argue that it is the parents’ 

responsibility to take their children’s interests into account when voting. Finally, some 

claim that lowering the voting age is the first step on a slippery slope: If 16 year olds are 

allowed to vote, why not 15 or 14 or 10 year olds?  

  



Study Questions:  

(1) Why is the right to vote important?  

  

(2) What qualities are important for voting responsibly? Why are those qualities 

important?  

  

(3) Should the right to vote depend only on whether or not a person can vote 

responsibly, or should it also depend on factors such as whether or not a person is 

affected by the election, or would benefit from the experience of voting?    

  

(4) What are some major differences between adults and minors? Do these differences 

justify allowing only adults to vote?  

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/newsbeat/article/29279384/scottish-referendum-how-first-vote-went-for-1617-year-

olds  

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/10/us/politics/students-in-maryland-test-civic-participation-and-win-right-

to-vote.html?_r=0  
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2. Ice Water Ethics  

 

During the summer of 2014, the “Ice Bucket Challenge” went viral on social media sites 

and across the internet. The challenge consisted of dumping ice water on one's head, 

posting a video of it, and daring others to either do the same or donate $100 to the ALS 

Association. Among the millions of people who completed the challenge and posted their 

videos were dozens of celebrities, several of whom also made large donations. In a few 

months the phenomenon raised over $100 million for research into ALS, a life-

threatening neuron disease with no known cure.  On its face, the challenge was hugely 

successful, raising awareness and funding for an organization that is seen by charity 

watchdogs as efficient and well-run. 

However, the challenge also drew heavy criticism. Some commentators labelled it 

“slacktivism,” pointing out that most people participating in the challenge made no 

contribution at all to ALS.   In addition, William MacAskill, Vice-President of Giving 

What We Can, argued that the challenge led to so-called “moral licensing.”  This refers 

to the observation that people who feel that they have already done a good deed feel less 

obligated to do good in the future. “Because people on average are limited in how much 

they’re willing to donate to good causes,” he argued, “if someone donates $100 to the 

ALS Association, he  

   He later said that ALS, though harmful and tragic, is a problem that affects or she will 

likely donate less to other charities.” only a few thousand people every year.   Third-

world diseases like malaria, which affect millions of adults and children, can be easily 

prevented at relatively low cost. To extend the life of a very sick ALS patient by three 

months would cost approximately $55,000, an amount that could instead save over a 

dozen children from malaria.  Some extend this argument to claim that it is in fact 

unethical to donate to ALS rather than to a more effective cause.  

Proponents counter that the Ice Bucket Challenge directly caused people to give money 

to the ALS Association that will prolong and improve the lives of thousands of ALS 

patients.   At the same time, the event was considered great fun, and raised awareness of 

the disease. Moreover, proponents argue that, even if supporting the ALS Foundation 

does much less good than supporting, say, the Against Malaria Foundation, it also does 

much more good than many of the other things that people do with their time, energy, 

and money, such as have a nice dinner out or see a Broadway musical. Are we prepared 

to say that all of these actions are unethical – indeed, even more unethical than 

participating in the Ice Bucket Challenge – as well?  

  

 

 

 



Study Questions:  

  

(1) Is it morally problematic if charitable donors believe they are doing more good 

than they actually are?  

  

(2) Is it unethical for a charity to solicit more donations than it needs, knowing that the 

extra money could be much better used elsewhere?  

  

(3) Is it unethical for an individual to donate to a charity knowing that the money 

could be much better used elsewhere?  

  

(4) How demanding is morality in general? For example, do we have a moral 

obligation not to spend $100 on new clothes when we could be saving lives with that 

money instead? And, either way, what does that imply about the morality of our personal 

projects and relationships?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. Paying a Ransom to Save Your Family  

 

  In 2014, ISIS posted a video of its adherents beheading James Foley, a captured 

American journalist.  Although the United States attempted to rescue Foley and others, it 

maintains a strict policy of not paying ransoms for hostages.  One of the main arguments 

supporting this policy is that paying ransom not only incentivizes the taking of hostages, 

but also funds future heinous acts undertaken by the hostage-takers. An argument against 

this policy is that it fails to respect the incomparable value of innocent lives taken by 

groups like ISIS.  

Recently, it was revealed that the American government not only refuses to pay ransoms 

for hostages but also legally threatens those who might try to do so, including the Foley 

family.  The rationale for this policy is that, if private citizens paid ransoms, then they 

would bring about many of the same harms as public officials, albeit to a lesser degree. 

However, not everybody is in favor of applying this policy to public officials and private 

citizens alike. For example, Diane Foley said, “I was surprised there was so little 

compassion.” According to Michael Foley, this policy hampered the Foley family’s 

efforts to save James. “It slowed my parents down quite a bit. They didn’t want to do 

anything that could get them in trouble. It slowed them down for months in raising 

money. Who knows what might have happened?” In other words, some argue, even if the 

U.S. government has a policy against paying ransom for hostages, this restriction should 

not apply to private individuals.    

More recently, the government announced that it will not threaten to prosecute families 

who try to pay ransoms for family members who are taken hostage.   As President 

Obama said, “These families have suffered enough, and they should never feel ignored or 

victimized by their own government.” 

  

Study Questions:  

(1) Assuming it has a policy against paying ransoms for hostages, is it morally 

justifiable for the government to enforce this policy on its own citizens, when they try to 

pay ransoms?  

  

(2) Does the fact that ransom payments will likely contribute to further violence by 

hostage-takers make it morally impermissible for families to try to financially secure the 

release of family members taken hostage? Why or why not?  

  

(3) If a public official or private citizen was confident that they could pay a ransom 

secretly, so that it would secretly but not openly support violence by hostage-takers, 

would that make a difference in your view? Why or why not?  



 

4. “Don’t Help Me!”  

Tom is a sophomore at a prestigious college. He comes from a low-income household 

and is the first member of his family to attend college. During his freshman year, Tom 

did well academically and socially, though he sometimes consumed alcohol at parties, 

and he was twice cited by the school for drinking in the dorms. Going into his sophomore 

year, Tom already had “two strikes”: One more citation for underage drinking on school 

property and he would lose his scholarship.   

During the semester, Tom and his friend Kevin are drinking at a party in a university-

owned apartment. Tom, dancing merrily, accidentally smashes a glass bottle and badly 

cuts his hand. Bleeding profusely, Tom begins to feel lightheaded and wobbly.  

Concerned for his friend and beginning to panic, Kevin reaches for his phone to call for 

help. But Tom pleads, “Just bandage me up as best you can—if you call for help the 

school will find out I’ve been drinking and I’ll lose my scholarship! I’ll go to the health 

centre tomorrow morning and everything will be fine.”   

Kevin is uneasy with this plan. He’s not trained to clean and bandage a wound and 

doesn’t want to be responsible for Tom sustaining a serious, permanent injury. On the 

other hand, Tom insists that the decision to seek help is not Kevin’s to make. Tom says 

that he’s willing to risk his health in order to avoid getting kicked out of school and 

compromising his future. By calling an ambulance, Kevin might be changing Tom’s life 

forever.   

  

Study Questions:   

(1) Is it morally wrong of Tom to ask Kevin not to call for help? Why or why not?  

  

(2) Can Kevin permissibly do what he thinks is best? If not, is this because he should 

call for help or defer to Tom’s judgment? Explain.  

  

(3) Imagine that Kevin calls for help and that Tom ends up losing his scholarship. 

Would it reasonable for Kevin to feel guilty? Alternatively, imagine that Kevin defers to 

Tom’s judgment and Tom ends up suffering permanent damage in his hand. Would it be 

reasonable for Kevin to feel guilty? Explain.  

  

(4) Suppose that Tom is clearly too drunk to be capable of making an informed 

decision about what to do, but that Kevin is fully aware of his academic and disciplinary 

situation. What should Kevin do in that case?  

 



5. Technology’s Graveyards  

 

  Discarded computers, smartphones, and other devices decay in landfills or are 

incinerated, releasing dangerous amounts of toxic chemicals–lead, cadmium, polyvinyl 

chloride–that leach into the ground or are released into the air.   

Internationally, about 20 to 50 million tons of electronics are discarded each year. Much 

of the e-waste from developed countries ends up in China, India, and developing West 

African nations.  For example, in 2005, 50-80% of the 2.6 million tons of e-waste 

generated by the U.S. was exported to other countries for disposal.  Workers in these 

poorer countries then break down the electronics to resell valuable materials, but lacking 

the tools to properly dispose of the toxic components, they endanger their own and 

others’ health and safety. A report by Green Cross Switzerland estimates that about 

250,000 people are affected by the toxic fumes from an e-waste landfill in Accra, Ghana.  

Another study found that the area surrounding an e-waste dump in Guiyu, China, had 

lead levels 50% higher than the safe standards set by the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention. To tackle this problem, some propose government regulation. European 

Union electronics manufacturers, for example, are now required to take back used 

electronics and recycle or dispose of them locally.  Some areas in the United States have 

passed similar laws, but most take-back programs in America are still voluntarily started 

by companies.  The Basel Convention, ratified by many countries but not the U.S., puts 

limits on the transport of hazardous waste across borders.  The Ban  

Amendment, not yet widely adopted, completely bans the transport of hazardous waste 

from developed nations to developing nations.   Even among those countries who have 

signed the convention or the amendment, enforcement has proven extremely difficult: 

Inspections of 18 European ports in 2005 found that up to 47% of the waste being 

shipped was illegal.     

Others argue that this problem should be tackled by reducing the amount of waste we 

produce. This responsibility would fall on both manufacturers who would need to rethink 

the notion of “planned obsolescence” (intentionally manufacturing products with short 

lifespans so that consumers are compelled to buy new ones) and on consumers who need 

to rethink the notion of “perceived obsolescence” (the rush to discard functional devices 

when newer versions are marketed).11 Both of these factors have increased the rate at 

which we replace our technology: According to Greenpeace, “the average lifespan of 

computers in developed countries has dropped from six years in 1997 to just two years in 

2005.” 

 

 

 

 



Study Questions:  

(1) Are governments morally permitted or required to regulate the disposal of their 

country’s waste? Why or why not?  

  

(2) Is it morally permissible for developed nations to sell potentially hazardous e-

waste to willing buyers in developing nations?  

  

(3) Do manufacturers have a moral obligation to take back and dispose of the products 

that they create? Do consumers have a moral obligation to participate in this process?  

 

 

http://ewasteguide.info/hazardous-substances 

http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/campaigns/detox/electronics/the-e-waste-problem/ 

http://www.pbs.org/frontlineworld/stories/ghana804/map/map.html  

http://www.theafricareport.com/West-Africa/ghana-e-waste-pollution-plagues-accras-agbloboshie.html 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/framework/pdf/BPE%20Inspection/9.%20Inspection_WEEE%20enforc

ement%20%20addressing%20leakage%20in%20the%20take-back%20scheme%20%28NL%29.pdf 

http://www.pbs.org/frontlineworld/stories/ghana804/resources/ewaste.html 

http://legal.un.org/avl/pdf/ha/bcctmhwd/bcctmhwd_e.pdf 

http://www.basel.int/Implementation/LegalMatters/BanAmendmebnt/tabid/1484/Default.aspx 

https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVII-3&chapter=27&lang=en 

http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/campaigns/detox/electronics/the-e-waste-problem/where-does-

e-waste-end-up/ 11 http://www.green24.com/science/plannedobs.php 

http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/campaigns/detox/electronics/the-e-waste-problem/ 

 

 

 

These are written by the National US Ethics Bowl committee for students as they prepare for the first ever Ethics 

Olympiad. Cases written by the Center for the Study of Ethics in the Professions at Illinois Tech. 

http://ethics.iit.edu/teaching/ethics-case-archive Some are published by the National High School Ethics Bowl Case 

Writing Committee under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license. For more information about the National High School Ethics 

Bowl visit http://nhseb.unc.edu  
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