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

selected from the 2017 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. Here we are using video 

conferencing & Skype 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. Contributing to Over-population 

2. Non-Human Animals in Bio-medical Research 

3. Standing up to Hate 

4. Gender and Sports 

5. Stuck in Love 

 

 

 



 

 

1. Contributing to overpopulation 

The human population has risen dramatically over the past century and it shows no signs of 

slowing down. In the 19th century there were less than a billion people on the planet. Now, about 200 

years later, there are more than seven billion people on the planet. Population experts predict that this 

number will keep rising until it reaches nine or ten billion by 2050 and, possibly, ten or eleven billion by 

2100 

 

Many people believe that this increase in human population is a problem for our planet. We will 

consume too many natural resources, emit too many greenhouse gases, and generally speaking make the 

world a worse place for people in future generations. 

 

Not everybody agrees that current population trends are unsustainable. But suppose that they are. 

In that case we have to ask: What if anything does this mean for our own individual procreative choices? 

In particular, do we have a moral duty to limit how many children we have as a way of addressing 

overpopulation? 

 

Many people feel the pull of two different, seemingly conflicting thoughts when they think about 

these questions. The first thought is that if it would be bad for all of us to have, say, more than one child, 

then it would also be bad for each of us to have more than one child. And this makes sense: After all, is it 

really fair for me to have, say, two or three or four children if I know that it would be unsustainable for 

everyone who also wanted that many children to have them? 

 

The other, seemingly conflicting thought is that while it might be bad for all of us to have, say, 

more than one child, it is not necessarily bad for one person in particular to do so. And this makes sense 

too: After all, we might think that whereas a lot depends on how many children we all have, not all that 

much depends on how many children you or I have in particular. And if you or I care a great deal about 

having a large family, we might find it implausible that morality could require us to sacrifice that goal 

whether or not our individual procreative choices make a difference. 

 

Then again, maybe our procreative choices do make a difference. And of course, we may or may 

not think that making a difference is all that matters in this kind of case. Still, the intuition remains that 

having only one child (or no children at all) is an awfully high price to pay for what might seem to be a 

merely symbolic gesture. 

 

Study questions 

 

1. Do our individual procreative choices make a difference when it comes to global issues like 

overpopulation? Why or why not? 

2. Does the ethics of limiting how many children we have depend on whether or not our individual 

procreative choices make a difference? Why or why not? 

3. Are there other cases where we seem to make a difference collectively but not individually? If so, 

what are they, and how if at all should our thinking about this case extend to those cases? 1 

http://www.unfpa.org/world-population-trends# 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

2. Nonhuman animals in biomedical research 

Biomedical experiments often rely on the use of nonhuman animals as test subjects. This research 

sometimes leads to important medical and scientific advances, but it also often exposes research subjects 

to disease, injury, and/or death without the possibility of consent, and without the promise that this 

research will be used to benefit nonhuman animal populations. 

 

There are many examples of nonhuman subjects experiments that seem to have led to important 

medical and scientific breakthroughs. For example, experimental surgery conducted on the brains of 

monkeys led researchers to discover a new treatment for Parkinson’s disease, which has now helped as 

many as 200,000 humans to greatly increase their quality of life. Granted, this kind of research can 

sometimes lead us astray as well, due to differences between human and nonhuman bodies. And at least 

some of the progress that we have made as a result of this kind of research might have occurred either 

way. Still, it is plausible that nonhuman subjects research has done substantial good for humans. 

However, there are also many risks and harms that researchers impose on nonhuman subjects that 

they would never impose on human subjects (even if those humans were cognitively relevantly similar to 

nonhumans). For instance, in 1987 Mortimer Mishkin and Tim Appenzeller lesioned the brains of 

monkeys in order to learn how different structures in the brain contribute to forming memories. They did 

learn new information about memory in the process. However, this study left its research subjects 

neurologically impaired and unable to form memories.18 And this outcome is not at all uncommon: The 

vast majority of nonhuman subjects experience disease, injury, and/or death as a result of their 

involvement in biomedical research. 

 

Currently in the U.S., the Animal Welfare Act requires all federally funded research facilities that conduct 

animal research to have an Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee (IACUC). These committees review 

all research proposals that would use animal models and conduct inspections inresearch facilities. In 

particular, IACUCs aim to ensure that researchers use animal models only in worthwhile experiments, that 

researchers use animal models only when alternatives are unavailable, and that when researchers do use 

animal models, they avoid causing unnecessary harm (though in practice, many IACUCs treat these criteria is 

compatible with imposing disease, injury, and/or death on nonhuman subjects since they see these harms as 

a necessary part of worthwhile experiments). However, critics of animal research claim that we need to do 

more in order to treat nonhuman subjects ethically. In particular, some animal rights advocates argue that we 

should perform experiments on nonhumans only if we would be willing to perform these experiments on 

cognitively relevantly similar humans (for example infants or severely cognitively disabled humans) as well. 

And of course, in the human case, most people believe that we should never knowingly and willingly inflict 

impairment or death on research subjects without the possibility of consent, no matter what we might learn 

as a result. In these cases, most people think, these harms are simply too high a price to pay. 

 

 

Study questions 

1. How should we compare the value of scientific knowledge with the wellbeing of research 

subjects? 

2. Are we justified in treating nonhuman subjects differently than cognitively relevantly similar 

human subjects? Why or why not? 

3. Are we justified in treating some nonhuman subjects, such as primates, differently than others, 

such as mice? Why or why not?         

            

https://speakingofresearch.com/facts/medical-benefits/ 17 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4594046/ 18 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/3589645 19 http://www.nationalaglawcenter.org/wp-

content/uploads/assets/crs/RS22493.pdf 20 https://grants.nih.gov/grants/olaw/Guide-for-the-Care-and-use-

of-laboratory-animals.pdf 

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/olaw/Guide-for-the-Care-and-use-of-laboratory-animals.pdf
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/olaw/Guide-for-the-Care-and-use-of-laboratory-animals.pdf


 

 

 

 

3. Standing up to hate 

Sam is going over to their friend Jake’s house for dinner. They have known Jake and his family 

for several years, and they get along with Jake’s family well. When Sam goes over for dinner, topics are 

usually lighthearted, ranging from sports to music to local news. This time, however, the discussion takes 

an unexpected turn. Jake’s father launches into a diatribe in which he makes a variety of derogatory 

remarks about other groups, such as “women should know their place” and “gay people should be 

ashamed of themselves”. Sam is taken aback, as they have always thought of Jake’s family as tolerant and  

accepting. Even worse, before they can think of how to respond, Jake’s younger brother chimes in to 

agree with his father. To Sam’s disappointment, Jake simply stares at the table in embarrassment. Sam 

knows that what is happening is wrong, but is unsure of how they should respond to the situation. 

Part of Sam wants to confront Jake’s father and brother, as they feel that it is their responsibility 

to stand up against hate whenever and wherever they see it, and to correct the problematic assumptions 

that underpin such remarks. They also think that they have an opportunity to educate this family, showing 

them that such remarks are not only harmful but inaccurate. If they do not take this opportunity, who else 

will? Additionally, Sam is a worried that if they remain silent, Jake’s father and brother will feel 

empowered to continue making such remarks, to the point where it will be too late to change their views, 

or even change their minds about expressing such views. 

 

Another part of Sam feels that it is not their place to confront Jake’s father and brother in their 

own home. They feel particularly conflicted about confronting Jake’s father, as they have been raised to 

respect their elders. Sam also believes that they have a duty to be polite and show their appreciation for 

being hosted for dinner. Furthermore, Sam worries that confronting Jake’s father and brother will create 

an uncomfortable situation and put a strain on Sam’s relationship with Jake’s family. And for all Sam 

knows, standing up to Jake’s father and brother could backfire, causing either or both of them to become 

defensive and even more convinced that their views are correct. 

 

Study questions 

1. To what extent, if at all, should we put aside our moral principles when a guest in someone else’s 

home, and why? 

2. How, if at all, would your analysis of this case change if it was Sam’s family rather than their 

friend’s family expressing these views? 

3. How, if at all, would your analysis of this case change if you learned that Sam was a member of 

one of the groups being targeted in this discussion?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4. Gender and sports 

Many athletic competitions are divided into men’s and women’s competitions. One justification 

for this division is that men have a competitive advantage over women in many sports due to increased 

testosterone levels and muscle distribution. This is not to say that all men have a competitive advantage 

over all women – far from it. Still, many people think that the difference between men and women is 

significant enough to justify gendered categories, since this approach allows more people to participate 

and have a fair shot at winning. 

 

However, many people are now questioning this binary division between men’s and women’s 

competitions. First, we now know that gender is more complicated than this distinction suggests. For 

example, nonbinary people are neither men nor women, so they do not fit into either category. 

Transgender men and women (i.e. men who were assigned female at birth and women who were assigned 

male at birth, respectively) raise questions for these categories as well. If we sort these individuals based 

on their gender identity, then, some people worry, we risk giving trans women a competitive advantage 

over cis women (i.e. women who were assigned female at birth). Yet if we sort these individuals based on 

their assigned sex at birth, then we are erasing their gender identity, which raises further moral 

questions. 

 

We also face questions about what criteria to use to sort people into these categories (even for 

people who do belong in them). In the past, sports organizations used genital check and chromosome 

analysis.  However, these tests are both invasive and inadequate, since not all men have sex organs or 

chromosomes traditionally defined as male, not all women have sex organs or chromosomes traditionally 

defined as female, and many people, including many intersex people (whose “reproductive or sexual 

anatomy [do not] seem fit the typical definitions of male or female”), have neither. There are also moral 

questions involved with requiring people to have surgery or hormonal treatment in order to compete in the 

appropriate category, since we do not generally require healthy people to do such things, and since some 

people might not have the opportunity to take these steps even if they wanted to. 

 

If these problems prove too difficult to solve, we might also consider moving away from 

gendered categories altogether. One model is that we place everyone in the same category. After all, there 

are all kinds of natural advantages people can have in sports, ranging from height to weight to 

testosterone levels. So maybe we should chalk it all up to luck and let the most athletic person win. But 

then the fact remains that men would likely have a competitive advantage over women in general. 

Another model is that we replace gendered categories with, say, testosterone level categories and sort 

people that way. But then, that might not track everything that traditionally gave men a competitive 

advantage over women in general, and it would also require a radical reimagining of many sports. 

 

Study questions 

 

1. Is the binary distinction between men’s and women’s sports justified if not everybody is a man or 

woman? 

2. If the value of respecting a person’s gender identity seems to conflict with the value of 

maintaining an equal playing field in sports, how should we weigh these values? 

3. Why, if at all, is it okay for athletic competitions to sort athletes based on some features, such as 

testosterone levels, that create a competitive advantage but not based on other features, such as 

height, that do so as well?          

         

https://theconversation.com/do-transgender-athletes-have-an-unfair-advantage-54289 23 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/03/magazine/the-humiliating-practice-of-sex-testing-

femaleathletes.html?_r=0 

http://www.isna.org/faq/what_is_intersex 25 

http://www.outsports.com/2016/1/21/10812404/transgender-ioc-policy-new-olympics 

 



 

 

 

5. Stuck in love 

Sarah met her husband Christopher in an outdoors store ten years ago. They hit it off right away. 

They spent long hours climbing, taking backpacking trips and generally connecting over their mutual love 

of the outdoors. Eventually, they decided to get married. They were happily married for six years until 

Christopher had a tragic climbing accident. On one of their excursions, Christopher’s harness broke and 

he fell 50 feet, becoming paralyzed from the waist down. The accident was tragic for both of them, and 

Sarah did all she could to comfort Christopher during his recovery and adaptation to life as a paraplegic. 

Four years later, life has continued for Sarah and Christopher, but Sarah feels as though more has 

been lost than Christopher’s ability to walk. Although they have some other things in common, the core 

of their relationship had always been their shared love of outdoor activities. Now that many of these 

activities are off the table for them, Sarah feels as though she and Christopher are drifting apart. She still 

loves hiking and climbing, and Christopher still supports her interest in these activities. But there is a 

limit to how much Sarah can enjoy these activities now (especially with Christopher), and when she 

enjoys these activities without Christopher, she feels guilty for leaving him behind. Meanwhile, 

Christopher is developing new interests, for example in reading, writing, and painting, that Sarah fully 

supports but has very little interest in herself. To the degree that she tries to share these new interests, she 

feels frustrated by her inability to do so. And to the degree that she does not, she worries that this will 

make her and Christopher grow even further apart. 

 

Sarah tries to make the relationship work for as long as she can, but in spite of her best efforts she 

feels unfulfilled. So, now that Christopher has largely adjusted to his new life and is relatively 

independent again (though he does still benefit from her care and support), Sarah starts to wonder if their 

relationship still makes sense. Yes, Sarah loves Christopher and takes the commitment she made to him 

very seriously, but the relationship they previously had is gone and she no longer feels happy. Although 

she vowed to stay with Christopher through sickness and health, she thinks they might both be happier 

apart (or at least that she might be). 

At the same time, Sarah feels ashamed of herself for even considering leaving Christopher. If she 

vowed to stay with him through sickness and health, how can she now desert him simply because of the 

consequences of his accident? She thinks about how harshly she would judge people who leave their 

partners who have been diagnosed with cancer or other illnesses, and wonders whether her situation is 

any different. When she thinks about such cases, she feels like there is something morally bad about 

leaving your partner as a result of this kind of development, and that a truly good person would renew 

their commitment to their partner in such a situation instead of breaking it. And yet, she thinks, she can’t 

help the fact that she feels unfulfilled, and she also can’t prevent herself from having these feelings. 

 

Study questions 

 

 

1. Is Sarah blameworthy for feeling unfulfilled in her relationship with Christopher? 

2. Is it morally permissible to break a commitment to your partner in a situation like this? 

3. Is it morally permissible to make a commitment that you are not certain you will be able to keep? 

 

 


