
If you read last
week’s article,
you can begin to
see that the Stella
Liebeck case
(“hot coffee
case”) was not a
frivolous case
with little or no
injuries. The
coffee that
spilled into Ms. Liebeck’s lap that
resulted in third degree burns and
surgical skin grafting was being
served at a temperature that ac-
cording toMcDonald’s own qual-
ity assurancemanagerwas not “fit
for consumption”. Furthermore it
was some 50-60 degrees hotter
than the coffee brewed in the av-
erageAmerican home. The ques-
tion is “Why did McDonald’s
brew and serve such hot coffee?”
Have you not heard this from the
media? Why not?

The rest of the story: McDonald’s
asserted that customers buy coffee
on their way to work or home, in-
tending to consume it there. How-
ever, the company’s own research
showed that customers intend to
consume the coffee immediately
while driving. McDonald’s also
argued that consumers know cof-
fee is hot and that its customers
want it that way. However, the
company admitted its customers
were unaware that they could suf-
fer third-degree burns from the
coffee and that a statement on the
side of the cup was not a “warn-
ing” but a “reminder” since the lo-
cation of the writing would not
warn customers of the hazard. In
fact, the testimony of a McDon-
ald’s executive demonstrated that
the company knew its coffee
sometimes caused serious burns,
but they hadn’t consulted burn ex-
perts about it. This same executive
further testified that McDonald’s
didn’t intend to change any of its
coffee policies or procedures, say-
ing “There are more serious dan-
gers in the restaurants”.

At the beginning of the trial, the
jury foreman Jerry Goens was
quoted as saying that he “wasn’t
convinced as towhy I needed to be
there to settle a coffee spill”. By
the end of the trial, Betty Farnham
(another juror) was quoted as say-
ing “The facts were so over-
whelmingly against the company.
They were not taking care of their
customers.”

The
“Hot Coffee

Case”—The True
Story--Part Three

PhilipA. Stroud,
LocalAttorney


