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Walter Fuller, Chief Executive Officer of H. B. Fuller, Inc., faced a formidable problem.  Could the company continue production of its most profitable adhesive product, Endurol, and at the same time manage to maintain its impeccable image for social responsibility?


The executives at H. B. Fuller, Inc., first became aware of the substance abuse problem back in 2009n Honduran newspapers carried articles about police arrests of street children who drugged themselves by sniffing glue.  Most of the orphaned or runaway children lived in the poorest slums of the big cities where they scratched out a minimal existence as beggars and illegal squatters.  The commonly available adhesive known as Endurol emerged as the substance of choice among these young junkies due to its low price and hallucinogenic qualities.  The highly-addictive glue induced immediate feelings of elation, grandeur and power, but it also initiated irreversible liver and brain damage when used over a long period of time.  Although the street children abused other substances in addition to Endurol, they soon became tagged as “Enduroleros,” a name that eventually became synonymous with all street children, whether they used the drug or not.


Malena Chemical Industries, S.A., one of H. B. Fuller’s wholly-owned subsidiaries, first introduced Endurol to the Central American market in early 2001.  Malena manufactured and distributed more than a dozen different adhesives under the Endurol brand name in several countries.  In Honduras, where Endurol was manufactured, the products had a strong market position.  The adhesives were intended primarily for use in shoe manufacturing and repair, leather work, and carpentry.  The most common forms of Endurol had properties similar to those of airplane glue or rubber cement and were readily available at household goods stores throughout the country.  Malena maintained tight control over the wholesale distribution of Endurol.  Nearly all glue products that reached the Enduroleros came from retail outlets; either directly or through street pushers.


In spite of the competitive challenge of operating under unstable political and economic conditions in Central America, Malena managers stressed the objective of going beyond the bottom line in their annual report:

Malena carries out business with the utmost respect for ethical and legal principles.  Its orientation is not solely directed to the customer, who has the highest priority, but also to the shareholders, to employees, and to the communities where it operates.


Fuller’s founder and Chairman of the Board, J. Grant Fuller, had become a legendary figure in the local area.  He had served several terms in local government and remained active in civic affairs.  Fuller saw the company through four decades of financial success as President and Chief Executive Officer before handing over the managerial reigns to his son Walter in January 2011.


Three months into Walter’s term as President, angry letters began to trickle in from the stockholders.  Some of these individuals heard of the Endurol problem through international press releases, while others had witnessed the problem first-hand in Central America.  On November 2, 2011, Fuller received an irate call from a shareholder whose daughter worked with an international aid group in Honduras.  The man demanded, “How can a company like H. B. Fuller claim to have a social conscience and continue to sell Endurol which is ‘practically burning out the brains’ of children in Latin America?”  The letter’s timing was uncanny.  Walter was about to meet with a national group of socially responsible investors who were considering H. B. Fuller’s stock for inclusion in their portfolio.


Meanwhile, Walter learned that Malena management had failed to dissuade the Honduran government from regulating Endurol.  As a solution, to the glue sniffing problem, the legislature mandated that oil of mustard, allyl isothicyanate, be added to Endurol to prevent its abuse.  They argued that a person attempting to sniff glue with oil of mustard included would find it too powerful to tolerate; like getting an “overdose of horseradish.”  However independent toxicology reports revealed that the oil of mustard had some acute side effects.  The material could prove fatal if inhaled, swallowed or absorbed through the skin, cause severe irritation or burns, and could destroy tissues of the mucous membranes, upper respiratory tract, eyes and skin.  In addition, the Endurol with the oil of mustard included had a shelf life of only six months.


Given H. B. Fuller’s high visibility as a socially responsible corporation, the glue sniffing problem had the potential for becoming a public relations nightmare.  Fuller’s staff suggested a number of options including withdrawal of the product from the market or altering the formula to make Endurol a water-based product.  Both would solve the glue-sniffing problem.  However, any formula alteration would also affect the strength and durability of the glue, its most valuable properties.


Finally, Fuller decided to go to Honduras and see what was going on.  Upon his return, he realized that the situation involved more than product misuse and the company’s image; it had social and community ramifications as well.  The issue was substance abuse by children, regardless of who manufactured the product.


The depth of poverty in Honduras exacerbated the problem.  In 2010, 65 percent of all households in Honduras lived in poverty, making it one of the poorest countries in Latin America.  The government remained highly unstable with a large turnover rate.  Officials usually settled for a quick fix.  They seldom stayed in office long enough to manage a long term policy.  By the time of Fuller’s trip, the oil-of-mustard law had been on the books for several months.  However, officials had yet to implement the rule, and the country had scheduled national elections in three months.


Fuller wondered if his company could do much to solve this complicated social problem.

Issues to Consider in Your Answer
1. What are the long-term ramifications of either pulling your product off the market or keeping it there and doing nothing?  What does the data tell you to do?  What does your gut tell you to do?

2. What will this decision say about your leadership?  Are there any actions other companies have taken in the past that can guide Fuller?
3. Is the company responsible for the misuse of its product in another culture? How much of an obligation do companies have to address serious social problems in developing countries?  How does one determine this obligation?
4. What would Aristotle do to guide Fuller? What decision has the highest utility? What guidance would Kant and Rawls provide here?
5. If you were Fuller, what would you ultimately do and why?

