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Debate

The Hobby Lobby Legal Controversy

ISSUE: As a for-profit company, should Hobby Lobby be allowed to refuse certain types of
contraceptives because they conflict with the religious beliefs of the founders?

Hobby Lobby was founded in Oklahoma City by the Green family. The Green family was Christian and decided to
found their company Hobby Lobby on biblical principles. The company continues to use these principles to guide
its decision making, including closing the stores on Sundays to observe the Sabbath. The company tries to help its
employees maintain a healthy work-life balance; a full-time hourly employee is paid $14.50 per hour, nearly twice
the minimum wage. Yet despite its attempts to remain an ethical and socially responsible company, Hobby Lobby
has recently encountered a conflict with the Affordable Care Act requiring employers with 50 or more employees
to provide minimum essential coverage as determined by the US Department of Health and Human Services. These
include different types of contraceptives.

In 2012 Hobby Lobby sued the federal government. Hobby Lobby already had a benefits package for its employees,
including contraceptives. However, it realized that four of these contraceptives were abortifascent, meaning that
they could destroy fertilized eggs after fertilization. Because Hobby Lobby founders believe life starts after
conception, they see these methods as supporting abortion and are morally opposed to it. However, because
these contraceptives are mandated, failure to comply with the law would cost Hobby Lobby a fine of $100 per
employee per day. This would cost Hobby Lobby $475 million per year. Because it believed that forcing it to cover
these four contraceptives violated its religious freedom, Hobby Lobby filed a lawsuit.

The lawsuit, Burwell v. Hobby Lobby, went all the way to the Supreme Court. In June 2014 the Supreme Court
issued a 5-4 decision in favor of Hobby Lobby. The ruling was not based on the First Amendment but on the 1993
Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA). This act placed curbs on the government’s ability to interfere with the
exercise of religion. The Court determined that RFRA applied to private, closely-held corporations such as Hobby
Lobby. It also found these corporations as being “legally capable” of exercising religion or the beliefs of its
founders. Additionally, it found that the mandate did not meet “the least restrictive need” criteria that would
require the government to intervene because alternatives for coverage was available elsewhere.

This spurred a rousing debate among the public. Hillary Clinton described the Supreme Court decision as “deeply
disturbing,” and critics of the ruling believe this gives companies like Hobby Lobby the option of denying coverage
for items whenever the company claims it would violate its belief system. They also see this as a clear loophole for
circumventing the law. Because the Affordable Care Act is a federal law, opponents claim that companies must
comply with all aspects of the law—including some aspects which owners and employees might disagree with.
Finally, because the company is a for-profit company employing people from a number of backgrounds and
religions, Hobby Lobby’s ability to deny certain coverage because of its principles might be seen as pushing its
religious convictions onto others.

On the other hand, Hobby Lobby has supporters as well. Supporters are quick to point out Hobby Lobby does not
object to the coverage of contraceptives, only those that are believed to be able to induce abortion. To Hobby
Lobby abortifacients involve a highly moral issue that conflicts with the company’s core values. Finally, while a
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public company has a number of shareholders with a range of perspectives, closely held private companies such as
Hobby Lobby are owned by only a few individuals. Proponents of the Supreme Court decision argue that these
owners should have the right to determine their company’s values and avoid adopting practices that directly
violates these values.

There are two sides to every issue:

1. Hobby Lobby should not have the right to restrict legal contraceptives just because
its founders disagree with them morally.

2. Hobby Lobby should be allowed to restrict certain contraceptives because it is a
privately, closely-held organization.
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