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Abstract
Jasper and Poulsen (1995) have long argued that moral 
shocks are critical for recruitment in the nonhuman animal 
rights movement.  Building on this, Decoux (2009) argues that 
abolitionist nonhuman animal rights fails to recruit members 
because it does not effectively utilize descriptions of suffering.  
However, the effectiveness of moral shocks and subsequent 
emotional reactions has been questioned.  This article reviews 
the literature surrounding the use of moral shocks in social 
movements.  Based on this review, it is suggested that the 
exploitation of emotional reactions to depictions of suffering 
can sometimes prove beneficial to recruitment, but successful 
use is contextual based on pre-existing frameworks, ideology, 
and identity.  A reliance on images and narratives might 
therefore be misconstrued in a society dominated by 
nonhuman animal welfare ideology.



Abolitionism
 Developed by Gary L. Francione

 Rights based; veganism

 Criticizes mainstream animal rights movement 
in moderating goals

 Welfare reform

 Single issue campaigning

 Ignores veganism

 These moderate tactics are thought to 

 Increase efficiency and profits for industries

 Increase public comfort with consumption



Moral Shocks

 Intended to elicit strong emotional 

reactions (Goodwin & Jasper 2003)

 Important when networks are absent

 Can motivate spontaneous recruitment 

and donations from isolated individuals

 DeCoux (2009) criticizes abolitionism for 

not depicting suffering and focusing on 

rational discourse







Abolition & Moral Shocks

 Abolitionists do utilize moral shocks, though 

largely reliant on moral suasion

 Moral shocks are a traditional tactic of 

professionalized animal rights organizations 

and the two are highly associated

 The concern is that moral shocks will encourage 

viewers to support problematic welfare reforms 
and single-issue campaigns in a knee-jerk 

reaction of wanting to help nonhumans now





FARM Pay-Per-View

 80% of viewers pledge to decrease 

animal product consumption and over 

50% of viewers have made these changes 

1 month later

 Pledge wording and options undisclosed



Literature Review
 Elicit strong emotions and disgust motivating 

participation (Herzog and Golden 2009)

 Moral shocks increase time and money 
donated (Burt and Strongman 2004; Maheswaran and 
Meyers-Levy 1990)

 More effective than narrative descriptions 
(Eayrs and Ellis 1990)

 More effective than networks in recruitment 
(Jasper and Poulsen 1995)

 Immediate or over time (Jasper 1998)

 Study by McDonald (2000) supports this

 Participants exposed to a graphic vivisection film 
were disgusted and receptive to attitude change 
(Nabi 2009)



Literature Review (Continued)

 Effectiveness unclear (Cooney 2011; Rothman et al. 1992)

 Can cause viewers to shut down (Joy 2008)

 PETA advertisements were unpersuasive and 
viewed negatively or garnered little interest (Mika 
2006)

 Social distance of those being blamed is 
important (Kilstein and Kilkenny 2011; Nepstad and Smith 
2001; Maurer 2002)

 Personal networks may be more important than 
moral shocks (Cherry 2006)

 Those close to transitioning may be more 
receptive to rational discussion (Mika 2006)

 Prevalence of moral shocks in media desensitizes 
(Blaxter 2009)



Contextual Constraints
 Media

 Positive vegan messages censored(Cole and 
Morgan 2011)

 Pro-industry bias (Blaxter 2009; Kew 2003)

 Framing
 Important in defining the problem, how to solve 

the problem, and how to motivate participation 
(Benford and Snow 2000)

 Professionalized animal rights organizations 
maintain the dominant frame
 Welfarist counterframing

 Identity
 Audience and activists



Findings

 Support for moral shocks is mixed

 Context is key

 Need a more supportive media atmosphere

 Abolitionists, excluded from the dominant 

animal rights frame, will have difficulty using 

welfarist tactics for abolitionist goals

 Must overcome negative identity associations

 Potential compromise in positive portrayals of 

nonhumans


