
59 60

FOR THE ANIMALS, THE EARTH, AND 
OUR HEALTH: STR ATEGIES FOR SOCIAL 
CHANGE AND THE PROBLEM OF  
ANIMAL-PRODUCT CONSUMPTION

Betsy Rubinstein 
School of Social Service Administration 
The University of Chicago

Abstract
How does an issue come to be defined as a social problem? Once a problem is defined 
as such, what are the processes through which activists engage and organize citizens to 
join the cause? What strategies can activists use to get their issue on the public agenda 
for change? Using the purported social problem of animal-product consumption, this 
paper will provide a response to these questions through the social change lens of the 
vegan/vegetarian (VEG) movement. The author will discuss how VEG activists have 
created meaning through the use of collective action frames, expanded the boundaries 
of the movement to mobilize an increasing number of individuals and groups, and 
utilized campaign tactics and policy windows to get the animal-product consumption 
problem on the public agenda.

I n order to develop an understanding of how social problems 
come to be, it is important to recognize that what we perceive 

as “problems” are not simply conditions that preexist in the world, 
separate from human creation. Rather, as Spector and Kitsuse (1987) 
argue, social problems emerge from “the activities of those who 
assert the existence of conditions and define them as problems” (74). 
Individuals who make such assertions sometimes use value judgments 
to construct a problem through compelling and convincing language. 

Within the context of social movements, activists act as claims-makers 
by effectively framing an issue as a pressing social problem. The framing 
technique can also be used as a strategic tool to mobilize and engage a 
diverse group of people around the issue. By broadening the frames through 
which a social problem can be understood, activists can effectively increase 
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the amount of potential supporters, and thus make a larger impact. Once 
individuals and groups have been mobilized around an issue, activists try to 
set an agenda for change. With the power of effective frames and mobilized 
citizens, activists will engage in mass-communication to increase the 
likelihood of public support and policy adoption. 

This paper will present an example of these advocacy techniques 
through their implementation by the vegan/vegetarian (VEG) movement. 
The VEG movement has effectively utilized these framing, mobilization, 
and agenda-setting techniques to advocate on behalf of animals, the 
environment, and our health and thus offers a clear example of how activists 
use these essential techniques to bring about social change.

FR AMING THE ISSUE
In their assessment of social movements, Benford and Snow (2000) 
illustrate how framing creates meaning. When frames are used to mobilize 
groups to take action on a particular social movement, they are called 
“collective action frames.” Under the umbrella of collective action frames, 
there are three component parts: diagnostic framing, prognostic framing, 
and motivational framing. Diagnostic framing refers to the words that 
agents use to identify the problem and the sources of causality. In some 
cases, determining the causal source for a social problem is a difficult 
task. Change agents who agree that a given situation is a social problem 
may disagree about what or who specifically is causing the problem. 

In the case of the VEG movement, the causal source of the social 
problem is intrinsic to the problem itself. According to Vegan Action’s 
website (vegan.org), animal-product consumption is a social problem due 
to its negative effects on animals, the environment, and our health, so the 
obvious source of blame are the people who consume animal products and 
the institutions that perpetuate the meat/dairy-production industry. Once a 
social problem and its cause have been identified in this way, the next task 
is to determine a course of action to respond to the problem. This is where 
prognostic framing is utilized.

Prognostic framing is used not only to identify the solution or plan 
of action, but also to articulate the strategies that will be used to carry out 
the plan. Activists within Vegan Outreach, for example, frame the solution 
to animal-product consumption as being a matter of educating the public 
about alternatives to eating meat and dairy, and the ethical issues around 
animal-cruelty. Their hope is to appeal to our human sense of right and 
wrong, and to help provide an alternative perspective to the notion that 
animal products must be a central component of our diet. Matt Ball (2008), 
a member of Vegan Outreach, stated that “effective advocates . . . recognize 
that they can’t change anyone’s mind. No matter how elegant the argument, 
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real and lasting change comes only when others are free to explore new 
perspectives” (2). Furthermore, vegan activists use prognostic frames that 
do not involve the imposition of value judgments or the intention to make 
meat and dairy-eaters feel guilty about their diet choices. Rather, they focus 
their solution on the dispersion of information, increasing access to vegan/
vegetarian options, and promoting a healthy and environmentally friendly 
lifestyle. 

The third component to collective action frames is motivational 
framing. These frames are used to provide a rationale and motivation 
for individuals and groups to engage in collective action around a social 
problem. More specifically, motivational frames involve using a vocabulary 
that indicates a sense of “severity, urgency, efficacy and [or] propriety” 
(Benford and Snow 2000, 617). With respect to propriety, Bruce Friedrich 
(2004), the director of Vegan Campaigns with People for the Ethical 
Treatment of Animals (PETA), stated that the ultimate goal of the animal 
rights movement is to apply the golden rule to all animals: Do unto others 
as you would have them do unto you. By using this recognizable phrase, 
he intended to appeal to our society’s conventionally accepted beliefs and 
morals. Surely, we would not want to be locked in a cage unable to walk 
around or breathe fresh air. We would not want to be forced into a small 
space where there was no separation between our living area and the place 
where we expelled waste. 

Peter Singer and Jim Mason (2006), both authors and activists for 
animal rights, use motivational frames that exemplify the severity of 
slaughterhouses. Throughout their book, The Way We Eat: Why Our Food 
Choices Matter, they explained in detail the extreme cruelty and pain that 
chickens experience in factory farming conditions. Their writing conjures 
“excrement-filled litter” and “premature death” of animals “crammed into 
cages” and “suffer[ing] dislocated and broken hips, broken wings, and 
internal bleeding” (24-5). By continuously using motivational framing that 
illustrates the distressing conditions of slaughterhouses, Singer and Mason 
have the capacity to potentially influence the reader to take action and 
change their diet.

“Master frames” are another form of framing that activists commonly 
use to mobilize action in social movements. While collective action 
frames use words and phrases that are specific to the social problem at 
hand, master frames are less restrictive and reach out to connect with 
other social problems (Benford and Snow 2000). For example, Singer 
and Mason’s (2006) detailed description of the maltreatment of chickens 
in slaughterhouses provide a collective action frame, but the words like 
unethical, cruel, inhumane, gruesome, and destructive are all contribute 
to a master frame. While these words could certainly be used to describe 
factory-farming conditions and environmental destruction, they could 
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also be used to describe a variety of other issues. Benford and Snow 
(2000) explain that the inclusive nature of master frames make them both 
beneficial and detrimental to their overall effectiveness in mobilizing 
individuals and groups. While a master frame has the ability to resonate 
with many people, its lack of specificity can limit its inability to capture 
the severity of the issue. For this reason, it is in the best interest of VEG 
activists to choose their framing strategically, and with the intention of 
revealing the ruthless nature of animal-product consumption.

MOBILIzING INDIVIDUALS AND GROUPS
In the evolution of a social movement, the act of framing and the creation 
of collective action frames give advocates the ability to mobilize individuals 
and groups to join and support a cause. After all, the intention of the 
powerful and compelling language involved in framing is to convince the 
public (or specific audience) that the issue at hand is urgent and severe 
enough to require our attention and efforts. In addition to utilizing 
framing techniques, it is important that activists continually strive to 
broaden the boundaries of their movement, and thereby increase the 
number of potential supporters. As Valerie Jenness (1995) argues, “domain 
expansion” is a “necessary resource for ‘framing work’” (147) because it 
allows “claim-makers [to] offer new definitions for—and thus extend 
the boundaries of—the phenomena deemed problematic” (154). 

The VEG movement has utilized the concept of domain expansion 
in its efforts to mobilize individuals and groups. In their advocacy efforts, 
VEG organizations such as Vegan Action seek to educate the public about 
the benefits of adopting a vegan lifestyle for the sake of animals, the 
environment, and our health (Vegan Action). By incorporating issues of 
animal-rights, environmentalism and health-consciousness into the VEG 
movement, vegan/vegetarian activists have the ability to influence a larger 
population and convince these individuals and groups that adopting a VEG 
lifestyle is the ultimate form of advocacy for these issues. How could a 
true environmentalist support the meat-production industry if “the raising 
of livestock takes up more than two-thirds of agricultural land” (Vegan 
Society) and uses an excess amount of energy and water simply to keep 
animals warm and able to perform bodily functions? According to the Vegan 
Society, beef production is an incredibly inefficient use of fossil fuels in that 
it uses “about three times the amount of energy as food energy produced” 
(Vegan Society). In comparison, corn and barley production creates 15 
times the amount of energy of beef production for equal fossil fuel input. 
Furthermore, all of the energy that is lost on meat production could be 
used to sustain human beings on a vegan diet. Surely, a hamburger would 
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be hard to swallow once an environmentalist became informed about the 
detrimental effects of meat-production on the environment.

Bruce Friedrich, an advocate for both animal-rights and veganism, 
illustrates how the VEG movement has utilized domain expansion by 
joining forces with the animal-rights movement to achieve a common 
goal. He suggests that being an effective vegan advocate means refraining 
from framing VEG activism in terms of personal purity and policing 
other vegans/vegetarians about the specific ingredients that they consume. 
Instead, VEG activism should be framed as a method to protect the well 
being of animals. Friedrich (2008, 4) stated, “Veganism is not a dogma… 
[it] is not a list of ingredients or a set of rules… veganism is about stopping 
suffering [and]… doing our best to help animals.” By framing the adoption 
of a VEG lifestyle in terms of preventing the suffering of innocent animals, 
activists have the ability to convince animal-lovers to be vegan/vegetarian 
instead of viewing such lifestyle options as policing and fanatical. 

In addition to advocating for animal-rights and environmentalism, the 
VEG movement has been able to expand its domain to health-conscious 
people more generally by informing the public that a diet excluding animal 
products is better for our health. Vegan and vegetarian diets have become 
appealing as they have been shown to lower cholesterol, decrease the 
likelihood of obesity and decrease the risk of heart disease (Key et al. 2006, 
37-8). Because health is a concern of all human beings (not just animal-
lovers and environmentalists), the VEG movement has been able to increase 
its amount of supporters and advocates strictly on the basis of health 
considerations. In turn, those who adopt the VEG lifestyle expand the reach 
of advocates by increasing exposure to the issue. 

SETTING AN AGENDA FOR CHANGE
The simple act of spreading knowledge about the benefits of living a VEG 
lifestyle is an essential component to the vegan/vegetarian movement, as 
it helps with agenda setting and moving issues forward. As mentioned 
previously, the VEG movement has focused a large amount of activist 
efforts on penetrating the popular agenda (the media and the mass public) 
by spreading the word about the benefits of being VEG, the realities of the 
meat/dairy production industry, and the variety of VEG alternatives to meat 
and dairy. In PETA’s Guide to Becoming an Activist (2009), animal-rights 
advocates encourage making displays, distributing leaflets and posting fliers 
as an effective method to educate the public. A persuasive leaflet, they 
argue, includes short and clear sentences, a photograph, a few bullet points 
outlining the issue, and contact information (PETA activists recognize 
that they will not be able to affect the public by handing out lengthy 
packets of information about their issue). Instead, one bold, eye-catching 
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statement often has the power to make individuals consider or reconsider 
their views about a particular issue. For example, Vegan Outreach created 
a flyer with three large photographs of innocent animal faces and one bold 
statement in the center: “Boycott Cruelty!” This exemplifies how one bold 
statement, within the master frame of cruelty, makes its short, sharp appeal. 
Ultimately, an effective outreach strategy for getting on the popular agenda 
is to first capture public attention, and then guide interested individuals 
and groups to what Vegan Outreach, on its website (veganoutreach.org), 
calls “credible, persuasive, and focused literature [that will] provide 
well-documented and thorough answers for specific questions.” 

With respect to initiatives for getting on the “public” or 
“governmental” agenda, the VEG movement has taken part in many 
campaigns to create change around issues of animal cruelty and the lack of 
accessibility to vegan/vegetarian food. VEG activists have recognized that 
the university student population tends to be more receptive to veganism/
vegetarianism than the rest of society (veganoutreach.org). Vegan Action’s 
website features a description of its “Vegan Dorm Food” campaign, which 
helps to introduce students to a healthy, vegan lifestyle and the variety of 
dishes that can be made without the use of animal products.

Vegan Action’s website also describes an even broader campaign: their 
“Vegan Certification” campaign, which promotes a “certified vegan logo, 
an easy-to-recognize symbol applied to foods, clothing, cosmetics and other 
items that contain no animal products and are not tested on animals.” By 
administering a recognizable logo to all vegan goods, consumers will be 
able to choose vegan-friendly products with ease, and the word “vegan” will 
likely become a part of mainstream vocabulary over time. While a common 
excuse that VEG activists hear from individuals who are interested in, but 
unwilling to adopt, the VEG lifestyle is that “being vegan or vegetarian 
would be such a burden because animal products are in everything.” 
With the implementation of the “Vegan Certification” and “Vegan Dorm 
Food” campaigns, interested individuals have an increased ability to gain 
knowledge about and access to the VEG lifestyle.

In addition to spreading the word and partaking in campaigns, the 
VEG movement has taken advantage of policy windows that open when 
a significant event, like a natural disaster, occurs. VEG organizations 
have thus capitalized on the issues of climate change through advocacy 
efforts to protect the environment. By spreading the word about the 
detrimental effects that animal agriculture has on the air, land, soil, water, 
and biodiversity (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United States), 
VEG organizations can effectively frame animal-product consumption as 
unethical and irresponsible. The VEG movement also has the opportunity 
to take advantage of rising health concerns in today’s society. Leitzmann 
(2005) found that “vegetarian diets are beneficial in the prevention and 
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treatment of… cardiovascular disease, hypertension, diabetes, cancer, 
osteoporosis, renal disease and dementia, as well as… gallstones and 
rheumatoid arthritis” (147). VEG activists can also point to the finds that 
red meat has been shown to increase the risk of pancreatic cancer, one of the 
deadliest forms of the disease (Nothlings 2005). 

CONCLUSION
In sum, I have illustrated the critical processes through which social change 
can occur, drawing on the VEG movement as evidence. First, I discussed 
the methods that VEG activists have used to frame animal-product 
consumption as a social problem. With diagnostic framing techniques, VEG 
organizations have shown that supporting the meat-production industry 
by eating meat, dairy and eggs is detrimental to animals, the environment 
and our health. As a proposed solution, these organizations have created 
prognostic frames that indicate the need to educate the community about 
the benefits of a VEG lifestyle and plausible alternatives to consuming 
animal products. Additionally, motivational and master frames have enabled 
VEG activists to illustrate the severity of animal-product consumption.

Secondly, I showed how VEG organizations have utilized “domain 
expansion” by including animal-rights, environmental and health issues 
under the umbrella of VEG activism. Domain expansion has allowed 
the VEG movement to increase the number of activists working toward 
the cause, and make a larger impact as a result. Finally, I have addressed 
the agenda-setting techniques that the VEG movement has used to get 
on the public/governmental and popular agenda for change. By utilizing 
informational and eye-catching leaflets, fliers and displays, the VEG 
movement has been able to capture public attention and ultimately educate 
individuals and groups about the benefits of veganism and vegetarianism. In 
an effort to get on the public agenda, VEG organizations like Vegan Action 
have initiated campaigns to increase accessibility to vegan/vegetarian food in 
college dormitories and grocery stores. The VEG movement has also taken 
advantage of policy windows that have opened as a result of natural and 
human factors, capitalizing on our society’s increasing concern about global 
climate change and life-threatening diseases by promoting the VEG lifestyle 
as a responsible and humane solution to these problems. 
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