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Linking Animals, Social Justice and Social Work 

Abstract 

Speciesism is a social justice issue that refers to a widespread set of discriminatory 

beliefs, practices and structures that harm nonhumans. This research aims to contribute to the 

elimination of speciesism by raising awareness of this issue among social workers and by 

beginning to reshape their relations with nonhuman animals encountered in practice. Social 

workers were chosen for this study because of their commitment to social justice. Building on 

previous studies showing the need for education about animal-human relations in social work, 

this study explored the impact of education and networking on social workers’ willingness to 

advocate for nonhuman animals.  

Nibert’s theory of oppression explains speciesism as the economically driven subjugation 

of nonhuman animals that is maintained by a pervasive ideology that devalues them. 

Ecofeminism points to the intersectionality of oppressions which includes the oppression of 

nonhuman animals. Critical animal studies provide an understanding of the foundational role of 

the animal-human boundary in constructing and maintaining these oppressions and identifies this 

boundary as a sight for change. Using participatory action research methodology, animal 

advocates were recruited to form a research team with me to develop an education module that 

reflected needs and interests of the oppressed group – nonhuman animals. The module 

challenged the fundamental belief of human exceptionalism by disrupting the animal human 

boundary. It did this by highlighting the agency of nonhuman animals demonstrated in displays 

of caring among animals – human and nonhuman. The education module was delivered to social 

workers and students in three focus groups and follow-up interviews were held to understand its 

impact. 
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 After the education and networking, social workers were found to have a stronger 

connection of nonhuman animals in their practice as well as an expanded sense of social justice. 

The moral norm of social justice was determined to be an important influence in the process 

through which participants became more willing to advocate for nonhuman animals. The 

findings of this research also illuminate social work’s role in maintaining the animal-human 

boundary. The research points to the need for a) education about speciesism and consideration of 

the wellbeing of nonhuman animals in social work practice, b) professional organizations to 

support a community of practice related to inclusion of nonhuman animals, and c) grassroots 

mobilization to propel change in social work institutions. It is recommended that social work 

recognize trans-species social justice and make nonhuman animals, whom the profession has 

kept physically, conceptually, politically and morally invisible, visible. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This dissertation research links nonhuman animals to the practice of social work through 

the concept and value of social justice. This chapter sets the background for this research and 

begins by providing a frame for the study’s purpose. I proceed to contextualize this research 

further by describing: (a) the social problem of speciesism in association with anthropocentrism 

and the importance of attending to it, and (b) the changing social context and the currency of this 

research. The research question and objectives are then presented reflecting the action-oriented 

nature of this project. This is followed by definitions of fundamental key terms. Finally, a brief 

outline of this dissertation gives a map of the chapters that lie ahead.  

Framing the Purpose of the Research 

 A general backdrop to the research and its purpose is developed here beginning with 

identifying the scope of harms to nonhuman animals. How these harms have come to be seen as 

an issue of social justice will be traced and how this is connected to social work will be 

introduced.  

Scope of the Harms to Nonhuman Animals 

Nonhuman animals have been deeply embedded in North American society throughout 

its existence. They continue to be used for food, entertainment, clothing, experimentation, 

companionship, service and therapy. They have also been used as transportation and in war 

(Nibert, 2013). As these uses suggest, our relations with them have been mainly determined by 

human domination (Nibert, 2013). Scant legal protection of their interests has left them 

vulnerable to the whims of humans and as such a great many are victims of violence (Deckha, 

2021). Today, the numbers of animal deaths are staggering. Over 100 million nonhuman animals 

are killed for research experiments each year in the United States and more than 4.5 million were 
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used for research in Canada in 2019 with almost a third of them subjected to moderate to severe 

distress or discomfort (Animal Alliance, 2019). An additional 4 billion animals (fish and land 

animals) were slaughtered in the Canadian food industry and over 49 billion killed in the US in 

2020 alone (Animal Clock, 2020). Over the last five years, the slaughter rate has continued rising 

sharply (Animal Justice, 2020) with no end in sight. Thus, the scope of violence perpetrated on 

nonhuman animals by humans is vast.  

Concern about the welfare of animals in the late 1800’s and early 1900’s led to the 

development of organizations dedicated to preventing cruelty to nonhuman animals1. Twentieth 

century advances in science showed that previously held Cartesian2 view of nonhuman animals 

as automatons was wrong. Nevertheless, this old view has been partly responsible for vast 

exploitation of and harm to nonhuman animals through practices such as vivisection (Peggs, 

2009) and modern nonhuman animal farming (Ibrahim, 2007). As will be discussed later here 

and in chapters 3 and 4, capitalism and logics of animalization of beings deemed to be closer to 

nature are also to blame for the scale and degree of violence towards nonhuman animals. 

 More recent study reveals nonhuman animals as sentient beings with feelings and 

consciousness (Balcombe, 2009; Bekoff, 2000; Cambridge Declaration on Consciousness, 2012). 

Moreover, many nonhuman animals are intelligent, social beings (Bekoff, 2013; Conradt & 

Roper, 2003; Huber & Gajdon, 2006; Marino, 2013). For example, great apes, dolphins, 

                                                                 
1 Pearson (2011) points out that while “humane” organizations such as the SPCA claimed to care only for 

the suffering of nonhuman animals, the cruelty they sought to eradicate was a trope for concerns among the 

middleclass and elite about the raucous instability of the lower class and immigrants resulting from 

industrialization. 
2 Cartesian refers to views of 17th century philosopher, Rene Descartes, who stressed the separation of 

the mind from body. Within this dualism the mind and its rationality were supreme. He considered nonhuman 

animals to lack rationality and thus, to be inferior (to humans) automatons who did not feel pain. This distinction 

between animals and humans was used as justification for vivisection and multitudes of other harms to nonhuman 

animals for many years (Juris, 2012; Peggs, 2003).  
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elephants and magpies have been shown to be able to distinguish their bodies from objects in 

their environment - an indicator of self-awareness (Dale & Plotnik, 2017; Marino, 2013). 

Cephalopods (e.g.,  octopi) have demonstrated several forms of learning, problem solving and 

play behaviour as well as aversion to unpleasant stimuli and characteristics of individual 

temperament (Tonkins, 2016). Rats, mice, hens and other birds display empathy (Vignieri, 2015; 

Bartal, Decety & Mason, 2011; Edgar et al., 2011; Miller, 2006;). Rats are also excellent 

timekeepers, have a high degree of spatial competence and are able to keep track of the number 

of times an event occurs (Davis, 1996). Chimpanzees are capable of transitive inference (use of 

deductive logic) (Gillan, 1981). Cheetahs can recognize and reunite with their group after 

separation (Hubel et al., 2016). Bonobos and chimpanzees are highly social animals who are able 

to recognize the emotional states of their group members (Kret et al., 2016).   

Connection to Social Justice 

In the social sciences, ecofeminist understanding of the oppression of nonhuman animals 

and its intersections with oppression of groups of humans marked by gender and other categories 

of difference began to trouble the distinctions made between nonhuman animals and humans 

(Adams, 1990, Donovan & Adams, 2007; Deckha, 2006; Gaard, 2011; Kheel, 1985). 

Ecofeminists’ groundbreaking work is expanded upon in this chapter’s section on key terms, but 

for now suffice it to say that it, along with the new understandings of nonhuman animals in 

science, disrupted previously held views of nonhuman animals and brought the ethics of our 

relations with nonhuman animals into question within academia (Jones, 2015; Kymlicka & 

Donaldson, 2014; ; Best, 2009; Donovan & Adams, 2007; Nussbaum, 2006; Adams, 1990) and 

beyond. Other branches within different disciplines of social sciences began to recognize 
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nonhuman animals as subjects with desires and interests in their own wellbeing (Irvine, 2008; 

Sanders, 2003; Wolf, 2000; Philol, 1995; Shapiro, 1990).  

 Furthermore, the nonhuman/human binary began to be rejected by others in the field of 

animal studies with the apperception of continuities and differences between nonhuman and 

human animals (Deckha, 2015; Donovan & Adams, 2007; Haraway 2003). This blurring of 

boundaries and recognition of both similarity and difference between beings led to the assertion 

by some that nonhuman animals matter because of their own ontologies, not because of their 

“sameness” to humans3. The animal rights movement in North America emerged in the twentieth 

century pushing society to change our oppressive relations with nonhuman animals (Aaltola, 

2011; Cherry, 2010; Fetissenko, 2011; Finsen & Finsen, 1994;). In this milieu in the 1970’s, the 

term speciesism was coined (Ryder, 2010) to reflect the social injustice of our treatment of 

nonhuman animals.  

Link to Social Work 

This applied dissertation research aims to contribute to the elimination of speciesism and 

the associated anthropocentrism. It does so by raising the awareness of social workers of the 

social justice issues facing nonhuman animals in society. Social workers have been specifically 

chosen primarily because of their professional mandate to respond to issues of social justice. 

Social work’s strong valuing of social justice is confirmed by Canadian Association of Social 

                                                                 
3 Critical animals studies recognizes nonhuman animals as having subjectivities that experience the world 

differently from humans and other nonhuman animals and therefore must be valued based on their own worth 

rather than on criteria derived from a worldview and value system imposed on them by humans (Pederson& 

Stanescu (2015). Arguments within law and the animal rights movements to extend rights to nonhuman animals 

have been based on the similarity of nonhuman animals to humans – for example, having the ability to reason, 

suffer, emote, use language and tools (Calarco, 2016, Deckha, 2015). While this is good for the nonhuman animals 

who possess these traits, it excludes those who do not. Deckha cautions that arguments based on this sameness 

logic are based on and thus reinforce the same norms that animal advocates now challenge. 
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Workers’ (the national professional organization) code of ethics (https://casw-acts.ca/en/what-

social-work/casw-code-ethics/code-ethics) and the mission of social work education 

(https://caswe-acfts.ca/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/CASWE-ACFTS.Standards-11-2014.pdf). 

The identification of speciesism as a social justice issue (Jones, 2015; Kymlicka & 

Donaldson, 2014) links the animal rights movement to social work in the following way. The 

animal rights movement aims to eliminate maltreatment of nonhuman animals and its basis - 

speciesism and anthropocentrism. Since speciesism has been identified as a social justice issue 

and since social work pursues social justice, eliminating speciesism should become a matter of 

interest to social work. Since the elimination of speciesism is also a goal of the animal rights 

movement, social work and the animal rights movement should be allied. While this logical 

connection is clear, in practice this is not the case. 

 Hanrahan (2011) pinpointed speciesism and anthropocentrism within social work itself 

and the consequent limitations of the profession’s value base. Hanrahan and Chalmers (2020) 

argue that addressing speciesism and anthropocentrism in social work is not a matter of choice 

for the profession but of necessity in order to remain relevant in a world confronting planetary 

challenges such as environmental degradation and climate change. Entangled with these issues 

are complex world-wide socio-political-economic problems such as poverty, mass migrations 

(human and nonhuman), food insecurity and violence including the abuse and slaughter of 

nonhuman animals. In order for social work to be an effective part of a response to these 

challenges, they assert that the profession must embrace the interconnectedness of human and 

nonhuman worlds. Hanrahan (2011, 2013) also argued that to be consistent with anti-oppressive 
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practice4 values, social work must acknowledge nonhuman animal oppression and human 

privilege. Matsuoka and Sorenson (2014) further specify the need for social work to expand its 

conception of social justice to recognize the interconnectedness and intersections of nonhuman 

animals and human oppressions so the profession can be truly effective in forwarding social 

justice. This research builds on this work and seeks to explore action to connect nonhuman 

animals to social justice in social work  

Setting the Context 

Having framed the purpose of this research as grounded in tremendous harms to animals, 

recognition of this as a social justice issue and its connection to social work, I now expand on the 

context of this research with a discussion of the social problem of speciesism (in combination 

with anthropocentrism). This section will highlight the significance and value of this study by 

showing why speciesism (combined with anthropocentrism) is an important problem for both 

nonhuman animals and humans. Following this discussion will be an overview of the changing 

social context wherein this research takes place that indicates the currency of this study. In the 

remainder of the chapter the research purpose, question and objectives will be outlined and a set 

of key terms and definitions that are essential for understanding and operationalizing this 

research will be given to lay the foundation for the chapters ahead. 

The Social Problem 

Social conditions become identified as a social problem when groups of people claim 

these conditions to be harmful (Mooney et al., 2014). The conditions of speciesism and 

                                                                 
4 Anti-oppressive practice theory is a social justice-oriented practice framework in social work that 

encompasses approaches to practice that recognize institutional conditions of oppression and have liberatory aims 

(Baines, 2011). 
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anthropocentrism have been claimed to be harmful by members of the animal rights movement. 

Thus, speciesism has been identified as a social problem. This movement is seeking to 

breakdown the nonhuman-animal/human divide that is the basis of our oppressive relations with 

nonhuman animals, and re-shape these relations as non-hierarchical and respectful (Wrenn, 

2014). This research aims to contribute to this process. This section defines speciesism and its 

associate, anthropocentrism. It will highlight the significance and value of this study by showing 

why speciesism (combined with anthropocentrism) is an important problem for both nonhuman 

animals and humans.  

Speciesism and Anthropocentrism 

Speciesism has been defined by Kemmerer (2011) as the normalized, systematic 

institutionalized oppression of animals. David Wolf (2000), a social work scholar, describes it as 

discrimination based on species. Notably, some moral and political philosophers recognize 

speciesism as a social justice issue (Jones, 2015; Kymlicka & Donaldson, 2014; Nussbaum, 

2006; Regan, 1986; Singer, 1975). This perhaps is not surprising as other social justice issues 

also involve oppression and discrimination against vulnerable groups (Malott & Schaefle, 2015).  

Speciesism is a manifestation of anthropocentrism. Calarco (2016) identifies 

anthropocentrism as a powerful structural force that upholds privileged humans as exceptional 

and superior to all others. It is responsible for the oppression of nonhuman animals. He considers 

this to be a more useful force to critique (than speciesism) since it is more broadly systemic than 

speciesism which he describes as being more focused on discriminatory practices by individuals 

and thus more concerned with individual deficiency5. While the pervasiveness of 

                                                                 
5 For more detailed discussion of anthropocentrism as a force to be opposed see Calarco (2016) p. 54-58 
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anthropocentrism and the need to counter it is acknowledged, speciesism too, is understood in 

this research to be an institutionalized force and as such is systemic and also ubiquitous. It can 

distill into discriminatory practices when analyzed on an individual level (as can 

anthropocentrism). Speciesism is a focus in this study because by referring to the oppression of 

nonhuman animals it draws attention to this vast group of diverse beings, while anthropocentrism 

(correctly) focuses attention on humans. However, anthropocentrism, defined by Weitzenfeld 

and Joy (2014) as the belief in human exceptionalism6, underlies speciesism and thus is 

considered very much in tandem with speciesism in this research.  

A Problem for Humans too 

Feminist intersectional analysis identifies speciesism as part of an interlocking web of 

oppressions (Deckha, 2006; Donovan & Adams, 1995, 2007; Hovorka, 2015; Kemmerer, 2011; 

Nibert, 2002). Each oppression is distinct but related, entangled and mutually reinforcing 

(Cudworth, 2014). Deckha (2006) points out that “species oppression intersects human-based 

oppressions so that it is often difficult to undo one without undoing the other” (p. 4). The 

oppression of nonhuman animals is obviously problematic for them. Most domesticated animals 

suffer acts of extreme violence. However, this oppression is also a problem for people since how 

we treat nonhuman animals is related to how we treat each other, to public health and to general 

community wellbeing. 

Related to How People Treat each Other. Hyers (2006) contends that the process of 

oppressing other animals is like the oppression of humans based on her finding that a theory 

                                                                 
6 Weitzenfeld and Joy (2014) define anthropocentrism as a belief system that advocates for the privileging 

of humans based on a belief in their superiority and higher (than nonhuman animal) value. This is also referred to 

as the belief in human exceptionalism. 
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explaining human oppression also explained human oppression of other animals. Costello and 

Hodson’s (2010) work indicates that people who are speciesist may also discriminate against 

other people. In their study of reactions to new immigrants those people who felt the greatest 

species divide were more likely to discriminate against new immigrants. Jackson’s (2019) recent 

study testing correlations between speciesist attitudes and attitudes towards thirty-one human 

groups also supports the growing body of evidence linking speciesism with prejudice towards 

human outgroups (Caviola et al., 2018; Dhont et al. 2016; Hodson & Costello, 2018). 

Furthermore, studies have directly linked abuse of children (Loar, 2014; Ascione & Shapiro, 

2009; Bell, 2001), domestic violence (Alleyne & Parfitt, 2017; Loar, 2014; Faver & Strand, 

2003) and violence to others to abuse of nonhuman animals (Flynn, 2011). Although the degree 

of this relation may be contested (Marceau, 2019) that some relation exists is generally accepted 

(Fitzgerald et al., 2021; Vincent et al., 2019; Lunghofer & Shapiro, 2014). 

Finally, critical animal studies has also shown how the treatment of animals is related to 

how humans treat each other. It has theorized that the nonhuman animal/human divide has 

formed the basis of oppression of nonhuman animals and vulnerable groups of humans (Deckha, 

2006). The process of disenfranchisement and oppression is as follows. Groups of humans are 

marginalized – based on markers of race, gender and other features of difference – by being 

compared to nonhuman animals and constructed as less than human, towards the category 

‘animal’ (Anderson, 2000; Glick, 2018; Kim, 2015). Thus, having crossed the animal-human 

divide, their transformed status from human to nonhuman animal then justifies the dominant 

group’s subjugation of the marginalized group. Critical animal studies will be described further 

later in this chapter’s section on definition of terms and the ideas and processes of 

marginalization related to the animal-human divide will be discussed in more detail in the 
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literature review (Chapter 3). They have been presented briefly here only to show another 

conceptualization that reveals the relation between how we treat nonhuman animals and how we 

treat each other. 

Related to Public Health and Environment. Expanding the discussion further, how we 

treat other animals has also been linked to public health (Akhtar, 2013; Landers et al., 2012). 

Importantly Akhtar points out that the conditions within factory farms have given rise to new 

infectious diseases in farmed animals and humans. Cramming animals into unnatural and tight 

spaces with poor hygiene and ventilation causes severe stress, reducing their immunity to disease 

while also providing a breeding ground for infectious bacteria7 (Akhtar (2012). Proximity 

expedites the spread of disease. In response to these issues, agriculture uses antibiotics to treat or 

prevent diseases. Resistant strains of bacteria survive and may be passed on to humans who eat 

the flesh of these animals. These bacteria can cause infections in humans, that are resistant to 

existing antibiotic treatments. 

Furthermore, antibiotics ingested by humans from the flesh of these animals can increase 

people’s exposure to antibiotics which can then give rise to new strains of antibiotic resistant, 

disease-causing bacteria. These are serious public health issues arising directly from 

maltreatment of animals (Akhtar, 2012). After a review of the literature on the use of antibiotics 

in agriculture and its link to human infectious diseases, Landers et al. (2012) pointed to the major 

role of animal agriculture in the public health problem of antibiotic resistance and the need to 

need to curb this industry’s activity. Most recently, the Covid 19 pandemic has highlighted the 

connection of the treatment of animals to human health in the spread of zoonotic disease – that 

                                                                 
7 For further explanation of antibiotic-resistance derived from factory farming see Akhtar (2012) p 99-100 
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is, infectious diseases that cross the species barrier. Weibers and Feigin (2020) lay a large part of 

the blame for these diseases on human behaviour such as the hunting and sale of wild animals for 

human consumption, forced proximity caused by wild animal habitat destruction and the 

immense overcrowding in factory farms. 

Moreover, the growing number of nonhuman animals in factory farms has resulted in vast 

quantities of excrement being released into our soil and waterways causing pollution (Landers et 

al., 2012) as well as land and soil degradation (Russo, 2017). Heavy metals, feeding additives, 

pesticide residue, fecal bacteria, medication and antibiotics residue, and other chemicals have 

been found in soil samples (Russo, 2017). Water sources surrounding these farms, such as rivers, 

lakes, streams, and groundwater reservoirs, can be polluted and destroyed by agrichemical 

runoff, specially by animals’ waste that has not been properly disposed of or handled (Fulton et 

al., 2012). These waterways have also been found to contain pathogens that can adversely affect 

human health (Haak et al. 2016).  

Unsafe levels of hydrogen sulfide, ammonia, volatile organic compounds, and particulate 

matter concentrations have also been found in and around these farms (Braunig, 2005). Workers 

and neighboring residents exposed to this mix of gases suffer conditions ranging from breathing 

trouble and nausea to nervous system impairment and chronic lung irritation (Braunig, 2005). 

Recent research shows that the American Midwest is contending with a new type of particle 

cloud: airborne desiccated fecal dust from factory farms, is potentially exposing those in their 

surrounds to various forms of illness while spreading antibiotic resistance genes (Blanchette, 

2019). Furthermore, quantities of methane released by cows used for food have been recognized 

by the United Nations to be a major source of greenhouse gases (The Guardian, 2013) that 

contribute to climate change – a larger source than all transportation in the world. The latest 
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report by the UN's Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is a “code red for 

humanity” warning that climate change is intensifying and that some trends are irreversible (UN 

News, 2021). The report urges fast action across the world (UN News, 2021). Thus, there has 

been mounting evidence of the serious harms caused by factory farming. How we treat animals, 

then, damages our environment and gravely impacts public health.  

Related to Community Wellbeing. Additionally, introduction of slaughterhouses to 

communities has been connected to an increase in social problems. Pachirat (2011) identified 

that the routinized killing of animals is physically and psychologically challenging to 

slaughterhouse workers. Processes of concealment of animal killing and the segregation and 

compartmentalization of labour within slaughterhouses make it possible for workers to perform 

their challenging work on a daily basis. Baran et al. (2016) showed that workers at 

slaughterhouses in Denmark experienced lower physical and psychological wellbeing compared 

to other workers including those doing other forms of work that is considered morally or socially 

challenging (such as the work of morticians, animal euthanization technicians or collection 

agents). Fitzgerald et al. (2009) found an association between employment at a slaughterhouse 

and increases in overall arrest rates and crimes such as rape and sex offences. This indicated that 

the violent nature of the work spilled over into non-work life. Accordingly, in a community in 

Alberta, Broadway (2000) found that while the slaughterhouse brought new jobs and economic 

opportunities, there was also an increase in disorderly conduct arising from alcohol consumption 

as well as more incidents of spousal abuse and child welfare issues.  

Willett’s (2014) mind expanding discussion of communities as interconnected and 

interdependent multispecies networks also shows the adverse impact of harm to nonhuman 

animals on community wellbeing. In her study of elephants and human societies she explained 
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destructive and aggressive behaviour of male elephants towards humans as the effect of 

intergenerational trauma caused by the targeted killing of their elders by humans. Eradication of 

the elders ruptured the elephant community’s social fabric causing deep anguish that carried 

across generations. Willet theorized that such waves of negative affect or emotion can spread 

across a multispecies community like a contagion, creating a “cultural malaise” (p. 17), that 

disrupts community wellbeing. Indeed, from this discussion on the upsurge in social problems 

related to human violence towards nonhuman animals, it is clear that how animals are treated can 

severely impact the welfare of some communities.   

These issues of community welfare, public health, and entanglements of how we treat 

nonhuman animals and each other, suggest that re-shaping animal-human relations can improve 

the wellbeing of both nonhuman animals and humans. This connection between nonhuman 

animal and human wellbeing, combined with the understanding that these present relations are a 

social justice concern for nonhuman animals and humans, makes addressing speciesism critical. 

Doing so will improve wellbeing for all and advance social justice. Having thus established the 

importance of this social problem I will now show that addressing it is especially relevant today 

– that is, speciesism, in tandem with anthropocentrism, is a very current issue. 

Changing Social Climate 

This research has taken place at a time of burgeoning interest in the treatment of 

nonhuman animals within society at large. Evidence of changing attitudes can be found within 

academia, the general public, jurisprudence and the animal rights movement itself. This section 

will highlight indicators of change in each of these areas. 
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 Academia 

Not only are more disciplines considering animal-human relations, but the topic has been 

gaining traction within each discipline (Pedersen, 2019; Wolfe, 2011; Demello & Shapiro, 2010; 

Ritvo, 2007; Balcombe, 1999). In Canada this can be seen in an increased offering of related 

courses in universities across the country in fields such as law, sociology, psychology, human 

geography, philosophy, environmental studies, youth and child studies, critical animal studies 

(https://www.animalsandsociety.org/human-animal-studies/courses/has-courses-in-canada/) and 

very recently social work (https://www.uregina.ca/socialwork/courses-descriptions.html.). The 

new field of critical animal studies is growing quickly with a clear call for action to liberate 

nonhuman animals. 

General public 

Related to this growth has been the increasing awareness in biology of the sentience of 

nonhuman animals. We now know that other animals are sentient beings with intelligence, 

emotions and consciousness (Balcombe, 2009; Bekoff, 2000, 2013; Cambridge Declaration on 

Consciousness, 2012; Conradt & Roper, 2003; Dale & Plotnik, 2017; Huber & Gajdon, 2006; 

Marino, 2013; Tonkins, 2016). These developments have fueled the work and growth of the 

animal rights movement which continues to challenge society to fundamentally change how it 

views and treats nonhuman animals (Pivetti, 2005; Alger & Alger, 1997). 

Indeed, mainstream attitudes towards other animals are changing as reflected in popular 

media coverage. There is now greater public concern for animal welfare in Canada (Maclean's, 

2009). Recent examples of this include: 1) passing of landmark legislation in Quebec that 

acknowledges companion animals as sentient beings rather than property (Toronto Star, 2015); 

2) the ban of retail pet sales of dogs and cats in Vancouver (City of Vancouver, 2017; CTV 
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News, 2017), Toronto, and Richmond, BC (City of Toronto, 2011; City News, 2011; City of 

Richmond, 2010); 3) the ban on captivity of new cetaceans at the Vancouver Aquarium (Global 

News, 2017); and, 4) the ban of exotic animals in circuses in PEI (Animal Justice, 2017; CBC 

News, 2017).  

More recent signs of change in public attitudes in Canada are the three pieces of new 

legislation passed in June 2019 which increased protections for animals (Skinner, 2021). First, 

Ending the Captivity of Whales and Dolphins Act (S-203 2019, c. 1) criminalized the captivity of 

whales and orcas. Second, An Act to Amend the Fisheries Act and other Acts in Consequence 

(Bill C-68 2019) put an end to Canada’s involvement in the shark fin industry. Third, An Act to 

Amend the Criminal Code (bestiality and fighting) (Bill C-84 2019) strengthened existing 

legislation in criminalizing the abuse of animals in sexual and fighting situations. In addition, in 

2020, The Jane Goodall Act (Bill S-218) was introduced to criminalize the captivity of great apes 

and elephants. 

 The current rise of interest in vegan or plant-based foods in Canada and globally (Clark 

& Bogdan, 2019) is further indication of a shift in public attitudes towards greater concern for 

animal welfare. Motivations for this change have been found to include an ethical dimension 

focusing on the treatment of nonhuman animals (Aschemann-Witzel, 2020, Clark & Bogdan, 

2019). 

Jurisprudence 

Globally, there have been changes in law and discussion about how best to move forward 

to protect the interests of nonhuman animals. Several countries have incorporated provisions 

recognizing the interests of nonhuman animals into their constitutions for example Switzerland 

in 1973, India in 1976, Brazil in 1988, Slovenia in 1991, Germany in 2002, and Egypt, 2014 
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(Eisen, 2017). Eisen identifies India’s animal protection jurisprudence as “particularly rich and 

complex” (p 922) giving attention to nonhuman animal experience and proclaiming their 

inherent worth in judgements of cruelty cases as, for example in the prohibition of cultural events 

that involve harm to nonhuman animals. Furthermore, India’s constitution establishes a 

“fundamental duty” of all citizens and the state to “have compassion for living creatures”8. 

Germany, too, has shown concern for the experience of nonhuman animals in rendering legal 

decisions. For example, in a case concerning regulations on keeping of hens in 2010, the 

constitutional interest in the welfare of animals was cited (Eisen, 2017; 

Bundesverfassungsgericht, 2010)  

The Great Ape Project, which aims for legal personhood for great apes, has become a 

movement that has led to milestone court cases. On February 28, 2007, the parliament of 

Balearic Islands became the first legislature in the world to approve a resolution granting legal 

rights to all great apes. More recently, in November 2016 a judge in Argentina ruled that a 

chimpanzee named Cecilia was a “nonhuman legal person” and agreed that the ape had “inherent 

rights”. In the United States courts, although legal personhood status for two chimpanzees – 

Kiko and Tommy (NBC News, 2017) – sought by the Nonhuman Rights Project (NHRP) led by 

scholar/lawyer Steve Wise, was denied, some judges did recognize the need to consider the 

status of nonhuman animals (Fernandez, 2018). More recently, the NHRP has been seeking the 

release of Happy, an elephant presently confined in the Bronx Zoo in New York, to a sanctuary 

based on the legal personhood argument (Fernandez, 2018). Though unsuccessful to date, they 

                                                                 
8 Const. of Republic of India: January 26, 1950 (as amended Jan. 13, 2012) Part IVA Fundamental Duties, 

art. 51A(g) (India) in Eisen, J. (2017) 
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are pleased that for the first time, a court of appeals has agreed to hear their case (USA Today, 

2021). The personhood approach to achieving rights for animals is identified by Eisen (2019) to 

be based on liberal ideology where all persons are granted certain rights and protections. The 

basis for establishing rights for nonhuman animals is to prove that they have the same 

capabilities as human persons and thus rights given to persons9 under the law should be extended 

to them. This would be a departure for these nonhuman animals from their current status of 

property under the law.  

Debates within the Animal Rights Movement 

How to achieve justice for animals is the center of debates within the animal rights 

movement. One critique of the personhood argument is that it only helps some animals – those 

who are culturally valued for being like humans – while not attending to the needs of those 

animals who are not (Deckha, 2018, Fox, 2004). Proponents, however, argue that legal change is 

incremental, and it is necessary to work within the parameters available to make change 

(Fernandez, 2019; Staker, 2017). It is hoped that by creating change now for those nonhuman 

animals for whom it is possible within existing parameters, that doors will open for other animals 

in the future (Enman-Beech, 2017). Feminist critique of this liberal reasoning points out that by 

measuring animals against human standards, the value of the experience of nonhuman animals is 

not recognized (Eisen, 2019). This then reproduces the same logics of domination (difference 

justifies domination, similarity gives rights accorded to the dominant group) that renders 

nonhuman animals inferior and unworthy of protections9 (Eisen, 2019).  

                                                                 
9  For more detailed explanation see Eisen, J. (2019). Feminist Jurisprudence for Farmed Animals. Can. J. 

Comp. & Contemp. L., 5, 111. P. 20-28 
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The focus on the facts of similarity and difference also obscures the power dynamics that 

produce social hierarchies. That is, it is the discriminatory beliefs and practices of the dominant 

group towards a marginalized group that constructs and maintains difference rather than any 

factual or physical marker used to identify a group. For these reasons, Deckha (2015) suggests 

that personhood, or the idea of sameness, is a limited line of argumentation for the interests of 

nonhuman animals in law. She explains that personhood signifies, in particular, a human who is 

rational and non-relationally autonomous – a Western and masculinist understanding of what it 

means to be human. In order to be included in the narrow umbrella of personhood, nonhuman 

animals (and other human groups) must be shown to possess these traits. That is, they must be 

shown to be the same as the “paradigmatic” human (Deckha, 2021, p. 87). This both devalues all 

nonhuman animals (and other human groups) who do not possess these traits and reinscribes 

anthropocentrism. Deckha points to an important dissenting position of the Chief Justice of the 

Alberta Court of Appeal in a case about Lucy, an elephant kept captive in a zoo in Alberta. In 

Chief Justice Fraser’s dissent, she identified the vulnerability of nonhuman animals, like Lucy 

(Deckha, 2013). This position is not based on comparisons to humans but rather identifies Lucy 

as a subject whose dependence makes her vulnerable to the power of the humans of whom she is 

considered property under the law. Deckha suggests the idea of “vulnerability” as a better and 

more respectful logic for legal judgments involving nonhuman animals because of its non-

anthropocentric focus on the concern for the experiences of nonhuman animals. Moyer et al. 

(2001) identifies such debates or criticisms within a movement as evidence of the movement’s 

growth and therefore is also an indicator of changing attitudes within society.  

Another criticism that also demonstrates the growth of the animal rights movement in 

North America, is its whiteness. Harris (2009) points out that people of colour, especially black 
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and indigenous people, are underrepresented. Nocella (2012) notes that people who identify as 

white dominate both theoretically and in practice. Both Harris and Nocella attribute this situation 

to a lack of recognition of the intersectionality of oppressions, particularly the links with racism 

(Harris, 2010; Harper, 2011), by some activists and call for a broader social justice framework 

within the movement. The movement’s promotion of veganism as a practice to resist the 

exploitation of and violence towards nonhuman animals, has also been criticized for reflecting 

whiteness as a norm. This is because of the demographics (mostly white women) represented in 

mainstream movement (Wrenn & Lutz, 2016)) and the charge that veganism does not fit with the 

circumstances of marginalized groups such as poor, black and indigenous people who may not 

be able to afford processed vegan foods or access fresh fruits and vegetables (Harper, 2011).  Ap 

Ko (2015) agrees that mainstream media coverage of veganism is white but points out that this 

label erases her and others who are black vegans and animal rights supporters. A 2016 Pew 

survey (Washington Post, 2020) shows that black people in the US are three times more likely to 

be vegan than white people and are so mainly for health, environment and animal welfare 

reasons. Ko claims that many of them become vegans to resist racism which also manifests in an 

unjust food system that discriminates against people of colour by limiting food options. Like her, 

many make their veganism an intersectional practice for justice (Ko, 2015). 

Criticism of veganism as a form of Western cultural imperialism has also been raised 

(Hunter, 1999 in Robinson, 2013; Nadasdy, 2016 in Deckha, 2018) claiming that it does not 

recognize the historical practices of hunting for sustenance by indigenous societies and their 

desire to reclaim their cultural traditions. Deckha (2018) points out that the assumption that 

veganism is a Western phenomenon ignores the histories of richer plant-based diets and more 

respectful worldviews towards nonhuman animals in many non-Western cultures compared to 
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Western ones. It also ignores Western culture’s history of factory farming and the global 

expansion of those practices that has diminished nonhuman animals’ quality of life in other parts 

of the world. While it is important to address the perception of whiteness, Deckha (2018) 

identifies that the outright dismissal of plant-based diets through such critiques denies the 

“legitimacy of condemning animal suffering” (p. 285). Deckha (2020) suggests that emphasizing 

the concerns with dairy farming, a colonizing practice that constructs Indigenous and other non-

Europeans as abnormal, can show veganism’s alignment with decolonization. Like, Ko (2015), 

Margaret Robinson (2013), points out that she is excluded from accounts that suggest veganism 

isn’t an indigenous path since she grounds her veganism in her indigeneity. Thus, although there 

is an implication by critics that racialized groups are not supportive of the animal rights 

movement and veganism, there are clearly some members of these groups who are. 

Other responses to these criticisms of the animal rights movement can be seen in the 

emergence of organizations that are taking an intersectional approach to their advocacy such as 

Afro-Vegan Society which seeks to increase access to vegan living to marginalized communities 

(Afro-Vegan Society, n.d.). The Food Empowerment Project promotes ethical veganism and 

food justice by working to support farm workers and correct food access and inequality in 

communities of color and low-income communities (Food Empowerment Project, n.d.). La Raza 

for Liberation represents vegans of colour who view veganism and animal rights as a means to 

also decolonize views of the world and its inhabitants (Tajik, 2021). From the above discussion it 

can be seen that criticisms of the animal rights movement in the West reflects further 

development of the movement (Moyer et al., 2001) which is evident in wider support from the 

general public (Prosperi-Porta & Pai, 2019; Weisskircher, 2016). 
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  All the developments discussed above reflect greater interest in our relations with 

nonhuman animals in the justice system, post-secondary educational institutions and popular 

culture generally. The debates within the animal rights movement are signs of its growth and 

therefore is also an indicator of shifting attitudes towards nonhuman animals in society. The 

positioning of this study within this climate of change and interest in animal-human relations 

shows that it is topical, current and relevant in today’s world. 

Research Purpose, Objectives and Question 

Research Purpose 

         The purpose of this research is to contribute to the elimination of speciesism and the 

concomitant reshaping of animal-human relations. Since the phenomenon of animal exploitation 

has been normalized and deliberately kept from public view, there is generalized acceptance 

(Kemmerer, 2011; Nibert, 2002) of it. Raising awareness of its impact on both nonhuman-

animals and humans may help to bring the problem of speciesism to light. Awareness may also 

be a first step towards the reshaping of animal-human relations needed to address this social 

justice issue. As Lisa Kemmerer (2011) wrote, “To correct social problems, we must expose 

them to the light of day” (p. 26). While this is an important first step, it is not always enough. For 

example, many people experience the meat paradox which Tian et al. (2015) describe as liking 

the taste of eat meat but not wanting to kill animals. In this case, people know and are troubled 

by the suffering of nonhuman animals in food production but do not change their diet. This study 

will explore the use of education and networking (in the form of discussion among social 

workers) as a means of raising awareness and motivating change within a selected group of 

social workers.  
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Research Objectives and Question 

The two objectives of this study are to: 1) develop an awareness raising “module”, 

deliver it to social workers and understand the impact; and 2) explore the views of social workers 

on social justice for animals and on the inclusion of this issue in social work practice and 

education. 

The key question driving this research is: How does the developed education module and 

accompanying facilitated discussion, provided to raise awareness of the social justice issue 

facing animals in society, affect the willingness of social workers to advocate for animals?    

It is hypothesized that: 1) education about speciesism and its relevance to social work combined 

with networking with other social workers can make social workers more willing to advocate for 

animals; and 2) education and networking can make local changes in social workers’ beliefs and 

attitudes towards animals. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Several key terms are listed and defined here to provide clarity and understanding of their 

use in the context of the research. These definitions also begin to develop the framework within 

which this research takes place. 

Advocacy  

Advocacy for nonhuman animals within social work includes (but is not limited to) the 

following activities: 1) recognize animals as part of family systems  and thus ask questions about 

relations with animals and their wellbeing in assessments; 2) link clients to resources that will 

assist them in caring for their companion animals when appropriate; 3) report to local or regional 

SPCAs if there is concern about abuse of animals; 4) ensure that the wellbeing of the animals 

involved in animal assisted therapy is paramount; 5) develop resources to support social workers 
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in attending to the wellbeing of nonhuman animals in their practice that includes relevant 

professional development opportunities and a database of community resources such as regional 

animal support organizations and local shelters; 6) develop policies that require social workers to 

include animals in assessments and consider the wellbeing of companion animals in their 

interventions and corresponding organizational support to do so; and 7) create and distribute 

position papers promoting respectful relationships with animals and initiate or join in activism 

when appropriate.  

Animal-human Relations  

The words we use can either support the existence of barriers between groups or help to 

break them down. Since this research aims to break down barriers between human and 

nonhuman animals, I use the term “animal-human relations” rather than another commonly used 

term “human-animal interactions” (HAI). As will be discussed later, breaking down these 

boundaries is part of the theoretical framework of this research. Use of “animal-human relations” 

supports the idea that nonhuman animals are significant and that we are interconnected. Thus, we 

have relations with them (this includes wildlife) as we have with each other. Just as we refer to 

“relations” between groups of people, we will refer to “relations” (positive and negative) 

between groups of animals, human and nonhuman. 

 Additionally, while we may not have relationships with every individual nonhuman 

animal, we have obligations to them as groups as we have to any vulnerable other/groups. These 

are relational obligations tied to the notion of social justice. Thus, “animal-human relations” is a 

better fit (than HAI) with social justice-oriented research such as this. For these reasons I 

deliberately use “animal-human relations”.  
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Animal Rights Movement 

In the 19th century the humane movement in the North America and the West generally, 

advocated compassion and kindness for other animals. This movement became the animal rights 

movement in the 20th century with a shift in focus to respect for other animals and with a 

demand for the abolition of institutions that exploit them (Finsen & Finsen, 1994). This new 

social movement (Cherry, 2010; Munro, 2012) seeks to eliminate speciesism by entrenching 

rights of nonhuman animals to lead lives free from human exploitation and violence (Cherry, 

2010). Hadjisterkotis (2009) identified three broad areas of activity within this movement: 1) 

philosophical, 2) legal and 3) direct action. Three influential philosophies are outlined below. 

Some legal activity and debates within the movement as well as direct action responses are 

discussed in the earlier section on the changing social climate. 

Philosophies in the movement have given rise to different approaches to justice for 

nonhuman animals. Ethical arguments for animal liberation based on utilitarian principles were 

presented by Singer (1975). He argued that sentience and the capacity of nonhuman animals to 

suffer and feel pain merits equal consideration as that given to humans. His arguments 

comparing the abilities of some nonhuman animals with humans with cognitive disabilities have 

been criticized by disability activists and scholars as being ableist since they revolve around the 

incapacity of these individuals (and the capacity of the majority of humans) for rational thought 

(Taylor, 2017). However, his utilitarian approach ‒ which seeks to maximize happiness for the 

greatest number of individuals while minimizing pain ‒ provided great impetus to the modern 

animal rights movement (Munro, 2012) which began to use his arguments to further the cause.  

Regan’s (1986) deontological stance differs from that of Singer in its claim that 

nonhuman animals have inherent worth (as do humans) and therefore have the right to be treated 
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as such. He argues from an absolute position that this is a moral duty and is a matter of justice, 

not kindness (Donovan, 2007). He established a “subject-of-a life’ limit for inclusion in his rights 

framework identifying attributes particular to a “subject” (Jasper, 2019). Subjects could be 

further distinguished as either a moral agent or moral patient where the former have more 

abilities than the latter but both, being conscious and sentient, are worthy of respect. Nonhuman 

animals and people with limited cognitive abilities are considered moral patients. Wadiwel 

(2015) pointed out that Regan, too, made distinctions based on abilities which reinscribed the 

animal human divide by discursively constructing the ‘rational able bodied’ human at the top of 

the ‘cognitive’ heap” (p. 40). However, Regan’s development of the concept of animal rights 

provided further fuel to the movement (Munro, 2012). 

Ecofeminists Donovan & Adams (2007) argued that the feminist ethics of care is a more 

useful ethical perspective to guide our relations with nonhuman animals than those of Singer and 

Regan. Whereas Singer and Regan’s arguments are based on reason and consistency in the 

treatment of humans and nonhuman animals, ethics of care points to the importance of relating to 

vulnerable others with compassion. These feelings along with an understanding of the context of 

a situation lead one to care for and respond to alleviate the suffering of a nonhuman animal and 

support their flourishing (Gaard, 2002). Donovan & Adams argued that reason alone is 

insufficient to make change as those arguments have not stopped the maltreatment of nonhuman 

animals. This feminist conception differs from the traditional philosophical accounts discussed 

above in that it incorporates emotion as well as reason and thus is more relational (recognizing 

interconnectedness) in nature (Adams & Gruen, 2014; Gaard, 2011; Donovan & Adams, 2007). 

This relationality makes this ethical perspective a better fit with the theoretical elements 

underlying this research.  
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Other philosophical perspectives on the moral need to consider how animals are treated 

by humans include: a) Nussbaum’s (2006) capability theory which claims that animals, like 

humans, have the right to live in conditions that help them flourish, and b) virtue ethics which 

claims that the moral treatment of animals should be considered in terms of character virtues and 

vices (character traits) (Hursthouse, 2011) rather than consequences (Singer’s approach) or rights 

(Regan and Nussbaum’s approaches). All approaches lead to different notions of social justice. 

The approach taken in this research is grounded in the feminist ethics of care discussed above 

which recognizes interdependency between beings and accordingly attends to relations, 

including those of power, in a given situation. It calls for caring and compassion to guide action 

to achieve justice for animals (Adams & Gruen, 2021). Although tensions have arisen among 

activists due to varying approaches based on these differing philosophies (Munro, 2012), they, 

too, are signs of movement growth (Moyer et al., 2001). 

Animal Studies 

Animal studies is a vast and growing field that explores relationships and interactions 

between humans and nonhuman animals (Deckha, 2011). Since nonhuman animals are deeply 

enmeshed in our society, this field of study encompasses many disciplines. The multitude of 

areas covered include: the human-animal bond with companion animals; the link between 

violence to nonhuman animals and violence to humans; the treatment of nonhuman animals in 

agriculture, science, zoos and in the wild; and the consideration of broader societal structures and 

processes that influence these relations (DeMello and Shapiro, 2010; Hosey & Melfie, 2014).  

Furthermore, there are different theoretical approaches ranging from those concerned with 

animal welfare, which accepts the use of nonhuman animals by humans but gives attention to 

reducing suffering and fostering thriving as much as contexts will allow (Fraser, 2008; Palmer & 
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Sandoe, 2018), to those which recognize the treatment of animals in society as oppressive. The 

latter approach fits with this study’s theme of nonhuman animals and social justice. 

Anthropocentrism 

Weitzenfeld and Joy (2014) defined anthropocentrism as the belief in human exceptionalism. 

This belief is widespread and so accepted that it and the practices that it spawns are often left 

unquestioned – that is they are not even seen (Probyn-Rhapsey, 2018). The structure that 

emerges from this system of beliefs and practices is oppressive to nonhuman animals (Calarco, 

2015). Anthropocentrism and its relation to speciesism will be discussed further in Chapter 4. 

Critical Animal Studies 

Critical animal studies (CAS) focuses on the circumstances and treatment of nonhuman 

animals by people (Taylor & Twine, 2014) and identifies our exploitive and violent relationships 

with them as a serious problem (Deckha, 2011).  CAS has roots in ecofeminism (Matsuoka & 

Sorenson, 2018; Taylor & Twine, 2014) and may be even more significantly indebted to it as 

Fraiman (2012) and Adams and Gruen (2021) point out that the influence of ecofeminist thought 

has not been given its due in animal studies. Owing to ecofeminist contributions, CAS views 

speciesism as part of an interlocking web of oppression (Kemmerer, 2011). It rejects the 

animal/human and other binaries that form the basis of these oppressions. This field interrogates 

boundary construction between nonhuman animals and humans recognizing this boundary 

changes in relation to culture and history (Glick, 2018; Anderson, 2000; Noske, 1989). While 

acknowledging commonalities and continuity between human and nonhuman animals, CAS has 

also pointed to the importance of acknowledging the uniqueness and difference of all animals’ 

experiences of the world to avoid violating their ontologies (Pederson & Stanescu, 2015).  
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 In the introduction to their book, Matsuoka and Sorenson (2018) state that CAS is 

committed to unsettling speciesism by disrupting the power relations that maintain it. A large 

body of CAS work has elucidated the link between political and economic forces in the 

exploitation and maltreatment of animals first identified by Noske (1989) as the animal-industrial 

complex. She points to corporate capital accumulation as the driving force behind global animal 

agriculture’s push to increase “efficiency” while normalizing the abusive practices that take 

place in factory farms. Twine (2012) elaborates on the intersectionality of this complex with 

others such as the military industrial complex where animals are used in war and the 

pharmaceutical-industrial complex in which animals are used in testing and research. CAS 

critiques more traditional animal studies by drawing attention to material experiences of 

nonhuman animals in these violent relationships with humans and confronting their real suffering 

(Peggs, 2014). 

Foucault’s perceptions of power as not merely top down (repressive) but also widely 

dispersed (decentralized) and circulating through discourse have been useful to CAS in 

examining the power relations involved in violence towards and exploitation of nonhuman 

animals (Deckha, 2011; Allen, 2002). Decentralized power is the stronger form of power, 

producing social control by instilling and reinforcing behavioural norms innocuously through 

everyday interactions (Allen, 2002). In this way, cultural discourses and practices construct and 

reproduce hierarchical relations with nonhuman animals. While power relations can exert social 

control, they can also be a site for asserting individual agency and resistance. Wadiwel’s (2016) 

Foucauldian analysis of power relations between humans and nonhuman animals in factory 

farms sheds light on nonhuman animals’ resistance to control exerted by humans thereby 

demonstrating their subjectivity and drawing attention to considerations of social justice.  
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  Because of the pervasiveness of the oppression of nonhuman animals and its 

interconnections with other oppressions, interdisciplinary study and interchange between 

knowledge production and practice (activism) are emphasized in CAS (Best, 2009). Thus, 

scholars in this field advocate for the liberation of nonhuman animals as well as all other 

oppressed groups (Matsuoka & Sorenson, 2018). CAS’s call for advocacy, its insights into the 

problematic animal-human boundary (which will be discussed in Chapter 3), and its 

understandings of economically driven power relations, undergird this research. 

Ecofeminism 

As discussed earlier in this chapter (see p.3), ecofeminism exposes the intersectionality of 

oppression. It recognizes the domination of groups of humans differentiated based on gender, 

race, sexuality, class and ability to be similar to and entwined with the domination of both 

nonhuman animals and the environment. Ecofeminist work first identified the link between the 

subordination of women and nature. This conceptualization was expanded by some to include 

nonhuman animals. Ecofeminists identified the dualistic thinking that has led to binary divides 

such as women/men, nature/culture, body/mind, emotion/reason and animal/human ((Adams & 

Gruen, 2014; Gaard, 2011; Donovan, 1996; Adams, 1991; Kheel, 1985).  They theorized that 

these divisions are the basis of hierarchies in which one half of the divide (the first half in the 

preceding examples) is seen to be inferior to the other. The inferior half gives rise to groups 

marginalized based on gender, race, sexuality, species and other categories of difference while 

the superior half is generally linked to white male humans of the western culture (Alloun, 2015). 

Through the logic of domination, those deemed inferior are subjugated by the “superior” group 

forming interconnected loci of oppression for the subordinates and places of privilege for the 

dominant (Warren, 1990).  
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Ecofeminists showed that women, nature, and animals – inferior groups – have been 

historically linked together dating to back to Greek philosophies through to Descartes’s 

rationalism, the scientific revolution of the modern era that sanctioned the exploitation of nature, 

and subsequent unfettered commercialization and industrialization (Gaard, 2011; Kheel, 1985). 

Conceptually, women have been stereotyped as emotional (of the body) and thus irrational and 

closer to nature, whereas men are considered rational (of the mind) and thus more influenced by 

culture (Cudworth, 2015). This biological link which hinges on being more centred in the body 

than the mind, has been the basis of the “ruthless exploitation of women, nature and animals” 

(Kheel, 1985 p 40). Emphasizing the interconnections between these and other oppressions – that 

is, their basis in the same logic of domination, co-occurrence and other entanglements – has been 

a central aspect of ecofeminist thought and interrogation (Adams & Gruen, 2014; Gaard, 2011).  

Not unlike other areas of study, tensions exist within this field. Ecofeminism has been 

criticized for essentializing women because of the focus primarily on gender. However, Gaard 

(2011) points out that these criticisms are relevant only to a branch of ecofeminism yet the whole 

body of thought has been unfairly discredited. As with other theoretical perspectives, 

ecofeminism continues to evolve (Adams & Gruen, 2014; Gaard, 2011) and answer to challenges 

and criticisms. However, their insights into the connection of the oppression of nature and 

nonhuman animals to the oppression of humans based on gender, race, class and other categories 

of difference has made a significant contribution to understanding social justice issues. As such it 

is relevant to this research and provides the basis for an intersectional understanding of 

speciesism. 
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Education 

Education is considered an interactive process which may: (a) enrich knowledge, (b) 

further professional and personal development, and (c) result in change of attitudes or behaviour 

which can, in turn, enhance social development (adapted from UNESCO’s definition of adult 

education (http://www.crtc.gc.ca/Broadcast/eng/HEARINGS/2012/ex2012-560a.htm). This definition aligns 

with the principle of adult learning that adults learn best when they are active participants in the 

learning (Collins, 2004).  

Networking 

  Networking is the act of sharing information, discussion and establishing relationships 

with others which are beneficial to one’s profession. Forret and Dougherty (2001) identified five 

types of networking behavior: maintaining contacts, socializing, engaging in professional 

activities, participating in community, and increasing internal visibility. The networking 

behaviour involved in this study is engaging in a professional activity – discussion about 

nonhuman animals and social work practice. 

Nonhuman Animals 

  This term is used throughout the text to highlight humans, too, are animals. However, the 

term is not without controversy. As Deckha (2020) points out, use of the signifier “non” has been 

criticized for having binary connotations which, as will be seen further in Chapter 3, is 

foundational to practices that enable violence towards animals and animalized human groups. 

Other terms that have been used instead include “other-than-human” animals and “more than 

human” animals (Deckha, 2020). However, none of these terms are benign as they, too, define 

the category in terms of not being human, thereby entrenching the same binary. In the absence of 

an ideal term, I move forward with my choice acknowledging that it, too, is problematic.  
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Categories of nonhuman animals considered in this study are farmed animals (nonhuman 

animals born and reared in intensive factory farms), companion animals, nonhuman animals used 

in experimentation, nonhuman animals bred and raised on farms or trapped and killed for their 

fur, nonhuman animals used for entertainment or sport, as well as wild animals. However, in 

day-to-day work with individuals and families, social workers encounter companion animals and 

in some cases farm animals in rural settings. 

Posthumanism 

Ferraando (2013, p26) describes posthumanism as an “umbrella term” since it is used in 

several areas to deconstruct the category “human”. These areas include: 1) science and 

technology, with the development of artificial intelligence and cybernetics which blurs the 

boundary between human and technology; 2) material feminism, which melds culture and matter 

by envisioning matter as an ongoing process of materialization that is mediated by culture - thus   

the “human” is not only constructed but also materializing; 3) and animal studies in which 

dualisms, as mentioned above, and the centrality of the human (with respect to other species and 

the environment) are challenged. In the area of animal studies, Wolfe (2010) suggests that 

vulnerability and mortality are better features to consider as being common to different species 

than those based on human capability and agency that have been used thus far, because they are 

more respectful of differences while also acknowledging commonality. According to CAS 

scholar Pedersen (2011), who objects to posthumanism’s continued use of some humanist 

conceptualizations, posthumanism’s new focus on “non-power rather than ableness” (p. 69) 

deconstructs the human as the central agent. 

 In decentering the human, posthumanism recognizes that the naturalized belief in human 

exceptionalism - the root of anthropocentrism - has made it possible to inflict severe harms on 
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nonhuman animals. It seeks to unsettle this belief in order to reshape animal-human relations 

(Ferrando, 2013).  Even though, as Pedersen (2011) points out, some scholars have indicated that 

vestiges of humanism remain in posthumanism, the decentering of the human and thereby 

challenging human exceptionalism, is an important step in changing hierarchical relationships 

with other species (Castricano & Corman, 2016 p.9; Chagani, 2014). Decentering and 

challenging human exceptionalism are inherent in this research which thereby links this study to 

this aspect of posthumanist thought. 

Social justice 

There are many definitions of social justice (Schriberg & Fenning, 2009). Notions of 

social justice for animals are derived from different philosophical traditions as identified in the 

definition of the animal rights movement provided earlier.  A review of literature focusing on 

social justice and animals and the animal rights movement would make an important endeavour 

in future work. The conception of social justice used in this research is based on the feminist 

ethics of care and understandings of justice in the practice of social work.  In social work, 

Hanrahan (2011) identified anthropocentrism as the “central organizing principle of western 

social work” (p.278) which limits the profession’s social justice value framework by prioritizing 

humans over nonhuman animals. Matsuoka & Sorenson (2014) argue that the sole focus on 

human animals has limited social work’s scholarly contribution to social justice ‒ a core social 

work value and basis of practice. They advocate for an expanded view of social justice offering a 

definition of trans-species social justice as the “consideration of interests of all animals 

(including humans) in order to achieve institutional conditions free from oppression and 

domination.” (p.70). This definition, developed within social work scholarship, is used here. This 

new definition is selected both because it is intended to be useful to the social work profession 
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and because, in line with the purposes of this research, it seeks to prevent reproduction of the 

present social order (that is oppressive towards nonhuman animals) in the practice of social 

work.  

Speciesism 

 Kemmerer’s (2011) definition of speciesism as the normative, systematic 

institutionalized oppression of animals, is used in this study. 

Social workers 

Social workers are professionals with a university degree in social work.  

Summary and Outline of Chapters 

In this introduction I have framed the purpose of this study in terms of the scope of the 

exploitation and harm inflicted on nonhuman animals by humans, how these have come to be 

seen as a social justice issue and how this links to social work. The context of this dissertation 

research was set first by discussing: 1) the social problem of speciesism and associated 

anthropocentrism; and 2) the changing social climate within which this problem is now situated 

This discussion has shown that speciesism (and its root anthropocentrism) is a vast and pressing 

problem since trillions of nonhuman animals, including fish and other aquatic creatures, are 

killed every year (Animal Clock, 2019; Fishcount, n.d.). This problem is associated with serious 

public health issues, family violence, community problems and environmental degradation. 

Speciesism has also been deeply tied to social justice for nonhuman animals and people. This 

research aims to counter the forces of speciesism and anthropocentrism within social work. The 

scope of the problem and its link with social justice underline the value and urgency of this 

study. Furthermore, a greater interest within North American society and changing attitudes 

towards the welfare of nonhuman animals highlight the currency of this study. Having 
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underscored the relevance and value of this study, the research purpose, question and objectives 

were then outlined and important terms that are essential to understanding this study were 

defined. 

Chapter 2 expands this background by focusing on why social workers have been chosen 

for this research. Subsequent chapters will provide a review of the literature (Chapter 3), outline 

the theoretical framework of this study (Chapter 4) and present the methodology used – 

participatory action research (PAR) (Chapter 5). The education module that was developed by 

the PAR research team will then be outlined (Chapter 6). Next, the findings of the research will 

be presented (Chapter 7) followed finally by a discussion of the findings and conclusions 

(Chapter 8). 
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Chapter 2: Why Social Workers? 

I am a social worker who has been practicing for many years. I am also a long-time 

animal advocate, but it was only recently that I connected these two fields of interest. As I 

thought about why I am an animal advocate, it occurred to me that I am a social worker for the 

same reason – a strong desire to see social justice especially for vulnerable individuals. The 

following will elucidate this and other connections between nonhuman animals and social work. 

This chapter expands on the context of this research discussed in Chapter 1. The purpose 

is to explain why social workers have been chosen for this research. It will be shown that there 

are several reasons with the strongest being social work’s connection to social justice. Towards 

this end, the chapter will first provide an overview of the profession particularly for non-social 

workers. It will discuss what social work is, how social workers are educated, and how the 

profession developed including some challenges and advancements of today. Throughout this, it 

will be shown that social justice is an important and enduring value. The second half of this 

chapter will focus on the many connections of nonhuman animals with social work practice, 

including social justice work. It will discuss why nonhuman animals are relevant to social 

workers and areas where they can be incorporated into practice. I argue that of all the 

connections of nonhuman animals to social work practice, social justice is the most compelling. 

It is for this reason, that social workers have been chosen for this study.  

About Social Work 

 The Canadian Association of Social Workers (CASW) offers the following definition of 

social work.  

Social work is a profession concerned with helping individuals, 

families, groups and communities to enhance their individual and collective 
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wellbeing. It aims to help people develop their skills and their ability to use 

their own resources and those of the community to resolve problems. Social 

work is concerned with individual and personal problems but also with 

broader social issues such as poverty, unemployment, and domestic violence. 

(CASW, n.d.,  https://www.casw-acts.ca/en/what-social-work) 

Social work, then, has the dual focus of enhancing wellbeing of individuals and families and 

promoting social justice (Weiss, 2006). It is concerned with everyday struggles for survival, 

resources and wellbeing (Baines, 2011). Since these struggles are inevitably related to flows of 

power, social workers engage in identifying how much power individuals/groups have and what 

can be accessed to find socially just solutions to problems. Every action a social worker takes 

impacts power relations in some way, be they within a group, between groups, or in larger 

structural forces. In this sense, the act of “helping”10 is a political act which makes social work a 

highly political profession. This section will describe the profession further by outlining: (1) its 

scope and areas of practice, (2) education, and (3) development. The importance of social justice 

will be highlighted in each of these three areas. The first of these two subsections will establish 

that social justice as an important value in social work and the third will show that this value has 

endured over time. 

  

                                                                 
10 The idea of “helping” has been criticized for its imperialist roots (Bussy, 2020). As will be seen, later in 

this chapter, social work’s origin in North America was in 19th century charity work which was an imperialist 

venture to civilize the colonies. This is not the sense of the word that is used here. 
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Practice: Regulation, Scope and Value of Social Justice 

Regulation and Scope 

Social work is a regulated profession with a broad scope of practice. In Canada, social 

work is regulated in the 10 provinces and the Northwest Territories with the license to practice 

issued by provincial regulatory bodies (CASW, n.d.11). In BC, the Social Workers Act is the 

regulatory statute for social workers. 

  According to the Canadian Association of Social Workers (CASW), social work attends 

to people in relation to their social environment (CASW, 2008). The social environment includes 

their family, friends, community and larger structural systems that impact their lives. According 

to the CASW, social workers are employed in a variety of settings such as hospitals, community 

health centers, mental health clinics, schools, advocacy organizations, government departments, 

social service agencies, child welfare settings, family service agencies, correctional facilities, 

social housing organizations, family courts, employee assistance programs and private 

counselling, school boards, and consultation agencies. 

The CASW (2008) identifies the core functions of social work as: helping people obtain 

basic human need services; counselling and psychotherapy with individuals, families and groups; 

helping communities/groups provide or improve social and health services; and participating in 

relevant legislative and social policy processes. In general, the process of practice involves 

working with the service user(s) to: (1) develop an assessment of the challenging situation, (2) 

create a plan for change based on the assessment, and (3) implement the plan through 

                                                                 
11 Information about the regulatory bodies can be found on the CASW website at  

https://www.casw-acts.ca/en/node/21/policy-and-regulations/regulatory-bodies 
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interventions. Social workers work with individuals, couples, families, groups, communities, 

workplaces and organizations (OASW, n.d.) 

Baines (2011) points out that social work is a contested profession as there are differing 

viewpoints about practice. While mainstream social work considers people in interaction with 

their social environment in a depoliticized manner (Baines, 2011), critical approaches attend to 

power relations within a given situation, understanding social relationships as both personal and 

political (Campbell & Baikie, 2012). These differences reflect varying emphases on the dual 

focus of enhancing wellbeing of individuals and families and promoting social justice mentioned 

earlier. Generally, mainstream social work is more concerned with individual change while 

critical approaches focus on emancipatory social change (Pease et al., 2016).  

Value of Social Justice 

While social justice may figure differently in different streams of practice, it remains a 

guiding value overall. The CASW code of ethics identifies social justice is a core value of the 

profession12. Furthermore, as identified in Chapter 1, the advancement of social justice is part of 

the CASW’s mission13. Marsh (2005) argues that social justice plays an organizing role by 

aligning social work values with practice and education. Pease et al. (2016) point out that while 

social work is committed to social justice, the majority of workers are employed by the state or 

organizations that are government funded. Since governments are invested in reproducing the 

existing social order, social workers are in a contradictory position of being an agent of state 

control (reproducing the social order) and being a force for social change (pursuit of social 

                                                                 
12 See CASW Code of Ethics at:  https://www.casw-acts.ca/files/documents/casw_code_of_ethics.pdf  

(p. 5). Pursuit of social justice is listed as a core value. 
13 See CASW mission statement at https://www.casw-acts.ca/en/about-casw/about-

casw#:~:text=Mission%20Statement,Canada%20and%20advances%20social%20justice. 
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justice). They argue that through critical reflection, social workers can strive to resist the most 

harmful effects of state control while recognizing that they cannot avoid all coercive aspects of 

their role. For this reason, social work is not innocent (Pease et al., 2016). However, the strong 

value of social justice continues to guide the customary small-scale acts of resistance (to state 

control) in which critical social workers engage. From this discussion it can be seen that social 

justice is an important value in social work practice. 

Education 

This brief look at social work education first identifies education programs available in 

Canada and the importance of social justice in education. It then provides an example of how 

social justice guides education by discussing the problematic “helping” relationship which is at 

the centre of social work practice. Finally, the changing ideology in social work education is 

briefly described to show that this research has some fit with the shift towards critical social 

work with its greater focus on social justice (Pease et al., 2016).  

Education Programs  

There are three programs of social work education in Canada. They are offered through 

universities accredited by the Canadian Association for Social Work Education (CASWE): 1) 

Bachelor of Social Work (BSW), () Master of Social Work (MSW), and 3) Doctor of Philosophy 

in Social Work (PhD). A two-year college level Social Service Diploma is also available at 

community colleges (Edwards et al., 2006) although these practitioners are not recognized as 

social workers in all jurisdictions. Topics of education include guiding values, standards of 

practice, knowledge specific to substantive areas of practice and populations, skills, methods of 

intervention, and integration of theory in practice through placements in the field (Wayne, Bogo 

& Raskin, 2010; Shera & Bogo, 2001; Taylor, 1999). 
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Importance of Social justice 

Gray and Fook (2004) and Brady et al. (2019) state that social work in Canada has a 

greater emphasis on social action/reform than in the US. Thus, there are many schools of social 

work that are critically oriented, teaching students to identify and challenge power relations and 

structural dynamics that oppress marginalized groups of people14. As mentioned earlier, the 

majority, which may be considered mainstream, place a greater emphasis on “clinical” or 

individual and family therapies (; Pease et al., 2016; Baines, 2011). However, social justice 

remains an important theme in all streams of education as evident in the CASWE Standards for 

Accreditation (2014) guiding principles which state: 

1. Guided by the principles of fundamental human rights and responsibilities and 

respect for human diversity, social work seeks to facilitate wellbeing and 

participation of people, promote social and economic justice, address structural 

sources of inequities, and eliminate conditions that infringe human and civil 

rights. Grounded in reflective practice and engaged in persistent inquiry into 

theoretical and research bases in the field, social work employs professional 

approaches and interventions to enhance individual, family, group, community, 

and population wellbeing…. (p 2) 

3. Core learning objectives for students link student learning objectives to the 

promotion of excellence in social work education, scholarship, and practice with 

                                                                 
14  See Gallop’s (2013, p. 4) references to various critically oriented universities in Canada in Gallop C. J. 

(2013). Knowing nothing: Understanding new critical social work practice. Journal of Applied Hermeneutics. 1-21 
also see Brady et al. (2019, p.15) Brady, S., Sawyer, J. M., & Perkins, N. H. (2019). Debunking the myth of the 
‘radical profession’: analyzing and overcoming our professional history to create new pathways and opportunities 
for social work. Critical and Radical Social Work, 7(3), 315-332. 
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a social justice focus and guide both curriculum design and the delivery of field 

education.” (p 3). 

Example of the Influence of Social Justice 

  An important aspect of social work education is understanding the problematic nature of 

the helping relationship that is so key to a social worker’s practice and effectiveness. A social 

justice lens reveals power imbalances between the social worker and the service user which 

jeopardize social work’s emancipatory aims (Pease et al. 2016). This imbalance stems in part 

from the “top down” aspect of professions in which the social worker imparts knowledge to the 

service user, rendering her an agent of social control (Sakamoto & Pitner, 2005; Gray & Fook, 

2004). In order to minimize this differential, critical education highlights the importance of 

challenging assumptions about the social worker’s role and understanding the influence of the 

social worker’s social location15 on relationship dynamics (Heron, 2005). 

 Pease et al. (2018) reconceptualized the notion of helping and this relationship by 

employing a critical ethic of care16. They argue that this ethic has the potential to redress 

inequality by stressing the importance of caring for others. This centers a relational dimension 

where “trust, mutuality and connectedness” (p. 4) are foregrounded in work with service users 

thereby shifting relationship dynamics to be more socially just - that is, power ‘with’ rather than 

                                                                 
15  Social location refers to a social worker’s unique position related to oppression and privilege and 

socially constructed categories of difference such as race, gender, class, ability, and age (Pease et al., 2016). 
16 Pease et al. took a critical theory informed approach to care within the discipline of social work. They 

argued that care is a political and moral concept that allows life to be examined from a radically different point of 

view than the conservative ideology of neoliberalism and provides an ethic that highlights the importance of caring 

for others.  See p. 3-4 Pease, B., Vreugdenhil, A., & Stanford, S. (Eds.). (2017). Critical ethics of care in social work: 

Transforming the politics and practices of caring. Routledge. 
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power ‘over’. Thus, a social justice lens has both problematized the helping relationship and led 

to a new understanding of the social worker’s role. 

Changing Social Work Education Ideology 

 There have been ideological shifts in social work education and research over time. In 

the early to mid-twentieth century, influenced by the predominant modernist trust in science, 

social work strove to be scientific (Irving, 1992). Educators taught the scientific method to 

students with the idea that the collection of ‘evidence’ and unbiased consideration of that 

evidence in order to draw conclusions would lead to ‘responsible’ well-founded interventions by 

‘well educated’ professionals (Edwards et al., 2006). 

As postmodern thinking permeated academia, feminist and other critical perspectives 

began to take hold. Radical, feminist and anti-racist social work emerged in the 1970’ and 80’s 

which rejected the dualistic thinking of modernity and thereby fundamentally challenged the 

assumptions of institutionalized power and political economies in western societies (Brady, 

2019). The complexity and contingency of social situations as well as the importance of 

considering context and subjectivities to understand events, was recognized by critical practice 

theories (Campbell & Baikie, 2012). These theories are more social justice oriented, focusing on 

power relations and institutional arrangements that maintain oppression of groups marked by 

gender, race, class, sexuality, ability and other categories of difference (Brady et al, 2019). This 

subsection, then, has highlighted the importance of social justice in social work education and its 

more recent ideology.  

Development of Social Work 

The following section will review the origins of social work and briefly outline its 

evolution into a profession. It will elaborate on social work’s pursuit of social justice throughout 
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its history and will identify some of the challenges the profession faced and continues to confront 

in this pursuit. These issues include its problematic system maintenance role and the forces of 

neoliberalism. This section will show that social justice has been an enduring thread in the 

profession’s history and that this research has some connection with current developments. 

Origins 

 One can trace the origins of the dual focus of the profession back to its roots. The 

beginnings of social work in Canada can be tracked to the later 19th century although social 

work didn’t become a profession until the early twentieth century. In response to social problems 

arising from growing industrialization, urban living and immigration, several charities developed 

to assist the poor, women and children (Andrew, 1984). In fact, Elson (2009) writes, “In Canada, 

as in Britain, charities played the dominant role in the provision of health, education, and social 

services” (p. 40). 

The development of the profession was influenced by Charity Organization Societies 

which came to the US from the UK in the 1870’s. These organizations were philanthropically 

supported ventures that held that personal failures and public relief were the main causes of 

poverty. Thus, their charitable help to the poor was moralistic, individually oriented and aimed to 

be efficient (Abramovitz, 1998). Government relief was not advocated since it was believed that 

this would cause dependency. The Ontario Association of Social Workers (OASW, n.d.) writes 

that the early social workers were primarily women of comfortable financial means who 

voluntarily visited the poor17. 

                                                                 
17 See OASW website 

https://www.oasw.org/Public/Social_Work_Week_Tab/History_of_Social_Work_in_Ontario.aspx 
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The charity model to help the helpless and bring order to the chaos of urban life where 

unemployment, and worker exploitation were taking their toll, was colonial in nature ‒ the 

bourgeoisie settlers of Canada playing a “civilizing” role of noblesse oblige (Elson, 2009). This 

same charity impulse had also led to the earlier emergence of organizations concerned with 

animal welfare (Deckha, 2013), many of which later attended to the welfare of women and 

children as well (Elson, 2009). In Ontario, after passage of the 1888 Children's Protection Act, 

many local humane organizations were founded with the dual focus of the welfare of children 

and animals (Connor, 1997). Over time these functions began to separate. For example, in 1891 

The Children’s Aid Society of Toronto grew out of the Toronto Humane Society (Children’s Aid 

Society Foundation et.al., 2000). Thus, as Ryan (2011) points out, many of the early social 

workers were concerned with the wellbeing of both nonhuman and human individuals. 

From Charity Organization Societies grew the branch of social work known as social 

casework initially developed by Mary Richmond (Abramovitz, 1998). This work with 

individuals and families involved ‘diagnosis’ of the problem and treatment. The innovation of 

this approach was the emphasis on the social environment rather than intrapsychic conflicts 

(Abramovitz, 1998) such as inner conflicts people can have between their desires and values 

(Allen, 2017). This earlier medical model of practice (Irving, 1992) has evolved to a more 

wholistic approach that, in Canada, includes a critical understanding of social environments, 

including the worker’s role. Today, practice that focuses on change with individual and families 

is referred to as individual casework (Gray & Fook, 2004) or the social treatment tradition 

(Edwards et al, 2006). 

A second line of thinking about social problems began in the 1880’s in reaction to the 

placement, by charity organizations and society at large, of responsibility for destitution on 
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individual weakness. The settlement movement led by Jane Addams among others, viewed the 

root of social problems such as poverty to lie in social conditions over which the individual had 

little or no control. Settlement houses opened in the poorest neighbourhoods, offering 

community services, and advocating for social reform. This lay the foundation for social work’s 

focus on social reform and social justice. Settlement organizers joined with other reformers 

including feminists, academics and networks of women led organizations (Abramovitz, 1998) 

and members of the social gospel movement (Lundy & van Wormer, 2007) ‒ church led social 

reformers ‒ to advocate for worker rights and institutionalized protections (Edwards et al., 2006).  

Thus, it can be seen that the dual focus of individual change and social change (guided by the 

value of social justice) began almost simultaneously in Canada and that there was some tension 

between the two – a tension that remains to this day. 

Becoming a Profession 

Around the time of World War 1, government and charitable organizations were not 

convinced that the higher costing skills of caseworkers were necessary for the job of helping the 

destitute. As a result, social workers were hard pressed to show that what they had to offer was 

indeed valuable. They began to seek professional status as did other areas of underpaid work that 

involved mostly women such as nursing, teaching and library work (Struthers, 1983). It was 

thought that recognition as a profession would increase the status and credibility of the work and 

lead to higher wages and better working conditions. Struthers (1983) pointed out that this was a 

more difficult task for social workers as their work was less understood by government and 

authorities than the other groups that had been established longer, were more widespread and 

whose skills were easier to identify. Subsequent years were marked by this push towards 

professionalism. Hicks (2010) writes that the two world wars and Great Depression resulted in 
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greater need for social services overall and a more systematic way of delivering them. This, in 

turn, led to a demand for trained social workers.  

 The Canadian Association of Social Workers (CASW), this country’s oldest organization 

for professional social workers, was founded in 1926. CASW and its provincial and territorial 

counterparts, have spent considerable effort over the years to promote the profession and develop 

regulatory bodies, which in BC is the BC College of social workers. In their account of social 

work through the 20th century, Jennissen and Lundy (2011) state that this desire for professional 

legitimacy has been in tension with actions in pursuit of social justice/social reform. They argued 

that while it is necessary for a profession to limit memberships, develop education requirements 

and performance standards, these also establish positions of dominance and authority over the 

boundaries of the work. This resulted in an incompatibility between maintaining professional 

status and taking stronger positions and action on social problems. They noted that this caused a 

division among social workers and that for the most part, profession building was given priority 

over actions towards social change.  

Tension in the Profession 

As discussed earlier, due to both the connection of social work with government services 

and funding as well as the power differential between social worker and service user, many 

social work scholars have identified one of social work’s functions in society to be to maintain 

status quo and therefore social control (Gray & Fook, 200; Abramovitz, 1998;). This function 

has been linked to administration of government-funded social service programs which include 

the bureaucratic categorization of service users to determine eligibility for service and service 

user monitoring (Burman, 2004). The social control function conflicts with social work’s 
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aspirations for social change causing tension among social workers that has made social work a 

contested profession.  

For example, many social workers see their role as helping individuals cope with 

challenging situations and accordingly provide clinical interventions aimed at individual 

change18. Critical social workers, on the other hand, link problems confronting individuals to 

oppressive social and economic structures and power relations. This gives primacy to 

interventions that empower individuals and effect systemic changes wherever possible (Pease & 

Nipperess, 2016). The former group feel that attention to larger structures is ineffective in 

meeting the immediate needs of the individuals they serve (Carey & Foster, 2011). The latter are 

concerned that the focus on individuals emphasizes individual pathology and ignores the impact 

of power relations and institutional structures. They contend this narrow focus serves to maintain 

status quo and stifles social change19.  

Westhues, LaFrance and Schmidt (2001) identified that individual social workers 

experience internal value conflicts when they become drawn into meeting the needs of 

bureaucracy and as they struggle to help service users in an increasingly shrinking social service 

system (Lundy & van Wormer, 2007). Work towards social change in these circumstances can 

be challenging. However, since the value of social justice remains fundamental to the profession 

(Lundy & van Wormer, 2007) it continues to call social workers to work towards this end even 

under trying circumstances. McLaughlin (2009) identifies advocacy as the activity by which 

“clinical” social workers have incorporated social justice in their work. This research aligns with 

the call for social change and the role of advocacy. 

                                                                 
18 See p. 55 in Hicks, S. (2010) Social work: An introduction 3rd Ed. Thompson Education Publishing. 
19 See p. 20 Baines, D. Ed. (2011). Doing anti-oppressive practice. Fernwood Publishing. 
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Pursuit of Social Justice 

An ongoing, though perhaps at times wavering, focus on social justice has led social 

work to be involved in the development of the welfare state where government has taken 

responsibility for the welfare of its citizens by funding social, health and education services 

(Abramovitz, 1998). This began with activism that culminated in government support to 

unemployed workers in the early 1900’s.  

Both Abramovitz (1998) and Lundy & van Wormer (2007) point out that although the 

majority of social workers were and continue to be engaged in work with individuals and 

families (individual change), there is an ongoing history of social reform activity in the 

profession. As an example, Lundy & van Wormer (2007) identify activism for peace that began 

with Jane Addams. They mention that some social work continues to oppose militarization, 

linking it with social injustice and social neglect. As evidence they point to the CASW and 

CASWE support for the inclusion of peace, justice and disarmament issues in social work 

education and practice. These organizations also expressed concern for increases in defense 

spending in the face of cuts to social welfare.  

Leigninger and Knickemeyer (1976), identified the 1930’s Rank and File Movement 

within social work, which grew in response to the conditions during the Great Depression, as 

continuing social work’s concern with social change. “This loose aggregation of insurgent social 

workers came from the radical wing of social work” (Abramovitz, 1998, p. 515). Members of 

this movement advocated for political and economic reform as well as improvement in social 

workers’ poor working conditions. Although this movement was mainly in the US, its strong 

social action towards worker’s rights influenced social justice work in other countries. Baines 

(2011), a Canadian social work professor and author, identifies this movement as an example of 
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groups that drew social work to serve individuals in need while working to fundamentally 

reorganize social structures. Over time, further advocacy from social work and its allies ‒ other 

social activists that included, for example, academics and unions ‒ helped to establish more 

reforms that led to compensation and services to vulnerable citizens/residents of Canada. 

The attempt in Canada to ground practice in the pursuit of social justice is also evident in 

the development and spread of anti-oppressive practice theory which recognizes the 

intersectionality of oppression and aims to counter multiple forms of oppression (Baines, 2011). 

Although this theory has been criticized by a few for being more focused on ideas than on 

practical application (Gray et al., 2007), it clearly supports social justice work.  

Problematic System Maintenance Roles 

 Despite its noble intentions and aims for social justice, social work in its function of 

maintaining status quo, has played a role in maintaining the oppression of some marginalized 

groups. For example, a blight in social work’s role in society has been its complicity with 

imperialism and colonization. Social workers were involved in the process of separating 

Indigenous children from their families at the time of residential schools and in the “sixties 

scoop” when Indigenous children were removed from their homes to transracial foster homes or 

adoptions (Sinclair, 2004). Though these acts were genuinely intended to help children identified 

as being in need of protection, they were based on the dominant culture’s values with little 

understanding of or respect for Indigenous ways. They served to support the social construction 

of Indigenous people as requiring an integrating and civilizing influence.  

This colonizing role continues today in child welfare as a much higher percentage of 

Indigenous children are removed from their homes than the non-Indigenous population (Cowie, 

2010; Blackstock et al. 2004). However, the profession has recognized and acknowledged its role 
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in this social injustice and has committed to decolonizing its pedagogy and practice. CASWE 

and CASW are actively working towards reconciliation and re-aligning actions with their value 

of social justice for Indigenous peoples. Furthermore, there has been a rise of indigenous social 

work as a movement within social work to counter colonizing forces. Dumbrill and Green (2008) 

explain, “Disruption is crucial because despite a commitment to diversity and inclusion, social 

work education continues to be taught from a Eurocentric perspective in a manner that 

perpetuates the colonization of Indigenous peoples” (p. 490).  

In a later chapter it will be argued that this role of supporting oppressive structures is also 

evident in social work’s lack of recognition of society’s exploitation of nonhuman animals. This 

act of omission perpetuates speciesism and, as pointed out by Hanrahan (2013) and Matsuoka 

and Sorensen (2014), limits social work’s understanding of intersecting oppressions. While the 

histories and experiences of oppressions of nonhuman animals, indigenous peoples and other 

marginalized groups are distinct, these oppressions are also connected (Kim, 2015).  All are 

forms of domination that are co-constituted and mutually reinforcing (Kim, 2015; Gaard, 2011). 

For example, Anderson (2000) discusses how colonial and racialized entanglements with nature 

and nonhuman animals were used to justify European colonization and violence towards 

Indigenous people and nonhuman animals. Parallel sufferings are identified by indigenous 

scholar Wewer (2018) in the taking of Indigenous children in Australia from their parents and 

the early removal of calves from their mothers. While recognizing that the former occurs under 

state “welfare” policies and the latter in farming situations where nonhuman animals are 

objectified for profit, Wewer points out that each group suffers due to the severing of important 

mother-offspring relationships. She identifies this suffering to be the result of the forces of 
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patriarchy and colonialism, which position animals and indigenous people as objects rather than 

subjects. Chapter 3 discusses such entanglements further. 

 Scholars Hua & Ahuja (2013) have criticized the comparisons of human and nonhuman 

animal oppression as being reductionist by drawing attention away from the distinctiveness of 

each form of (human) oppression. It can also reinscribe the comparison of racialized and other 

human groups to nonhuman animals that has been used to justify the oppression of these groups. 

For example, Kim (2018) outlines how comparison of the oppression of nonhuman animals with 

slavery suppresses the discontinuities between the position of slave and that of animal. The 

comparison also assumes that slavery for Black people has ended and implies so too should that 

of nonhuman animals. She points out that the oppression of Black people remains so 

overwhelmingly prevalent, that slavery is viewed by many to have just taken on another form. 

By propagating a narrative of racial progress, then, Kim explains that animal advocates may feed 

anti-Black sentiment that denies the present hierarchical racial order (by relegating it to history). 

Rather than comparing the treatment of animals to slavery, Kim suggests examining how the two 

ethical issues stand in relation to each other.  

However, Kim (2015) has argued that that while it is important to recognize the 

distinctiveness of experiences, it is also important to consider seriously the justice claim of other 

oppressed groups. She advocates an ethic of mutual avowal which recognizes a connection 

between justice struggles and thereby fosters a spirit with which groups may work together. She 

suggests that this process of considering oppression of other groups can involve comparison and 

critiques related to manifestations of domination which can then lead to new understandings and 

relations. Deckha (2018a, p. 229) also points out that an “animal-centric perspective” that draws 
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parallels between nonhuman animal and human oppressions can lead to new insights and a more 

comprehensive analytic frame within which to view workings of oppressions. 

 In her book Animals as Legal Beings, Deckha (2020) grapples with this “conundrum of 

representation by comparison” (p. 30-31) by pointing out that drawing analogies to bring 

attention to a presently less visible injustice is not new and has been done in social justice 

literature generally, not only in the case of nonhuman animals. Yet comparisons such as those of 

slavery with the plight of animals are disavowed because the association of marginalized human 

groups with the even more abject animal is ‘dehumanizing’. This reaction reflects an 

anthropocentric mindset which assumes nonhuman animals are unequal. She argues that the 

uneasiness of the association should not undermine the legitimacy of careful, multi-optic 

comparisons that expose the ongoing and systemic nature of, in this example, racism while 

calling attention to the relentless plight of nonhuman animals.  

 By the omission of nonhuman animals, then, social work not only maintains speciesism 

but also misses a deeper understanding of the interconnectedness of oppressions (Hanrahan, 

2013; Matsuoka & Sorenson, 2014). The two oppressions considered here (colonialism and 

speciesism) highlight social work’s problematic system maintenance function that supports 

oppression. However, in relation to this research, because of social work’s commitment to social 

justice, raising awareness of injustice to nonhuman animals may lead to change. 

The Challenge of Neoliberalism 

A major challenge to social work’s focus on social change has been the rise of 

neoliberalism. From the mid-20th century this development has seen the erosion of the welfare 

state and restructuring of social service agencies. The neoliberal ideology values a free 

(deregulated) market with minimal intervention from the state (Brady et al., 2019, Spolander et 
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al., 2016). This allows corporations to become powerful entities that function freely across state 

borders. It minimizes focus on corporate functions and social change by valuing individuals and 

their agency. This ideology emphasizes individual change and an individual’s ability to improve 

their own life circumstances. Needs of individuals are provided for through the market economy, 

so state intervention is not required. Thus, cutting back funds from social welfare programs and 

redistribution to bolster market related efforts is seen to be a better use of government funds 

(Spolander et al., 2016). The outcome thus far for social work has been diminished resources 

with which to provide more service (Spolander et al., 2016; Carey, 2008).  

Furthermore, neoliberalism ideology influenced the adoption of the business model of 

operation in social service agencies. A focus on managerial monitoring and supervision of 

services to meet organizational expectations has grown (Rogowski, 2011; Pollack & Rossiter, 

2010; Meagher, 2004) with social workers increasingly required to meet targets of numbers of 

people served, documentation standards and other bureaucratic expectations. Rogowski as well 

as Pollack and Rossiter warn of danger in succumbing to a neoliberal agenda that encourages 

helping people to manage their challenging situations rather changing conditions that create 

them. Rather than public funded welfare policies, philanthropy and charity are supported because 

the growth of volunteer based, “private” organizations mean lower costs and the offloading of 

state responsibility in delivery of social services. As Evan and Sheilds (2006) state:  

The neo-liberal impulse, and rhetoric, around a revival of voluntarism and a 

more ‘participatory’ civic culture, is in fact about the process of transferring 

many social support functions to the non-government voluntaristic sector. 

This speaks to the neo-liberal desire to disinvest responsibilities for various 
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citizenship rights in the social and economic spheres, and in the process, 

transform the state’s caring role in society. (p 8) 

Furthermore, the neoliberal agenda of minimal state involvement has led to “re-

regulation” in which government policies are adapted to support market related activities (Hursh 

& Henderson, 2015). This is evident in the privatization of healthcare, education and social 

services. Strategies of corporate social responsibility involve partnerships between corporations 

and non-government organizations (NGO’s) in areas of the environment and social services. 

Banerjee (2008) and Bauer and Schmitz (2012) caution that tensions arising from the different 

“bottom-line” of these partners and the NGO’s financial dependence on the corporation can lead 

to cooptation of the NGO’s agenda and by extension the movement that they are trying to 

further. Thus, social work has real challenges ahead in navigating the neoliberal environment in 

pursuit of its mission to advance social justice - a value that is not recognized by the neoliberal 

ideology. 

Signs of Resistance to Neoliberalism 

 However, there are signs of resistance. Two of these are: (a) raising awareness of the 

impact of neoliberal policies on social work and social welfare in order to initiate change; and (b) 

the continued valuing of social justice which also involves a nascent expansion in the 

understanding of the term.  

Raising Awareness of the Impact of Neoliberalism 

There is considerable literature warning of the erosion of social services and threat to 

social work’s social justice agenda (Brady et al, 2019; Spolander et al, 2016; Preston & Aslett, 

2014; Rogowski, 2011; Pollack & Rossiter, 2010; Meagher, 2004). Drawing attention to these 
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issues and the need to deal with them encourages and fosters defiance of the neoliberal agenda 

and opens possibilities for change.  

Continued Valuing of Social Justice 

 Even under the conditions of a prevailing ideology that constrains social work’s social 

justice agenda, the profession continues to value social justice and evolve towards a different ‒ 

more holistic ‒ understanding of the world and social justice. This is evidenced in the previously 

mentioned spread of anti-oppressive practice theories in Canada. Furthermore, the beginnings of 

an expansion in the profession’s understanding of social justice can be seen in the following 

developments:  

1) A subfield of social work practice that recognizes humans as interconnected with their 

physical and other nonhuman environment is growing (Krings et al., 2020; Boetto, 2017; 

Ramsay & Body, 2017; Dominelli, 2013; Besthorn, 2012; Miller et al., 2012; Zapf, 2009; Mary, 

2008; Coates, 2003). This includes the idea of environmental justice where the degradation of the 

environment is recognized to more severely affect vulnerable groups. The concept of ecological 

justice ‒ where humans are not centered, but rather are seen in relation to other elements of an 

ecosystem whose overall wellbeing matters ‒ has also entered academic and practice 

conversations but is less prevalent. 

2) Two other branches of social work that acknowledge nonhuman animals by recognizing the 

value of the human-animal bond (HAB) ‒ veterinary social work, and animal assisted therapies 

(AAT) and interactions (AAI) ‒ have emerged. 

3) An expanding group of social work scholars are advocating for more pervasive valuing of 

nonhuman animals and for recognition of their oppression by humans as a social justice issue 
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(Legge, 2016; Hanrahan, 2014, 2013, 2011; Ryan, 2014, 2011; Matsuoka & Sorenson 2013; 

Faver & Strand, 2003; Wolf, 2000). 

Each of these developments will be discussed further in Chapter 3, however, the point being 

made here is that neoliberalism challenges such advancements and the fact that they have still 

occurred is an indication of resistance which is reflective of social work’s value of social justice. 

This section about social work and the contours of its development as a profession has 

shown that since its origins there has been an interest in and valuing of social justice that 

continues through to today. Although there is an ongoing tension between pursuing social justice 

and maintaining status quo, and times where action towards social justice has waivered (for 

example during the push towards professionalization) and the system maintenance role has 

become very problematic, the value of social justice has endured. It has even remained in the 

face of neoliberalism, manifesting partly in resistance to its constraints. This research, then, is 

timely. It expands the consideration of human relations with nonhumans – a discussion that has 

already begun – further. It also builds on what we have seen here to be the long-standing 

commitment of social work to social justice. 

Relevance of Nonhuman Animals to Social Work 

This section will focus on the many ways in which nonhuman animals are relevant to and 

connected with social work practice. Risley Curtiss (2010) identified three broad areas of 

connection which were later restated by Hanrahan (2013) as: a) ubiquity of nonhuman animals in 

society and families, b) the co-occurrence of violence to animals and violence to humans within 

families, and c) therapeutic benefits of positive animal-human relations. More specific interfaces, 

many of which fall within these categories, include: a) social justice work; b) prevalence of 

companion animals; c) link with violence; d) impact on access to service and resources for 
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vulnerable groups; e) link with child welfare; f) change in society; g) value of HAB; h) 

precedents for considering animals in practice; (i) interconnectedness of human and nonhuman 

world; and j) existing theoretical support. The following will expand on each of these points of 

connection between nonhuman animals and social work practice. Of these, the social justice 

connection will be identified as the most compelling. 

Social Justice Work 

 Previously social justice was identified as an enduring value within social work. This 

discussion focuses on the manifestation of this value in the work that social workers actually do. 

According to Baines (2011), social justice-oriented work includes: 1) education and 

consciousness raising among service users and coworkers, 2) use of social justice-based 

therapies such as feminist therapy and First Nations interventions, 3) resistance and political 

activism, 4) community development and organizing 5) and broader organizing for the 

development of just social systems. This work is complex, permeating micro, mezzo and macro 

levels of practice. In micro level work with families and individuals, the principle of social 

justice directs social workers to be attuned to the influence of institutional factors and forces on 

the lives of service users and on the relationship between the service user and social worker. 

Oppression of groups based on gender, race, ability can manifest in the day to day lives of people 

as lack of access to resources, discrimination, physical violence or other forms of abuse. For 

example, in situations of intimate partner violence (IPV) against women, victims can react with 

self-blame (Lim et al., 2015). In this instance a social worker can help her understand her 

situation by also linking it to the larger context of a patriarchal society. This framing can support 

the woman by showing that she is not to blame. That is, pointing out that in addition to the 
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perpetrator being responsible for his behaviour, there are larger social forces at work that leave 

women vulnerable to men and that this is unjust. 

In mezzo level practice, social workers engage in community development and 

organizing work that aims to reduce institutional barriers to wellbeing. This involves bringing 

together community residents with related groups to form partnerships and to plan, implement 

and evaluate actions towards change (Hicks, 2010). For example, if an issue within a community 

is poverty, the social worker might help to gather a group of community residents along with 

supportive interested parties such as representatives of local government, local business, social 

services. Together they can identify specific policies and practices that perpetuate poverty and 

organize a campaign for change. 

At the macro level, social justice work includes addressing social, political and economic 

forces of oppression such as racism, sexism and ableism through community and social policy 

development, advocacy and activism. Marion Young (1990) identifies five forms of oppression: 

violence, exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, and cultural imperialism. Thus, for 

example, colonial policies and practices that result in the disproportionate separation of 

Indigenous children from their families can be identified and targeted for change by working 

with Indigenous communities to develop and advocate for solutions. Indigenous social workers 

who develop social policy might help to draft new policies that support Indigenous children 

staying with their families. 

This same social justice lens can bring the oppression of nonhuman animals, speciesism, 

into focus. It can guide social workers to pay attention to animal-human relations within families 

where the wellbeing of nonhuman animal members is assessed and acted upon if found lacking. 

Interventions may include working with the family to access resources to help them care for 
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companion animals or report to animal protection authority in cases of abuse (Hoy-Gerlach & 

Wehman, 2017; Hanrahan and Chalmers, 2020). It would also direct social workers to keep the 

wellbeing of nonhuman animals paramount in animal assisted interventions. At the mezzo level, 

attention can be directed to incorporating needs of nonhuman animals residing within and around 

communities and neighbourhoods. This can occur, for example, in community planning, urban 

development, and social planning (Narayanan, 2017). The impact of social service programming 

on nonhuman inhabitants of a community can become a factor in program decision making. 

Social workers can also participate in community education about the co-occurrence of violence 

towards nonhuman animal and human members within a family (Hoy-Gerlach & Wehman, 

2017; MacNamara & Moga, 2014). At the macro level, social workers can identify 

organizational and social policies that are harmful or discriminatory towards nonhuman animals 

and work to develop policies that consider and protect their wellbeing. Social work as a 

profession can embrace the animal rights movement and join in activism to resist exploitation of 

nonhuman animals. Through a social justice lens, then, social workers can disrupt oppressive 

power relations with nonhuman animals within families, communities and broader society.  

 Furthermore, this lens also helps the social worker recognize the intersections of 

speciesism with other oppressions. For example, as mentioned earlier, speciesism has been tied 

to settler colonialism (Cohen, 2020; Eisen, 2019; Deckha, 2017; Belcourt, 2015; Nibert, 2013). 

The “removal” of Indigenous people from their land was also accompanied by dislocation and 

elimination of nonhuman animals. Another example is the construction of racial hierarchies 

based on the othering of nonhuman animals (Kim, 2017; Anderson, 2000). These intersections 

will be discussed further in Chapter 3.  
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  It is seen, then, that nonhuman animals can be incorporated into practice through a social 

justice lens which directs attention to their wellbeing and to the intersections between nonhuman 

animal and human oppressions. This work can be transformative and will be shown to permeate 

much of the other points of connection to practice identified below. This potential for 

transformation and the central position social justice holds as a guiding value in the profession 

makes it a powerful connector of nonhuman animals to social work practice. 

Prevalence of Companion Animals 

Since 56% of Canadian households (Perrin, 2009) and, more recently, 67% of American 

households (American Pet Products Association, 2020) have companion animals, it is very likely 

that companion animals will be part of many families with whom social workers engage (Risley-

Curtis 2010). Increasingly, companion animals are considered family members (Irvine & Cilia, 

2016; Walsh, 2009). From their exploration of the varying roles they play in different families 

and recognition of how companion animals reshape practices within families, Irvine and Cilia 

recommend using a ‘more-than-human approach’ to understanding family. Noting the 

significance of these nonhuman and human family members to each other can help to better 

understand these family systems and therefore make more effective interventions (Hanrahan, 

2013; Risley Curtis, 2010).  

Lindgren and Öhman (2018), point to the importance of recognizing the plurality of 

nonhuman animals (differences among species) and extending moral consideration that is not 

based on their sameness to humans. Paying attention to their agency and taking the nonhuman 

animal vantage point are important aspects of understanding interspecies relationships (Lindgren 

& Öhman (2018). Since social workers may encounter a variety of companion animal members 
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of families with whom they engage, these perspectives are important in understanding the needs 

and situation of nonhuman family members.  

Link with Violence 

 As social workers are often the first point of entry into the homes of troubled individuals 

and families, they may be more likely than other professionals to uncover animal cruelty and 

other violence within families (Ryan, 2011). The link between violence to nonhuman animals 

and violence to humans is significant to social workers because concern for the welfare of a 

companion animal is both a problem in and of itself and may indicate the presence of other forms 

of oppression such as violence against women (Taylor & Fraser, 2019; Faver & Strand, 2003), 

children (McDonald et al., 2019; McDonald et al., 2015; Girardi & Pozzulo, 2012; Risley-

Curtiss, 2010) and elderly family members (Peak et al., 2012). This violence link is mentioned 

briefly here to make the point that family violence is another area of social work intervention in 

which nonhuman animals are often involved. Attending to their needs can be important to the 

safety of both the nonhuman animal and other family members and is very much related to social 

justice (Risley-Curtis, 2010). This topic will be discussed in greater depth in Chapter 3. 

Access to Services and Resources for Vulnerable Groups  

Speciesism can affect the services and resources available to populations of social work 

service users. For example, homeless people and victims of domestic violence who care deeply 

for their companion animals and depend on the emotional support they provide, may not access 

services which require them to leave their companion animals. Shelters and long-term housing 

often do not permit companion animals with the consequence that victims of domestic violence 

may delay leaving abusive situations (Volant et al., 2008; Faver & Strand, 2003) or people 

experiencing homelessness may choose to remain on the streets (Kim & Newton, 2014; Irvine, 
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2013). Singer et al. (1995) found that 96% of homeless women would not accept housing if their 

pets could not be accommodated. From their study of homeless women in Canada, Labreque and 

Walsh (2011) strongly recommended shelters consider providing accommodation to companion 

animals of homeless individuals. This points to a need that is not sufficiently recognized. This 

can be a serious problem for guardians and their companion animals since without access to 

services, both remain more vulnerable to harm or diminished wellbeing. This lack of access to 

service is also a matter of social justice. 

Link with Child Welfare 

Relations with nonhuman animals are important considerations in child welfare, a vast 

area of social work intervention20 (CASW, 2005). Relationships with companion animals can be 

important in child development (Irvine & Cilia, 2017). For example, Melson (2003) found that 

positive relationships can provide emotional support to children, foster nurturing and stimulate 

learning.  

Abuse of animals by children may be a cause for concern for a number of reasons. It may 

be an indicator that the child is experiencing some emotional or behavioural problems that need 

attention. Animal cruelty has been listed in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders (DSM) as a possible indicator of mental disorders such as conduct disorder in children. 

Furthermore, children who have abused animals have a greater tendency to engage in 

interpersonal violence (Henry & Sanders, 2007). Animal cruelty has also been linked with 

attachment issues in children (Lake, 2017). Moreover, witnessing abuse of a family pet can be 

distressing to children (Ascione, 2007) and may lead to internalizing disorders such as 

                                                                 
20 See CASW (2005) website https://www.casw-acts.ca/en/social-work-practice-child-welfare 
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depression or anxiety that arise when problems are focused inwards (McDonald et al., 2019; 

Girardi & Pozzulo, 2015, 2012).  

There are also possible links between violence towards nonhuman animals and other 

family violence21 (Girardi & Pozzulo, 2012) that involve children. Children who have been 

abused are more likely to abuse animals than children who have not been abused (DeGue & 

DiLillo, 2009). Children who are exposed to parental domestic violence are more likely to abuse 

animals than children who are not exposed to domestic violence (Volant et al., 2008; Ascione, 

2007; Currie, 2006; Baldry, 2003). Furthermore, children who have been exposed to domestic 

violence are more likely to have witnessed animal abuse than children who have not been 

exposed to domestic violence. That a majority of studies indicate violence to animals is directly 

linked to violence within families (Campbell et al., 2018; Alleyne & Parfitt, 2017; Barrett et al., 

2017; Loar, 2014; Flynn, 2011; Ascione & Shapiro, 2009; Faver & Strand, 2003; Bell, 2001) 

suggests it is important to explore how companion animals are treated in a child protection 

context. Hence, Girardi & Pozzulo (2012) recommend that child protection workers consider 

asking children and their caregiver about animal cruelty as well as observing conditions and 

behaviour of family companion animals when making risk assessments.  

It is also important for social workers to understand how institutional forces that 

propagate speciesism impact children and interventions with them. Cole and Stewart (2016) 

point out that children are targets of media and marketing discourse that legitimate instrumental 

use of some nonhuman animals (e.g., companion animals) and the violent exploitation of others 

(e.g., farm animals). Understanding how relations of domination are propagated through 

                                                                 
21 See CASW (2005) website https://www.casw-acts.ca/en/social-work-practice-child-welfare erm ‘family 

violence’ is used here as it is generally in the literature, referring only to human family members. 
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representations of nonhuman animals to children can be helpful in developing social policy that 

counters oppression. This, along with concerns about violence towards children, is another area 

which is related to intersectional social justice. 

Change in Society 

Canadian society is changing and in order to remain responsive and current, social work 

also needs to change. The animal rights movement has grown and continues to push society to 

reshape its relations with nonhuman animals. As shown in the previous chapter, there is greater 

concern for animal welfare among Canadians generally (MacLeans, 2009) and within 

jurisprudence and academia. There is also more interest in reducing harm to the environment and 

a budding understanding of the negative impact of animal agriculture on the environment (The 

Guardian, 2018; Koneswaran & Nierenberg, 2008). It is important for social work, with its 

obligation to be responsive to service users, to acknowledge these changes and respond to 

emerging concerns and needs. 

Value of the Human-Animal Bond (HAB) 

The value of the HAB is well recognized and has been shown to enhance health and 

wellbeing (Silcox et al., 2014; Toray 2004). The HAB can reduce anxiety and lower blood 

pressure and heart rate (Horowitz, 2008). Companion animals can also help patients recover 

more quickly and have better outcomes after medical treatment. More generally, relationships 

with nonhuman animals can provide a sense of protection, security and love that affect the 

overall wellbeing of individuals (Silcox et al., 2014). This connection to health and wellbeing is 

significant to social workers since healthcare is another important and broad area of social work 

practice. Understanding the importance of the HAB can enhance psychosocial assessments and 

expand the range of effective interventions. 
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Precedents for Considering Animals in Practice 

Thinking about nonhuman animals is not unwarranted for social work since there is 

already accepted precedence for inclusion of nonhuman animals in practice and education. As 

mentioned earlier, social work has roots in animal welfare. Ryan (2011) identified that early 

social workers (late 19th century) in child welfare were concerned for the welfare of both 

children and nonhuman animals.  

One example of social work practice recognizing nonhuman animals today is griefwork 

with people whose pets have passed (Donohue, 2005; Hewson, 2014;). As mentioned earlier, 

existing sub-specialties of social work practice such as animal assisted therapy (AAT) and 

interactions (AAI) as well as veterinary social work also recognize the value of the HAB and 

thus already consider nonhuman animals in practice (although mostly in terms of benefit to 

humans). Whereas veterinary social work is established in the US, it has been slow to develop in 

Canada (Dickson, 2017). However, the first veterinary social work position in Canada was 

initiated at the University of Saskatchewan veterinary school in 2015 (University of 

Saskatchewan, 2018). With respect to education, this veterinary clinic now also hosts a 

practicum for social work students22. Another example of existing education for social workers 

that incorporates nonhuman animals is Vancouver Island University’s animal assisted therapy 

course that has been offered since 2014 (Spronk, personal communication Feb. 13, 2018) 

(https://www.viu.ca/courses/health-and-human-services). Although it is provided through the 

Faculty of Health and Human Services, it was initiated through the social work program and 

taught by social work instructors. Additionally, the schools of social work at the University of 

                                                                 
22 News article: University of Saskatchewan. (2018, October 12). 

https://news.usask.ca/articles/colleges/2018/wcvm-practicum-highlights-animal-side-of-social-work.php 
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Manitoba and York University have recently initiated elective courses on nonhuman animals and 

society while the school at Dalhousie University offers an independent study elective on animal-

human relations. A link to The University of Manitoba curriculum is provided here 

(https://www.uregina.ca/socialwork/courses-timetable.html?TERM_CODE=201810  course title: 

Animals, Social Work and Society). Thus, there is precedent for including the topic of nonhuman 

animals in social work education. 

Furthermore, studies in the US and Canada (Hanrahan, 2013; Risley-Curtiss et al, 2010) 

have shown that a substantial proportion of social workers (over 25%) are already including 

nonhuman animals in their practice. These social workers are either including questions about 

nonhuman animals in assessments and/or including them in interventions. This occurs, though, 

mostly without any training or coursework in the area. Since this work is already taking place, it 

is important for social work institutions to acknowledge and respond to its practitioners. 

Developing and providing education about animal-human relations will formalize this practice 

and support practitioners while also moving towards some standardization of the quality of this 

work. Since it is clear that there are several precedents for considering animals in social work 

practice the idea of giving attention to the wellbeing of nonhuman animals in social work is 

within the scope of current thinking and practice. 

Interconnectedness of the Human and Nonhuman World  

The concept of interconnectedness ‒ that all animate and inanimate matter is connected 

through a complex web of interactions and relations with each other ‒ underlies notions of 

systems and ecosystems in biology (Nordbotten et al., 2018) as well as emerging thinking in the 

social sciences including social work (Bell, 2011). Three areas in social work that incorporate 

this idea that humans have relations with each other, nonhuman animals and the natural 
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environment are environmental social work, spirituality in social work and Indigenous social 

work. 

 As previously discussed, some social work educators and practitioners are beginning to 

recognize that our interactions with the natural environment can also affect the wellbeing of 

humans (Norton, 2012; Zapf, 2010). There is growing awareness that the impact of 

environmental degradation affects the lives of vulnerable groups most severely (Krings et al. 

2020; Jones, 2012). Discourse around climate change is remodeling our social reality by 

highlighting interconnectedness and responsibility for our relations with nature. This 

understanding has mobilized groups to take action together hoping to prevent further damage and 

achieve justice for the vulnerable.  

Discussions of spirituality in social work also centre the idea of interconnectedness 

(Hanrahan, 2017; Kreiglstein, 2006; Faver, 2004; Besthorne, 2002; Canda, 1999). Both 

Hanrahan (2016) and Faver (2009) point to the interconnectedness of all life being the 

foundation for compassion. Others expand this sense of interconnectedness to all of our natural 

environment and consociate it with social work’s goal of social justice. For example, Canda 

(1999) writes:  

Individual wellbeing is not separable from collective wellbeing. Individual 

fulfillment must ultimately be linked with social justice on a global scale. 

Social justice on a global scale must be linked ultimately with environmental 

justice for the entire planetary ecology of all beings. (p 14) 

Indigenous social work recognizes Indigenous ideas of inclusion, interconnectedness and 

holistic ways of being (Dumbrill & Green, 2008), while respecting that Indigenous world views 

vary greatly (Hart, 1999). Indigenous views can be found in social work literature generally 
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(Baskin, 2006; Hart, 1999) and on the environment and spirituality (Gray et al., 2007) more 

specifically. For example, eco-social work literature refers to Indigenous world views and land 

and place-based identity (Boetto, 2017; Zapf, 2009). In the area of spirituality, discussion has 

centred on the significance of Indigenous spirituality to social work (Abolson, 2010; Lavallee & 

Poole, 2010; Hodge et al., 2009; Loiselle & McKenzie, 2006; Verniest, 2006). All of these areas 

of thought about interconnectedness are yet another entry-point for the consideration of 

nonhuman animals in social work education and practice. 

Existing Theoretical Support 

Finally, theoretical frameworks already exist that, if expanded or modified, could support 

the inclusion of animals in social work practice. This is not to say that these are ideal ways to 

conceptualize practice that considers the wellbeing of nonhuman animals. Rather, they make it 

possible to include nonhuman animals almost immediately. Hanrahan (2013), Risley-Curtiss 

(2010), and Besthorn (2014) identify three theoretical frameworks that can support inclusion of 

animals in practice: anti-oppressive practice, ecological model of practice; and 

environmental/deep ecological social work. Hanrahan (2011) cautions, however, that these must 

address their anthropocentric organization. They and several others (Kim & Newton, 2014; Loar, 

2014; MacNamara & Moga, 2014; Rambaree, 2014) identify social work’s unique perspective of 

person-in-environment as amenable to (though not ideally suited to) including nonhuman 

animals within its scope. Hanrahan and Chalmers (2020) point out that the notion of ‘person’ at 

the centre remains problematic, however, as it represents and reproduces a system of oppression 

through an anthropocentric lens. 

As discussed earlier, anti-oppressive practice theory recognizes power imbalances based 

on gender, race, ability, sexual orientation and other categories of difference. Practice is aimed at 
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changing power relations and oppressive conditions affecting the lives of disadvantaged people. 

Since speciesism has been identified by ecofeminists such as Donovan and Adams (2007), 

Kemmerer (2011) and Gaard (2002) as part of the interlocking web of oppression that is 

recognized by this theory, there is conceptual room for incorporating animals in practice. 

Another practice theory, the ecological model of practice, focuses on people in relation to their 

social environment. It recognizes that social systems – for example, family, community and 

society at large – influence the lives of individuals and in turn can be influenced by them. An 

expansion of the concept of “social environment” to include nonhuman animals can provide a 

basis for including nonhuman animals in practice (Risley Curtis et al., 2013). The third practice 

theory that could recognize nonhuman animals is Environmental Social Work which, as has been 

discussed, is comprised of two related but distinct streams of thought. One stream focuses on 

justice issues arising from the greater impact of environmental degradation on vulnerable groups 

while the other is concerned with justice for the ecosystem as a whole (Miller, Hayward and 

Shaw, 2012). In the former, animals may be considered a vulnerable group. In the latter, 

nonhuman animals can be included as part of the ecosystem (Besthorn, 2014).  

This section of the chapter has shown that there are many points of convergence between 

nonhuman animals and social work practice which, taken together, make a strong case for the 

need for social workers to consider the wellbeing of nonhuman animals. Although further 

development of thought is required to determine how best nonhuman animals can be 

incorporated in practice, the point being made is that considering nonhuman animals in practice 

is doable even with theories of practice that already exist. Furthermore, the above discussion 

identified social justice as a powerful connector between nonhuman animals and practice. Its 

power, pervasiveness (being a component of other connectors – ‘link with child welfare’, ‘link 
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with violence’ and ‘access to services’) and its enduring importance as a guiding value for social 

work practice (shown in the previous section) make social justice the most compelling 

connection of all. Social workers, then, have been selected for this study especially because of 

their strong valuing of social justice and also because of the high relevance of nonhuman animals 

to their practice. 

Summary 

This chapter has shown there are many ways in which nonhuman animals and speciesism 

are relevant to social work practice and education. Most relate to likely encounters with animals 

in common practice situations and settings while others are in harmony with some of the current 

thinking in social work academy. It can be seen, though, the strongest and most compelling 

connection of nonhuman animals with social work is with the profession’s value of social justice. 

It is a theme interwoven through most of this discussion. As thin as the thread of social justice 

has become at times in social work’s history, it remains embedded and enduring. It is this 

connection that is especially targeted in this research. Thus, social workers have been chosen in 

this study primarily because of social work’s strong connection to social justice and because of 

the relevance of nonhuman animals to their practice. 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

  This review covers literature discussing three principal areas: a) the social construction of 

the human-animal boundary and its implications for animal and human Othering; b) the promise 

of education to raise awareness of social justice issues, particularly about nonhuman Others; and 

c) how social work as a discipline has attended to social presence and needs of nonhuman 

animals. The theme connecting these areas and this research is social justice. The first section 

explores theorizations and elucidations of the human-animal boundary. It will show how this 

boundary has served to construct notions of the human and the animal as well as human 

difference. This deep divide is the basis of human superiority and the devaluing of all other 

beings. The animal-human boundary will be seen to be a shifting site of political activity which 

both reinforces human exceptionalism and “moves” (constructs) human groups based on markers 

of difference such as race, gender and ability, closer to the category animal. The animalization of 

these groups and the accorded inferior status gives rise to narratives which justify their 

oppression by the dominant group. Maintenance of this boundary conserves the constructed 

social order, and it will be seen that one means of doing so is to keep nonhuman animals 

invisible. This critical animal studies (CAS) work23 is the foundation for understanding 

speciesism and anthropocentrism (both of which are central concepts in this study) as well as 

their relation to human social justice issues. CAS also provides an analytic frame for this 

research.  

The second section explores literature related to raising awareness, through education, 

about justice for the nonhuman world and for humans. Studies that show the value of education 

                                                                 
23 CAS was discussed briefly in in the Introduction chapter but will be explored in greater depth here. 
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in raising awareness are highlighted to demonstrate how this current research relies on this 

established literature. How this study also contributes to it will be identified. The final section 

surveys the scant but growing social work literature that considers the wellbeing of nonhuman 

animals and the intersectionality of oppression. Although much of this work is human-centred – 

that is, mainly concerned with the instrumental use of nonhuman animals and the benefits 

provided by companion animals to human wellbeing – a few scholars in this area express 

concern for the wellbeing and even rights of nonhuman animals and advocate for social work to 

consider their interests. Another expanding group of scholars take a stronger advocacy position, 

criticizing social work’s anthropocentricism and lack of recognition of speciesism. These 

scholars call on social work to recognize the treatment of animals in society as a social justice 

issue. This study joins these growing voices and expands the literature by stepping up to explore 

action towards increasing the willingness of social workers to advocate for nonhuman animals in 

their practice.  

The Animal-Human Boundary and Social Justice 

The animal-human boundary24 has been a site for intense study by feminist animal 

studies and critical animal studies scholars. The literature about the animal-human boundary is 

central to this study because of the study’s focus on disrupting this boundary for participating 

social workers through education. The animal-human boundary theory clarifies the link between 

social justice for animals and human social justice issues and is the understanding of animal-

human relations in this research. Key themes in the literature include a) construction of the 

                                                                 
24 The terms “human-animal boundary” and “animal-human boundary” are used interchangeably so that 

humans are not prioritized. 
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“human” b) construction of human others, and c) keeping animals invisible. Each of these will be 

discussed combined with elucidating research outcomes.  

Construction of the Human 

  Kim (2015) states that species difference is naturalized. In Western25 societies the 

perception that humans are distinct from and vastly superior to nonhuman animals lies 

unquestioned, whereas in many non-Western and Indigenous societies with histories of viewing 

animals not simply as objects, human exceptionalism is reduced (Deckha, 2018). The norms that 

created the animal-human distinction in Western society are constructed (Kim, 2015; Deckha, 

2006; Gaarde, 2002). The categories of this binary have been created by humans who, in spite of 

science saying they are animals, have separated themselves from them (Deckha, 2006). As 

discussed in chapter 1, science has shown that many nonhuman animals have traits once marked 

as being exclusively human. However, through the Enlightenment and Victorian eras up to the 

present, humans continue to distinguish themselves as exceptional, shifting the line between 

themselves and nonhuman animals through time by changing what attribute and, therefore, who 

counts (Kim, 2015, Corbey & Corbey, 2005). This difference and superiority are maintained by 

holding in check what Anderson (2000, p.301) called “the beast within” – that is, our link to our 

bodies.  

Associated with this separation from the body are the Enlightenment and Victorian liberal 

ideals that value the mind and embrace rationality with the idea that it is better to be rational and 

intellectual, than emotional and connected to the body (Bailey, 2007). Since nonhuman animals 

are seen to respond primarily through their bodies, they represent a far lower state of existence 

                                                                 
25 Western refers to North American and European societies 
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than the rational humans (Glick, 2018). As this animality is considered grossly inferior, 

nonhuman animals are not worthy of moral consideration (Kim, 2015). This provides the 

justification for humans to subjugate and treat nonhuman animals however they wish (Boggs, 

2010). The fundamental anthropocentric belief in human exceptionalism serves to maintain this 

boundary.  

Due to the moral significance and social meaning accorded to it, the animal-human 

boundary demarcates who matters and who does not. In setting the context of her case study of 

the Michael Vicks dogfighting case, Glick (2013) illustrates how those positioned on the animal 

side of the boundary clearly do not matter. She points out that even dogs, who are valued as 

companion animals, are killed in great numbers, being regularly euthanized at shelters at a rate of 

over 10 million dogs per year in the US. This large scale killing of healthy dogs, she concludes, 

reflects the logic that in the end their lives really do not matter. Scholars have identified that it is 

the animal’s lack of mattering against which human mattering is measured (Probyn-Rhapsey, 

2018; Weil, 2018; Kim, 2015; Glick, 2013; Deckha, 2006). In other words, to be “human” is to 

be “not animal”.  

  The category “human”, then, is constructed in opposition to the category “animal” which 

makes “animal” the ultimate “Other”. Oliver (2009) points out that philosophers’ definition of 

the human relies on notions of the animal. For example, Agambden’s concept of a “bare life” – 

one which is stripped of political rights – is based on an understanding of biological life (animal) 

as distinct from human life which is endowed with privileges and protections. Derrida’s 

reflection of his human self through the gaze of his cat also depended on an understanding of the 

animal as Other (than human). Even modern philosophers such as Deleuze and Guattari rely on 

the animal distinction in their description of the human as becoming animal. This process of 
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defining human, then, both assimilates the animal by using the animal to describe human and 

disavows the animal by rejecting it as a standard of being for humanity. The disavowal is 

complete, encompassing the category animal, the notion of animality (the quality associated with 

being animal), and animals themselves (Oliver, 2009). The human, then, is a constructed 

category that is based on the socially sanctioned abjection of nonhuman animals (Boggs, 2010). 

It exists in dominant counterpoint to the animal’s position of non-subjectivity. The abjection of 

nonhuman animals is the basis of anthropocentrism and speciesism which, as discussed in 

Chapter 1, is a social justice issue (Matsuoka & Sorenson, 2014). 

Construction of Difference   

The socially constructed and indeterminate nature of the animal-human boundary is 

evident in the relentless but fruitless search for the singular distinguishing trait (Kim, 2015). 

Benchmarks have shifted, for example, from reason, to language, to self-consciousness and more 

(Kim, 2015). The animal-human boundary is a site of contestation with great political, social and 

cultural activity (Corbey & Corbey, 2005) to actualize social justice for nonhuman animals and 

humans. These circuits of power further blur the separating line (Kim, 2015) pushing marked 

groups of humans and nonhumans towards the category animal, into a liminal zone for 

animalized humans and humanized animals (Glick, 2018; Kim, 2015; Wolfe & Elmer, 1995). As 

discussed in Chapter 1, animalized humans are constructed as closer to animals than other 

humans based on biological and other markers of difference such as race, gender, disability, 

sexuality and age (Glick, 2018; Adams, 2014; Bailey, 2007). The result is the production of 

hierarchies that order human bodies according to how animal-like they are and thus how human 

they are not (Kim, 2015), which then reinforces the broader hierarchy based on species (Glick, 

2018). Being animal-like justifies the perception that these groups are inferior, which then 
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justifies their removal from the sphere of human protections (Anderson, 2000) and their 

oppression (Deckha, 2006).  

Such boundary crossing animalization of humans rationalized the enslavement of black 

people in the past and can be seen, for example, in present day assumptions of black criminality 

(Ko, 2019; Glick, 2013, 2018; Bailey, 2007). Animalization, then, has been an integral part of 

producing race (Kim, 2015). Salih’s (2007) comparative case study of two texts written in the 

1700’s shows that the association of blackness with animality has a long history from which she 

concluded that notions of animality and race are inseparable. Similarly, Boisseron’s (2018) 

historical study of black diaspora in the Americas reveals “the inextricability of the animal and 

the black” (p.xx). Further, media studies scholar Ko’s (2019) comparative study of two 

American television shows, “Santa Clarita Diet” and “The Bachelor”, and the film “Get Out”, 

found themes of race and animality through emblems of white supremacy present in each show. 

These studies highlight the deep entanglements of the animal with race. 

Boundary crossings also occur in the other direction. That is, some nonhuman animals 

are seen as more like humans than other animals, or, are humanized as per Wolfe & Elmer’s 

(1995) species grid26. Humanized animals have a special status among nonhuman animals, as do 

companion animals (Fox & Gee, 2016; Kim, 2015; Deckha, 2006). Complex arrangements of 

humans and animals cross the animal-human divide into the liminal zone (Glick, 2018; Kim, 

2015) which Glick terms infrahuman – where “the details of biopolitical difference are worked 

out” (Glick, 2018, p 19). She refers to this zone as a locus of speciation where marginalized 

groups are constructed into what amounts to a different species – an infrahuman. In her historical 

                                                                 
26 Wolfe and Elmer’s (1995) species grid is comprised of four quadrants: animalized animals, humanized 

humans (the most prized category), animalized humans and humanized animals.  
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study of the racist eugenics research in the mid twentieth century by Dr. Yerkes, a founding 

father of modern primatology, Glick revealed enmeshment of race and animal where 

dehumanization of racial groups was tied to the racialization of nonhuman animals. She found 

that gorillas were racialized as black humans and chimpanzees were related to white humans. 

Gorillas, then, were seen to be more beastly than chimpanzees and thus less valued. The animal-

human boundary here, also became a site of speciation (Glick, 2018) as these toxic studies 

attempted to show that the black race (related to gorillas) was actually another species that had 

followed a different evolutionary path from the white race (related to chimpanzees), in order to 

further distance this group from the category “human”. Thus, the animal-human boundary was 

revealed as a political, social and cultural site of speciation that was based on racialized language 

and visual representation. Glick identified the flow to be bi-directional as the speciation of higher 

order primates also provided a basis for imagining race. Based on similar understandings, Ko 

(2019, p. 35) claimed that “racism isn’t just about skin tone…. it’s about animality”. Since white 

supremacy draws power from ideas of the human-animal boundary, she argues that the animal is 

a racial construct.   

In another permutation of entwined animal and human oppression and the conjunction of 

race and animality, Boggs’ (2010) study of pictures documenting treatment of Iraqi soldiers by 

American soldiers at Abu Gharib Prison demonstrates animalization of the racialized bodies of 

Iraqi prisoners. This was achieved by forcing prisoners into sexualized animal-like positions and 

showing American soldiers taunting them with dogs. These actions demeaned this racialized 

group by imposing positions of non-subjectivity afforded to nonhuman animals. Other social 

justice issues of sexism, xenophobia and ableism have similarly been related to social cultural 

and political activity around the human-animal boundary (Glick, 2018; Taylor, 2017; Adams 
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1990, 2014) resulting in animalization and dehumanization of human groups and humanization 

of nonhuman animals. Adams’ (2014) case study of Ursula Hamstring, a picture of a reclining 

nude imposed on a white nonhuman animal body, revealed the power of the association of 

species hierarchy with sex, gender, and race to make the sexualized and racialized (since the pig 

was white) representations culturally significant. This picture naturalized the consumption of 

women and domesticated nonhuman animals.  

Glick’s (2018) research of the AIDS epidemic in relation to stigmatized populations 

revealed its connection to dehumanization (animalization) of people of queer sexuality. Cogs in 

the process of animalization included: a) viewing queer sexuality as the cause of the disease, b) 

the terrible breakdown of the body from the course of the disease, and c) the discovery of the 

“roots” of the disease in a nonhuman host. There was a distinct conception of the “natural” 

(human) against which the “unnatural” sexualities (infrahuman) were seen as “vehicles of 

disease and the undoing of the human animal boundary” (Glick, 2018 p. 141).  That is, queer 

people, already stigmatized as less than human, were further animalized through the perception 

that disease from an infected nonhuman animal could pass only to such an animal-like body. 

Anderson (2000) identifies the animalization of Indigenous people as among the most 

materially damaging, justifying violent confiscation of their land and suppression of their way of 

life. In a preliminary historical and geographical single case study Anderson traces the historical 

development of Redfern, a place of Indigenous Housing in central Sydney in Australia, back to 

the 1930’s when Indigenous peoples migrated to Sydney in search of jobs during a deepening 

rural recession. By the 1950’s and 1960’s, squatting in vacant premises had become a popular 

way of life for many inner Sydney Indigenous people. After the arrest of several squatters on the 

charge of trespassing, priests at a nearby church offered their hall as temporary shelter for the 
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homeless men. Thus, began a series of events which involved the surrounding community’s 

attempt to “clean-up” the neighbourhood, thwart housing of Indigenous persons and set up 

Indigenous conflicts with local council, police and media. In her analysis Anderson highlighted 

discourse reflecting the construction of Indigenous peoples as savages who were simultaneously 

vulgar and noble. For example, she found references to promiscuous behaviour, other improper 

general conduct and allusions to degeneracy. On the other hand, the priests and other supporters 

made references that drew on a conception of “noble savagery”. Anderson identified that beyond 

racist discourse, the animal/human divide was also reflected in these opposing notions of 

savagery and civility – a marker of colonialism. Being a savage is animal-like (Indigenous) while 

being civil is human (white Australians). The logic is that humans (white Australians) are able to 

rise above instincts by being able to control their behaviour while the animal (Indigenous) 

cannot. Thus, the politics of the human-animal boundary is shown to construct the human and to 

animalize the Indigenous population in this community. Anderson concludes that there is a need 

to extend analysis of discourse, power, identity and embodiment to include conceptualizations of 

the human-animal divide in order to arrive at a fuller understanding of the dynamics at issue. 

A dominant group’s focus on the treatment of nonhuman animals by marginalized human 

groups, is another configuration of boundary crossings that further marginalize a group while 

reinforcing the broader species hierarchy. For example, Deckha’s (2013) historical research of 

early instantiations of anti-cruelty legislation, showed further entanglements of notions about the 

animal and the human in British empire-building. She found that during the British colonization 

of North America the treatment of nonhuman animals became a benchmark of Western 

(imperialist) civilization. That is, treating nonhuman animals humanely, in accordance with 

British imperial values, became a standard of being human (civilized) rather than a reflection of 



LINKING ANIMALS, SOCIAL JUSTICE AND SOCIAL WORK 132 
 

how nonhuman animals are valued. These standards, however, ignored the prodigious violence 

perpetrated on nonhuman animals by the British, for example in their hunts, vivisection and food 

consumption practices. Violent practices by the imperialists, then, were naturalized while those 

of colonial subjects from other cultural and racialized groups, were considered legally “cruel”. 

Cruelty towards animals marked these groups as backward and barbaric which further 

entrenched their position on the other side of the human-animal boundary (towards animality).  

Studies by Govindrajan (2018) and Dalzielle and Wadiwel’s (2016) are further examples 

of how the treatment of nonhuman animals is becomes a marker of civility/barbarity. In 

Govindrajan’s contemporary ethnographic study of Himalayan communities in India, the 

maltreatment of nonhuman animals was used by the dominant Hindus to re-inscribe the status of 

minoritized Muslims as being closer to animal than human and thus justify their oppression. 

Dalzielle and Wadiwel’s (2016) discourse analysis of activism in 2011 that resulted in a ban of 

live export of animals from Australia to Indonesia, concluded that the success of this campaign 

was due to the public’s perception that the animals would experience cruelty in Indonesia 

(uncivilized) that they would not in Australia (civilized), again ignoring the cruelty of Australia’s 

own practices. 

 In Glick’s (2013) study of the Michael Vick case, she claims that the ambiguous 

relationship with dogs (mentioned earlier) demonstrates that concern over their suffering has 

more to do with the conceptualization of humanity than about their right to a comfortable life. 

This, too, indicates that how animals are treated is part of the construction of what it is to be 

human. Glick also notes that there are different understandings of animal abuse. There is one for 

whites where individual pathology is the cause and another for people of colour where pathology 

is seen to be endemic to the culture. Thus, ideas of how animals are treated or mistreated 
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constructs different categories of humans. From all the exclusions from the category “human” 

discussed thus far, it is not surprising that this category is generally considered reserved for the 

white male (Glick, 2018; Kim; 2015; Grear, 2015; Deckha, 2013; Fox, 2004; Naffine, 2003).  

The preceding studies have shown connections between mutually constituting forms of 

human and nonhuman domination. Kim’s (2015) study further highlights the complexity of 

conflicts between entwined social justice issues. It is included in this review because: a) it points 

to the dangers of a zero-sum mentality that occludes the intimate entanglements of species-based 

violence and, in this case, racialization, and b) it is relevant to social workers who are often 

confronted with the competing demands of the marginalized groups they serve (Baines, 2011). 

Kim researched a dispute between animal rights activists and San Fransisco’s Chinatown over 

their live markets where live animals were exhibited, killed and sold as food. There was also 

concern about the killing of live animals in a nearby part of downtown but the activists focused 

their activity on Chinatown because the animals involved were more likely to draw the concern 

of the public and because the support for that group of vendors was weaker. The animal rights 

activists framed their concern as a universal view of animal cruelty arguing that animal cruelty is 

cruelty regardless of culture.  

However, Kim points out, as discussed above, that what is considered cruel is determined 

through a cultural lens and charges of animal cruelty have been used to re-inscribe the inferior 

status of a cultural group and highlight civilized nature of the dominant group (who may not 

harm animals in that way but do harm in other ways). Thus, Kim states, charges of cruelty by 

these activists resonated with the dominant culture’s trope of Chinese cruelty and tendency to 

violate laws. At the same time, she affirms, this does not change the fact that the acts at the 

market inflicted intense suffering on animals. Her point was that activists were unable to factor 
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repercussions on the Chinese community into their decisions because of their single focus on 

animal cruelty. Ultimately what was achievable – that is, which animal species the public could 

more easily relate to and which human group was more vulnerable to criticism – shaped their 

decisions.  

On the other side, the Chinese community accused the animal rights groups of racism 

charging that the live animal market vendors were being targeted because they were racially 

different. The leaders made this an issue not only about the live market but one that was situated 

within a history of anti-Chinese sentiment. Kim (2015) identified that these Chinese American 

activists, with their single focus on racism and dismissal of animal cruelty as cultural persecution 

demonstrated their belief in human supremacy (humans being the dominant group in the animal-

human binary). Kim concludes a single-optic lens in such disputes leads each group to disavow 

the justice claims of the other group and that this is of particular concern when both groups 

involved are oppressed. She advocates a multi-optic lens which recognizes the oppression of 

each group and steers actions in a direction that does not reinforce oppression of the other. While 

the multi-optic lens does not, as Kim admits, provide a clear guide for action or resolution of 

conflict it does offer a helpful approach in navigating opposing justice claims which are yet 

another manifestation of the entanglement of oppressions. 

While there is agreement in this literature about the fundamental importance of the 

animal-human boundary in the production of human difference, there is some controversy about 

the nature of the entanglement of the oppression of nonhuman animals and human groups. The 

majority of theorizations and studies use an intersectional lens (discussed in the sections on 

ecofeminism and critical animal studies in Chapter 1). However, a few animal theorists and 

researchers such as Aph Ko (2019) and Claire Jean Kim (2015) are critical of intersectionality or, 
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at least a certain version of it. Ko is concerned that intersectionality gives equal weight to all 

oppressions thereby missing the overwhelming influence of race. Her analysis, however, may be 

seen to take an overly simplified view of intersectionality that has already been widely critiqued 

in intersectionality literature (Deckha, 2021, personal communication; Coaston, 2019; Ervelles & 

Minear, 2010). The multidimensional view she advances – one that recognizes the co-

constitution of race and animality through the foundational effects of animalization and sub-

humanization on racism – has already been theorized (Kim, 2015; Deckha, 2008; Deckha, 2012). 

Interestingly, Ko suggests that because of their intense connection, focusing on ending racism by 

deconstructing animality will address both racism and speciesism27. While confronting animality 

alongside racism is an innovative and useful approach to combatting both oppressions, 

subsuming speciesism conceptually under the rubric of racism does not account for the very 

strong connections between speciesism and for example, sexism, ableism or colonialism. Unlike 

Ko, Kim (2015), although critical of the intersectionality, generally supports the theory with 

some suggested enhancements28. The work of both scholars, however, enhance understanding of 

the entanglements of oppressions and the flow of power around the animal-human boundary. 

The discussion of human-animal boundary thus far, has shown it to be is a site of 

contention with social and cultural processes and politics that construct the category human. The 

“human” then justifies multiple oppressions of both nonhuman animals and marginalized 

                                                                 
27 Ko’s suggestion is innovative as she explains that in her experience anti-racist activists generally aim to 

be included in the category human by distancing themselves from animals in order to break the link between the 

animal and race. However, Ko points out that white supremacy holds power through linking the animal to race. By 

disrupting the negative perception and categorizing of animals, the system of producing race is also disassembled. 
28 Kim makes two suggestions: 1) the idea of dualisms be expanded to the idea of taxonomies which 

implies more complexity; and 2) to think of oppressions as being synergistically related rather than interlocking in 

order to better capture the myriad of dynamics at issue. 
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humans (Deckha, 2006). Entanglement of oppression of nonhuman animals with other forms of 

human oppression was shown to be complex and mutually reinforcing. This means that liberation 

for all groups, human and nonhuman, is important (Deckha, 2006). Boundary work, then, 

elucidates how speciesism is linked conceptually to other oppressions and to social justice 

generally. This suggests that disrupting the animal-human boundary can counter speciesism and 

anthropocentrism. My research is aligned with this body of work through its understanding of the 

interconnectedness of nonhuman animal and human oppression and its focus on disrupting the 

animal-human boundary. It will enrich this area through a novel examination of the effectiveness 

of education and networking on animal-human boundary disruption within a specific group – 

social workers.  

Maintaining the Animal Human Boundary by Keeping Animals Invisible 

Since the human-animal boundary is such an important site for establishing relations that 

privilege the dominant human group, powerful forces are at work to maintain it. Some of these 

forces, such as anthropocentrism and speciesism, make nonhuman animals invisible so that the 

question of considering their interests does not even arise and status quo is upheld (Springer, 

Springer & White, n.d.). The idea of invisibility also appears in the literature as erasure, absence, 

lack of recognition, or hiding of nonhuman animals in social institutions and processes. I use 

invisibility to encompass all of these terms. Several social and economic systems and institutions 

which make nonhuman animals invisible have been identified. These include: a) law (Tse, 2019;  

Deckha, 2021, 2013; Naffine, 2013; Fox, 2004); b) politics (Narayanan, 2017; Wadiwel, 2016; 

Glick, 2013; Boggs, 2010); c) animal agriculture (Gillespie, 2018; Yazianok, 2016; Otomo, 

2014; Gaard, 2013; Fitzgerald, 2010; Adams, 1990); d)  academia and other knowledge systems 
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(Wadiwel, 2016; Janara, 2015); e) labour (Wadiwel, 2018; Coulter, 2016); and f) urban 

communities (Narayanan, 2017; Holm, 2012; Corman, 2011).   

All are relevant to social work because the profession operates within their sphere of 

influence. In this section I will focus on studies related to four of these systems ‒ agriculture, 

labour, knowledge systems and community planning ‒ because of their impact on social work 

practice and the lives of service users. First, animal agriculture, as has been discussed in Chapter 

1, is the cause of public health issues which impact the lives of social work service users from 

both health and justice perspectives. Further, animal agriculture is tied to food systems that 

interface with the professional and personal lives of social workers. Second, the lives of most 

service users are impacted by the work/labour they do or do not have access to. Furthermore, the 

labour of nonhuman animals is relevant to social work because of its increasing use of animal 

assisted interventions (AAI). Third, since social work is part of the academic community in 

universities and colleges it has a role to play in developing inclusive and non-exploitive 

knowledge systems. Fourth, urban/community planning is linked with community organization 

and development work and thus is relevant to community practice (Hick, 2010). Having 

identified the relevance of these four institutions to social work, the remainder of this section will 

highlight studies that have shown how animals are made invisible by them. 

Animal Agriculture 

 An ethnographic study of cows used in the dairy industry by Gillespie (2018) found that 

violence was routinely enacted on animals raised for food. She highlights the importance of 

witnessing the violence endured by dairy cows (and other nonhuman animals used by the 

agriculture industry) and feeling grief for them as a way to make their lives visible and resist the 

forces which make them otherwise. These forces make dairy cows physically invisible by 
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removing them from public view. For example, she was not permitted to view almost all the 

dairy farms she contacted. They are also made discursively invisible by sending messages about 

their lives to the public that obscures the violence inflicted on them. For example, promotional 

materials contained images of “happy cows” in fields, concealing the harsh reality of their 

confinement and forced impregnation. Further, she discovered that the dairy industry is tied to 

many other industries and practices ‒ such as veal, beef, artificial insemination and rendering ‒ 

about which little information is shared with the public. Dairy cows are made politically invisible 

by not acknowledging and grieving their deaths and thereby showing their lives do not matter. 

They are also made legally invisible through the absence of laws that protect their interests. 

Gillespie concluded that this invisibility helps to maintain the structural violence towards cows 

in the dairy industry.  

Knowledge Systems 

  Analyses by Wadiwel (2016) and Janara (2016) also showed how nonhuman animals are 

made invisible in knowledge systems. Wadiwel’s analysis of the meaning of the resistance by 

fish to different systems of capture, points to conceptual invisibility of nonhuman animals. He 

contends that knowledge systems that argue about fish sentience, hide harms done to fish by 

ignoring their resistance to capture. He calls this hiding of harm by knowledge systems 

(conceptual invisibility), epistemic violence a term established in postcolonial literature by 

Spivak (1988). Janara’s (2015) analysis of knowledge production through nonhuman animal 

experimentation in universities finds that millions of nonhuman animals are kept within 

laboratories that have no general public access or oversight of their life conditions. She 

problematizes the Canadian animal experimentation regulatory body as serving to normalize the 

abuse of nonhuman animals by constructing the “experiment animal” who has no meaningful 
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protection under the law. Thus, these animals and the harms done to them are kept conceptually, 

legally and materially invisible. 

Labour 

 Coulter’s (2016) fascinating analysis of the care work that nonhuman animals do in the 

wild, in homes and in formal workplaces reveals that their labour is largely unrecognized. In the 

wild nonhuman animals do the subsistence care necessary to sustain their lives (e.g., gather food 

and water) and care for their young and old. This work is context specific and can be greatly 

impacted by human activity (e.g., development of land; industry waste). Nonhuman animals in 

intensive agriculture are physically prevented from caring for others, particularly their offspring. 

By not recognizing this care work, the physical and psychological harms to nonhuman animals 

also remain hidden. In homes, companion animals voluntarily provide emotional as well as 

physical (safety) support to their human and nonhuman family members. In workplaces they may 

be called on for animal assisted interventions or other service work. Similarly, Hribal’s (2003) 

study of the role of animals in the development of capitalism concludes that animals have been 

indispensable to the rise of capitalism as labourers in factories, farms and cities yet their 

contributions and agency have remained unrecognized. He identified nonhuman animal 

resistance to what is required of them as indication of their agency. For example, seeking 

liberation, cattle may intentionally slow down production processes by slowing their movement, 

struggling, kicking, jumping, and escaping (Hribal 2012). The lack of acknowledgement of 

nonhuman animal labour and resistance makes their subjecthood, the harms inflicted on them, as 

well as their contribution to society socially, politically and economically invisible.  
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Urban Planning 

 The following set of studies show how animals are made invisible in urban communities. 

Narayanan’s (2017) case study of street dogs in Indian cities points to their invisibility in urban 

planning. She identifies that the dogs are made politically invisible by not recognizing any 

claims on the land on which they live (colonialism) and through exclusion from urban 

governance so that they are denied any protection of their interests. The result of this political 

and legal invisibility is that these dogs have become victims of violence with no recourse. She 

suggests a conceptual pathway to acknowledging nonhuman animals’ spaces in cities through 

which the agency of this marginalized population and their attachment to space is recognized. 

Holm’s (2012) case study of squirrels in an urban setting also points to the lack of recognition of 

squirrels as fellow city dwellers and no consideration of their needs in urban planning. This, 

again, marks their political invisibility. Corman (2011), in her case study of raccoons and 

freegans29 in Toronto, also highlights how, by obscuring individuality, the subjectivity of 

racoons remains unrecognized making them socially and politically invisible.  

These studies show that nonhuman animals can be made invisible in different ways 

within social and economic systems in society. My research will expand and enrich this area of 

literature by illuminating how social work expresses and reinforces practices that keep 

nonhuman animals invisible.  

This first part of the literature review has shown how the animal-human boundary, which 

constructs the human as being in opposition to the animal, is linked to speciesism and human 

                                                                 
29 Freegan is defined by the Merriam-Webster Dictionary as “an activist who scavenges for free food (as in 

waste receptacles at stores and restaurants) as a means of reducing consumption of resources” 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/freegan 
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social justice issues. The oppression of nonhuman animals and the oppression of human groups 

are intricately entwined in a myriad of ways based on notions of the animal and the human. This 

section identified that keeping nonhuman animals invisible maintains the human-animal 

boundary and showed how various social and economic systems and institutions impinging on 

social work practice, make nonhuman animal invisible. This study expands this body of work by 

exploring how education of social workers can disrupt the animal-human boundary and 

spotlighting how social work keeps nonhuman animals invisible.  

Raising Awareness of Social Justice Issues through Education 

Since this research employs education to raise awareness of speciesism among social 

workers, the second part of the literature review examines studies of the environment, animal 

rights and human social justice issues that show: a) education is effective in raising awareness of 

justice issues, b) education is needed, and c) aspects and model of education that work best. 

Raising awareness of injustice is an important step in social change and social movement activity 

(Zald et al., 2002; Moyer, 2001). Literature in the environment, animal rights and human social 

justice movements in the West indicates many ways in which this is accomplished as for 

example through games (Larsen, 2018; Antonaci et al., 2017), research (Braschler et al., 2010; 

Stanko, 2001), communication using artificial intelligence (Okurut, 2009), and art (Sommer & 

Klöckner, 2019). The most prevalent means of raising awareness, however, in both human and 

nonhuman social movements, has been education. This section explores studies that examine the 

use of education to initiate behaviour change in areas of the environment, animal rights and 

human social justice. 
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Environment 

The environmental movement is relevant because it, too, is about nonhuman issues and 

thus has some overlap with animal rights. A conceptual link between these and other social 

movements has been provided by ecofeminists (Adams & Gruen, 2014; Adams, 2007). As 

mentioned in chapter 1, ecofeminism has identified the oppressions of both the environment and 

nonhuman animals as part of an entangled matrix of nonhuman and human oppression.  

Studies investigating the effectiveness of and approaches to education about the 

environment have included issues of recycling (Lakhan, 2014; Abe & Didham, 2007; Kamara, 

2006; Ebreo & Vining, 2000; De Young, 1990),  water (Campbell, et al., 2004; Middlestadt et 

al., 2001; Schwartz, 2001), renewable energy (Zografakis et al., 2008; Bolinger et al., 2001), and 

climate change (Anderson, 2012; Cordero, Todd & Abellera, 2008; Kellstedt et al., 2008).  

Studies by Read (1999), Callan & Thomas (2006 cited in Lakhan, 2014) showed that promotion 

and education encouraged recycling behaviours of community members by developing positive 

attitudes about recycling. Lakhan’s study of the relationship between promotion and education 

with recycling rates in Ontario however found that these activities did not increase the latter. He 

posited previous studies had examined newly implemented programs where awareness was low 

and thus there was more potential for education to have an impact in those communities than in 

than in the communities surveyed in his study where consumer awareness was already high due 

to well established programs. He suggested a more targeted and situationally specific approach to 

education would be effective in such communities. 

 The value of targeted approaches seems to be borne out in the literature. The following 

are two examples of such studies that are related to features of my research – that is education to 

a specific group identifying action for change. Anderson (2012) states that educational 
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interventions are most successful when they focus on local, tangible and actionable aspects of the 

environmental issue at hand. In other words, the education should be relevant to a particular 

audience. A study by Cordero et al. (2008) of climate change education to college students found 

education to be effective in increasing student understanding of climate change and that the most 

effective education emphasized the personal connection between the student, energy and climate 

change using active learning methods. Middlstadt et al. (2001) point out that considerations 

designing an education program include content and style. Similar to the Codero et al.’s research, 

their study of water conservation education to high school students in Jordan showed that 

suggesting specific actions and employing an interactive style contributed to the effectiveness of 

the education given. In summary, studies indicate that environmental education is effective in 

raising awareness especially when awareness is low. Furthermore, education that is targeted, 

interactive and actionable is most effective.  

Animal rights 

This section will show that, in the growing animal rights movement literature, studies 

have identified: a) the need for education to raise awareness of the oppression of nonhuman 

animals, b) that education is an important awareness raising strategy used by activists, and c) that 

a critical humane education model is recommended. Since Munro (2012) and Evans’ (2010) call 

for more research related to the animal rights movement, several studies have emerged focusing 

on the membership and activism of the movement in various parts of the Western world and 

beyond. This reflects a growing interest in the animal rights movement in the West. Areas 

explored include: a) role and functioning professional animal rights organizations (Springirth, 

2016; Wrenn, 2016), b) movement membership characteristics (Wrenn 2019, Johnston & 

Johnston, 2017), c) strategies and action (Erben & Balaban-Sali, 2016; Michalski, 2016; White 
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& Cudworth, 2014, Wrenn, 2014;), and d) critiques of the movement centering internal power 

dynamics and activism strategy (Kay, 2020; Ko, 2019; Wrenn & Lutz, 2016; Wrenn et al., 2015; 

Gaarder, 2011). While some scholars have connected ideas of the animal rights movement with 

the environmental movement (Jamieson, 1998), Fitzgerald (2018) notes that the two movements 

have been insular in their work. However, literature linking actions of both movements (i.e. 

working together) has recently emerged (Almiron & Tafalla, 2019; Oakley, 2019; Spannring, 

2019; Fitzgerald, 2018).  

Within this growing literature, studies of animal rights movement activity in different 

countries have identified education as an important means of raising awareness of animal rights 

issues. Jacobsson’s (2012) case study of the animal rights movement in Poland found that the 

political, economic and cultural conditions favoured the use of legal action and public education 

instead of more radical strategies for change such as disruptive protests, civil disobedience, 

sabotage or illicit liberation of captive animals. While this study did not explore the effectiveness 

of education, it identified that education for consciousness raising is a strategy that is employed 

in part because of funding opportunities available in Poland for this work and because, based on 

their experience, activists have more faith in change in the general public (grass roots) than in the 

political system. In other words, in Poland, education has greater likelihood for success than 

political activity. Wolf’s (2015) ethnographic study of the movement in Istanbul, Turkey, also 

showed education to be an important activity used in the mainly grassroots movement to gain 

support of the general public and other social justice groups. These activities include seminars, 

publishing articles on websites and magazines, and leaflet distribution.  

Ethnographic studies by Pedersen (2010; 2004) and Dinker and Pedersen (2016) point to 

the need for education that raises awareness of nonhuman animal oppression and recommends a 
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critical humane education approach. Her work revealed that the present education system 

invisiblizes violence against nonhuman animals. Pedersen explored the role of schools in 

Sweden in reproducing normative social representations of nonhuman animals and our relations 

with them and the implications for a revised curriculum based on humane education. The earlier 

study was a pilot project which analyzed the content of national policy documents, sponsored 

textbooks and individual interviews. She found the national curriculum, which encouraged 

critical thinking, was limited by failing to question or challenge the social order that legitimates 

systemic exploitation of nonhuman animals. Implicit messages about animals were given through 

the adoption of textbooks sponsored by a dairy company. Further, ethical discussions in 

classrooms regarding nonhuman animals and humans were dealt with disparately thereby 

missing the intersectionality of these oppressions. The later study provided a more detailed 

analysis of classroom activity and practices that reproduced a view of relations with nonhuman 

animals that encouraged interest in their welfare only in accordance with the function they served 

for humans. Pederson suggested these practices be replaced with a humane education approach 

within an interactional and experiential format that situates the treatment of nonhuman animals 

in a social justice framework explicating the shared logics and operations of different forms of 

oppression. Saari and Gómez-Galán’s (2019) case study of the European Union’s School Milk 

Scheme supported Pederson’s call for a transformation to a humane education framework in 

schools based on critical animal pedagogy. They too found the present system hides the 

exploitation of nonhuman animals by framing the role of nonhuman animals in animal 

agriculture as a cooperative one through euphemistic imagery and discourse. They highlighted 

the need for new education that did not reproduce, rather countered the oppression of nonhuman 

animals and marginalized humans. 
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Several studies have shown that humane education with children and youth has improved 

attitudes towards nonhuman animals and enhanced children's empathy toward nonhuman 

animals and people (Komorosky & O’Neal, 2015; Faver, 2010; Arbour et al., 2009; Nicolle et 

al., 2008; Thompson & Gullone, 2003). For example, a preliminary participant observation study 

by Cieslak (2019) for his Baccalauriat degree found humane education to be effective in 

developing empathy amongst incarcerated youth who had been paired with dogs from a local 

shelter. Another study by Samuels et al. (2016) found a humane education program for under-

served fourth graders from two US schools to be effective in developing positive attitudes 

towards nonhuman animals and prosocial behaviours. Deckha (2020), however, points out that 

humane education historically has had a civilizing mission of fostering compassion for animals 

that dates back to the imperialism of the Victorian era (Deckha, 2021; Dinker, 2021). Present 

programs promote the inherent worth of animals but have not deconstructed the colonial heritage 

of humane education by extending the understanding of the shared logics of animal and human 

oppression through animalization (Deckha, 2021; Dinker & Pedersen, 2016; Pedersen, 2011). 

Several scholars (Dinker, 2021; Saari, 2020; Saari & Gómez-Galán, 2019; Dinker and Pedersen, 

2016; Pederson, 2011) therefore, recommend a critical approach to humane education that ties 

issues of speciesism and anthropocentrism to social justice for nonhuman animals and 

marginalized human groups. This critical humane education approach is taken in this research. 

This section has shown education to be a strategy that is used by animal rights activists to 

raise awareness of nonhuman animal justice issues. It has pointed to the need for education and 

has identified that a critical humane education approach may work best. My research relies on 

this literature and will expand it by examining the effectiveness of a critical humane education 

approach on social workers.  
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Social Justice for Humans 

 Research on raising awareness of human social justice issues also points to the 

effectiveness of education. A large body of this literature concerns human rights education 

(HRE) defined as a set of educational and pedagogical learning methods to inform people about 

and to train them in their human rights (Mihr, 2009). Several studies have shown that HRE is 

effective in promoting attitude and behavioural change (Altinova et al., 2019; Bajaj, 2012; 

Gervais, 2011; Covell et al., 2010; Sulman et al, 2007; Campbell & Covell, 2001). For example, 

one study examining the impact of women’s human rights education on gender perceptions of 

social work students in Turkey found that gender perception was improved. This was important 

because making a difference in social worker’s perceptions can impact their practice with clients 

(Altinova et al., 2019). Another study that evaluated a children’s rights education program in 

some schools in the UK showed how some of these schools successfully implemented their 

program creating an ethos of rights (respect and responsibility) among all stakeholders including 

students, teachers, and administration (Covell et al. 2010). Increasingly this educational model is 

being used to frame demands for social justice (Martinez Sainz, 2018). However, HRE has been 

critiqued for ignoring the flow of power in the process of development and implementation of 

programs and imposing dominant discourse of human rights regardless of culture. This 

reproduces status quo rather than transform it (Coysh, 2014). The relevance of HRE literature to 

this study is the affirmation of the use of education to raise awareness of social justice issues. 

Other literature about social justice for humans is concerned with specific social justice 

issues (without reference to HRE) and also marks the value of education in raising awareness. 

Social justice issues covered include:  1) race (Ninomiya et al., 2021; Loya & Cuevas, 2010; 

Case, 2007); 2) gender inequality (Fatmariza et al, 2018); 3) child sexual abuse (Mathews & 
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Collin-Vézina, 2016); 4) domestic violence/intimate partner violence (Adelman et al., 2016); and 

5) heterosexism (Matthyse, 2017; Clark, 2010; Francis & Francis, 2006). For example, in a 

pretest-posttest design study related to education and issues of race, participants in a hybrid 

(online, in-class) short course for graduate and undergraduate social work students showed 

statistically significant changes in racial attitudes and cultural awareness (Loya & Cuevas, 2010). 

In another study, Case (2007) found that a course with lectures and readings on gender and race, 

increased awareness of white privilege, racism and sexism. Evaluation of a workshop for student 

affairs professionals at colleges in the US to raise awareness of LGBTQ issues found the 

education to be effective in developing participant awareness, and positive attitudes towards 

LGBTQ people. Participants also felt they had gained knowledge and skills that would help them 

manage situations that might arise on campus. These examples demonstrate the importance of 

education to effect change in attitudes and behaviour. Brown’s (2018) study of the views of 

education practitioners working with non-government organizations’ (NGO) views on education 

for social change found that small changes are seen to be valuable and connected to larger social 

change by developing agency and the potential in participants to begin networking for collective 

action. 

This discussion of the literature about the use of education to raise awareness in 

environment movement, animal rights movement and human justice movements shows 

education to be an important means of promoting social change. The effectiveness of education 

to change attitudes and behaviour and deepen the potential for collective action shown in this 

literature is the basis for employing education to raise awareness of speciesism in this 

dissertation research. Further, my study will add to the growing body of literature of the animal 
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rights movement by contributing new knowledge about the effectiveness of a critical humane 

education approach aimed at a new target group – social workers. 

Social Work and Social Justice for Nonhuman Animals 

Although social work literature about nonhuman animals in practice is small in volume, it 

covers a wide range of topics. This breadth implies that nonhuman animals are encountered in 

many aspects of practice and are not limited to one area of intervention. Most of this literature is 

focused on the instrumental use of animals. However, even in this area of animal assisted 

interventions (AAI) an increasing number of scholars recognize the need to consider the 

wellbeing of the nonhuman animals who provide benefit to humans. Another expanding circle of 

scholars are critical of the anthropocentric nature of social work and the profession’s resulting 

speciesism. As will be seen later in this chapter, this latter group call for transformative practice 

that appreciates the interconnectedness of humans, nonhuman animals and the natural 

environment and that recognizes the treatment of nonhuman animals in society as a social justice 

issue. Since chapter two has covered social work’s link to social justice and the relevance of 

nonhuman animals to social work, this section of the literature review will focus on social work 

literature related to social justice for nonhuman animals. It will be shown that my research takes 

place in a time of increasing awareness of nonhuman animals and the need to consider their 

wellbeing in social work.  

Areas of animal-involved practice highlighted in chapter 2 included: child development; 

the human animal bond and social work assessments; practice theories; veterinary social work; 

grief work; work with specific populations such as youth and homeless; animal assisted 

therapies; and family violence. The bulk of social work research has been in the areas of animal 

assisted therapies and the link between animal abuse and family violence, in particular intimate 
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partner violence (IPV) also referred to as domestic violence (Women and Gender Equality 

Canada, n.d.). Both areas include references to the wellbeing of nonhuman animals and thus are 

included in this review. A few studies and commentary articles have explored how practitioners 

are incorporating nonhuman animals generally in their practice and have addressed speciesism 

and anthropocentrism directly. This section will discuss literature that considers the wellbeing of 

nonhuman animals in following three areas: 1) animal assisted intervention, 2) the violence link, 

3) general inclusion of nonhuman animals in practice.  

Animal Assisted Interventions 

 Much of the literature related to nonhuman animals in social work is focused on 

nonhuman animals enhancing the helping process of social workers and other service providers 

(Risley-Curtiss et al., 2013; Evans & Gray, 2012) often referred to as animal-assisted 

intervention (AAI). This includes animal-assisted therapy (AAT) and animal-assisted activities 

(AAA) (Evans & Gray, 2012; Kruger & Serpell, 2006; Tedeschi et al., 2006). Animal assisted 

activities include interventions that have primarily a social focus such as visits from nonhuman 

animals and their “handlers” to hospitals or residential facilities. Evans and Gray explain that 

AAT, by contrast, are goal directed and incorporated in practitioners’ interventions within their 

area of expertise. They claim that various forms have become “acceptable methods of therapeutic 

practice and an integral component for many social work practitioners.” (Evans & Gray, 2012, p. 

601). In Canada, although AAI is gaining in popularity, there is no national organizing structure 

for AAI relying instead on local initiatives to provide and evaluate services (Hanrahan & 

Boulton, forthcoming). Hanrahan & Boulton also point out that AAI is an ambiguous term that 

can blurred with use of service animals. However, in order to set some limit to the scope of this 

broad review, literature about service animals is not included here. 
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In spite of the use of AAI by practitioners, social work research and education has 

remained largely inattentive to even this instrumental position of nonhuman animals as the topic 

is generally not included in social work education (Hanrahan & Boulton, forthcoming; Hanrahan 

& Chalmers, 2020; Chalmers et al., 2020; Boyd, 2016; Hanrahan, 2013; Risley-Curtiss, 2010). 

Hanrahan and Boulton (forthcoming) point out that this lack of available education leaves 

nonhuman animals in AAI unprotected and vulnerable to the mutability of individuals. Empirical 

evidence for the efficacy of AAI in social work remains sparse especially considering the 

frequency of its use (Dell et al. 2015; Evans & Gray, 2012). There are concerns about research 

design and methodological rigour (Chalmers et al, 2020; Crossman, 2017; Bert et al., 2016; 

Signal et al., 2013; Evans & Gray, 2012; Virués-Ortega et al., 2012). However, some 

theorization and practice models have been developed and a certificate in animal-assisted social 

work is now available at the University of Denver and a certificate in veterinary social work at 

the University of Tennessee (Stewart et al., 2013; Praglin & Nebbe, 2014; Chalmers & Dell, 

2015; Tedeschi & Jenkins, 2019; Geist, 2011; Trujillo et al., 2011).  

In their review of AAI for youth and children, Evans and Gray (2012) note that the 

welfare and safety of the animal has received less attention than that of humans. Hanrahan and 

Boulton’s (forthcoming) qualitative study of Nova Scotia AAI practitioners’ perspectives of AAI 

and the animals who contribute to that work, found that expecting obedience from a companion 

animal was not seen as a potential infringement on the preferences of the animal. Evans and 

Gray further point out that it is possible for animals to be harmed (Hatch, 2007 as cited in Evans 

& Gray, 2012) or feel stressed (Heimlich, 2001 as cited in Evans & Gray, 2012) and contend that 

the wellbeing of animals needs to be considered as important as that of humans. While this 

attention to the welfare of animals is a shift from much of AAI literature, their anthropocentric 
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view surfaces with the addition of the phrase “where possible” when suggesting that the 

intervention should also provide benefits for the animals. Anthropocentrism and speciesism are 

also evident in Hanrahan & Boulton’s (forthcoming) finding that the AAI practitioners in their 

study did not incorporate an animal rights perspective. That is, while they genuinely cared for 

companion animals, they were not concerned with other nonhuman animals and did not have an 

understanding of intersections of nonhuman and human oppressions. 

Although AAI scholarship is focused on improvement in the wellbeing of humans – 

thereby placing nonhuman animals in an instrumental role – there is increasing recognition of the 

need to consider the welfare and rights of the nonhuman animals in the process (Hanrahan & 

Boulton, forthcoming; Holder et.al, 2019; Casey et. al, 2018; Smith et al., 2018; Walker & 

Tumilty, 2018; Walker, 2016; Ng et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2014; Evans & Gray, 2012; Mallow 

et al., 2011; Tedeschi et al., 2006; Serpell et al., 2006). Some innovative programs consider 

mutual benefit for humans and nonhuman animals in need. For example, a study examined a 

program that matches women with mental health challenges with rescued horses where both are 

in need of care and companionship (Mallow et al., 2011). Interactions occurred as the women 

gave practical care to the horses (e.g., feeding, cleaning stalls). Preliminary anecdotes indicated 

the development of relationships between the horses and the women reduced anxiety in both. 

Another example program mentioned by Lunghofer and Shapiro (2014) is the Green Chimneys 

residential treatment centre for children with severe problems. Through learning to care for 

rescued farmed animals combined with other clinical therapies, children develop new coping 

skills and strategies while the nonhuman animals receive care and attention. Such programs have 

therapeutic benefits for both the human and nonhuman animal.  
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Mallown et al.’s (2011) reporting of their study showed the horses were valued. A horse 

was referred to as a partner and friend. It also pointed out that the staff could learn from the horse 

about having a non-judgmental attitude towards their clients. Furthermore, attention to the 

wellbeing of the horse was evident in the establishment of conditions under which a session 

would be cancelled such as any sign of aggression or inability to control anger. According to 

Tedeschi et al. (2006) nonhuman animals must be regarded as partners in the therapeutic process 

and as such, their needs and wants should be respected and concern for their wellbeing 

paramount. That is, these nonhuman animals should not be exploited. As part of their larger 

proposed “animal-informed social work” Hanrahan and Chalmers (2020, p 195) advance the 

need for AAI to provide mutual benefit to the nonhuman animal and human involved.  

Without supporting policies and protocols in place, however, therapy animals remain 

vulnerable to abuse. Serpell et al. (2006), for example, point out that therapy dogs are in 

situations where they cannot avoid or escape unwanted social intrusions. In her literature review 

of the use of AAI to treat veterans with post combat stress disorder, Nelson (2017) noted that 

research is needed to determine how the companion animals cope with the stressful environment 

of therapy. By utilizing the human-animal bond, Nelson found researchers too often address the 

benefits for human only, while few consider the wellbeing of the nonhuman animals. One 

recommendation from Holder et al.’s (2019) review of AAI in oncology and was that a focus on 

the animal’s wellbeing needed to be included in reports of future research. Taylor et al. (2014) 

also encourage reporting of the animals’ experiences of the AAI as well as examining the impact 

of providing therapy not just in the short-term during the program but also in the longer term on 

the full life of the nonhuman animal.  
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In their case study report of a dog assisted therapy project for child sexual abuse 

victims/survivors in Australia, Taylor et al. (2014) considered the ethics of AAI based on their 

findings. In this project, some participating children who had been identified as being cruel to 

animals showed greater empathy and a lower likelihood of being cruel towards them after AAI 

with RSPCA shelter dogs. This behaviour change carried over into family relationships. For 

example, one boy became gentler and more affectionate with his younger brother and dog at 

home. While Taylor et al. (2014) express concern for instrumental use of nonhuman animals in 

AAI they observed in this study that AAI can be beneficial to both humans and nonhuman 

animals by positively changing attitudes and behaviours towards nonhuman animals. However, 

they caution that the enthusiasm for benefits to humans needs to be tempered with concern for 

the wellbeing of the animals involved. They argued, like Hanrahan and Boulton (forthcoming), 

Walker and Tumilty (2019) and Smith et al (2018), that the ethical legitimacy of AAIs rests on 

their willingness to understand nonhuman animals as sentient beings with needs of their own, 

and not just as possessions or tools for humans to use. (Taylor et al., 2014). As a result, these 

scholars call for a change to social work code of ethics and research ethics recognizes nonhuman 

animals as sentient individuals and protects their wellbeing when engaged in AAI.  

 Taylor et al. (2014) identify the animal-human divide and belief in human 

exceptionalism as barriers to recognition of nonhuman animals in AAI. The problem of 

anthropocentrism is also reflected in a recent study report by Hanrahan and Boulton 

(forthcoming). They uncovered a double standard in the development and practice of AAI that 

appreciates individual animal-human relations, while leaving systemic speciesism intact. They 

argue that AAI practices must address the treatment of nonhuman animals on a species scale and, 
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in so doing, are well positioned to model alterity education. Thus, a relatively recent call for 

more centering of the nonhuman animal involved in AAI is evident. 

It can be seen from the preceding discussion that although the bulk of the AAI literature 

is focused on benefits to humans there is growing recognition of the general lack of attention 

paid to the experience and wellbeing of the nonhuman animals involved in the research. More 

scholars in the field are drawing attention to the needs, wellbeing and rights of nonhuman 

animals in AAI and some are questioning the ethical legitimacy of using animals in this way. A 

few are appealing for changes to research ethics and social work code of ethics to recognize the 

rights of nonhuman animals in AAI. This dissertation research aligns with this concern for the 

wellbeing of nonhuman animals and will enrich this literature by identifying the treatment of 

nonhuman animals in society and social work practice as a social justice issue. 

Violence link 

The literature linking violence towards nonhuman animals with violence towards people 

is included in this literature review because it is related to social work intervention in family 

violence and to social justice. As discussed in Chapter 2, there is considerable evidence of the 

co-occurrence of violence towards humans and violence towards animals. Animal abuse has also 

been associated with other antisocial and criminal behaviours (Lunghofer & Shapiro, 2014). A 

focus of research has been on animal abuse within the context of family violence – a substantive 

area of social work intervention (Risley Curtiss, 2010). This section will present studies 

demonstrating this link to show that it is generally accepted. However, Marceau (2019), for 

example, is an exception but this debate is beyond the scope of this dissertation. The literature 

that demonstrates increasing interest in the wellbeing of the companion animals involved will be 
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explored and the section will end by showing a general lack of recognition of this violence link 

in social work and will identify how this research enhances this body of work. 

Co-occurrence of Violence Towards Humans and Nonhuman Animals in Families 

Studies by Ascione et al. (2007) and Volant et al. (2008) comparing women staying at a 

shelter for abused women with women in the community who had not experienced domestic 

violence found that over 50% reported that their companion animals had been harmed by their 

partner. Less than 5% of the comparison group had claimed the same. In Canada, McIntosh 

(2001 cited in Barrett et al. 2017) surveyed 65 women who had pets and entered two shelters for 

abused women in Calgary, Alberta, and found that 56% reported threats and/or animal abuse 

perpetrated by their partner, and 47% reported their abuser had injured and/or killed a pet. 

Simmons and Lehmann (2007) comparing batterers who abused companion animals to batterers 

who did not, found that those who also abuse family companion animals use more forms of 

violence, more severe violence and are more controlling against their partners than those who do 

not abuse companion animals. A Canadian study by Barrett et al. (2017) also found women who 

report that their partner abused their companion animal are at higher risk for more frequent and 

severe forms of intimate partner violence (IPV). 

 Accounts from women victims of IPV in the US and Australia (Collins et al., 2018; 

Newberry, 2017; Faver & Strand, 2007; Ascione et al., 2007; Volant et al., 2008) and children 

who witnessed IPV (McDonald et al., 2015) reveal threats of harm to and abuse of companion 

animals are used by the abuser to coerce desired behaviour from women. Animal abuse is more 

likely to be experienced by women reporting close relationships with their companion animal 

(Hardesty et al., 2013) and several studies found that women delayed leaving the abusive 

situation due to concern for wellbeing of the companion animal (Taylor & Fraser, 2019; Collins 
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et al., 2017; Newberry, 2017; Favor & Cavazos, 2007; Faver & Strand, 2007; Carlisle-Frank et 

al. 2004; Ascione, 1997). Studies involving reports of shelter staff corroborate this finding 

(Wood, Weber & Ascione, 1997; Kreinert et al., 2012) including a few in Canada (Wuerch et al., 

2020; Barrett et al, 2017; Stevenson; 2009; McIntosh, 2001). For example, Barrett et al. (2017) 

found that of the 116 shelter staff members they surveyed from nine Canadian provinces, 74% 

reported awareness of abused women who had not come to the shelter because they could not 

bring their companion animals with them (Barrett et al, 2017). In one of the few studies 

examining domestic violence and animal abuse among partners of diverse genders and/or 

sexualities, Riggs et al. (2018) found that, similar to heterosexual families, companion animals 

are used as tools of abuse and are reasons why victims do not leave the relationship. Showing 

concern for both human and companion animal victims, they point to the need to focus on the 

intersections of human and animal wellbeing in cases of domestic violence within this 

population. 

As discussed in Chapter 2 children are also impacted by IPV. Children often witness 

abuse of companion animals as a means to coerce or intimidate their mothers. This can be a very 

distressing to children (Ascione et al., 2007; Flynn, 2000) and contribute to the development of 

internalizing and externalizing disorders (McDonald et al., 2015). Furthermore, children who 

have witnessed IPV and co-occurring animal abuse may, themselves, abuse companion animals 

(Arkow, 2008). Children exposed to IPV are three times more likely to abuse animals than 

children who are not exposed to IPV (Currie, 2006).  Therefore, when a child engages in (or 

witnesses) animal cruelty, it could be an important indicator that the child is experiencing 

emotional or behavioral difficulties that require intervention. Animal abuse occurs in 88% of 

homes with child physical abuse and 34% of homes with child physical neglect or sexual abuse 
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(DeViney, Dicker & Lockwood, 1983). Abuse of companion animals is used to incite and 

perpetuate fear and submission in their victims. It serves to intimidate, retaliate, punish, and 

isolate victims, prevent them from leaving, or coerce their return (Arkow, 2014, cited in Bright et 

al., 2018). In homes with IPV, animal abuse can also be used to control and intimidate children 

to ensure that they remain silent about the abuse they have witnessed (Adams, 1996; Becker & 

French, 2004). 

 It can be seen from the above discussion that there have been several studies showing the 

co-occurrence of family violence and violence towards companion animals. Methodological 

issues identified include that the studies have varied in their definition of animal abuse, several 

have small sample sizes (Barret et al., 2017; Pagani et al. 2010; Piper, 2003) and have been 

cross-sectional in design (Ascione et al., 2018). However, since the preponderance of data have 

similar findings, the co-occurrence of animal abuse with IPV and child abuse is generally 

accepted (Ascione, et al., 2018). 

Increasing interest in Nonhuman Animal Wellbeing 

Most of this literature focuses on the impact of animal abuse on those within the family 

who are most attached to their companion animals or on the impact on child and youth 

perpetrators. That is, this literature is heavily human-centred. A more recent development has 

been a growing interest in the experiences of the nonhuman animal and a recognition of them as 

victims of family violence (Fraser & Taylor, 2020). Upadhya (2013), for example, refers to the 

emergent understanding that IPV has more than one victim, including companion animals. 

Tipaldy et al. (2012, 2015) have given attention to the abuse of different companion animals in 

their studies of IPV. Both Stevenson et al.’s (2018) study of shelter staff’s understandings about 

the need to keep companion animals safe and a study by Matsuoka and Sorenson (2018) 
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examining how shelters in Ontario have responded to this need, are concerned with the welfare 

of both the human and animal victims of IPV. Matsuoka and Sorenson further explicitly take a 

CAS perspective and recommend that social work discard its anthropocentric education model 

and adopt an understanding of transspecies social justice.  

Taylor and Fraser’s (2019) approach to their study of domestic violence, as well, aimed 

to bring attention to the experiences of women and their companion animals who were both 

victims of domestic violence. Their intent was to recognize these nonhuman animals as beings 

with experiences, needs and interests of their own, distinct from those of humans and recognize 

their brutalization as targets, pawns and witnesses in domestic violence. An intersectional 

approach was taken to account for the oppression of both women and their companion animals. 

While acknowledging that they couldn’t “hear” from nonhuman animals as they could from the 

women they interviewed, they chose to focus on the reciprocal relationships companion animals 

have with the humans they interviewed. Questions asked included queries about women’s 

relationship with their companion animal and the impact of IPV on the animal as well as on 

themselves. The physical presence of the companion animals in the study was kept visually, 

through pictures.  

Taylor and Fraser’s (2019) query of human victims of IPV in this study highlighted how 

the bond with their companion animal alleviated feelings of loneliness and provided a sense of 

belonging. Participants also reported that it took a long time for their companion animal to 

recover from the trauma of physical abuse or a state of hypersensitivity in which they could 

“sense” the violence coming. Additionally, Taylor and Fraser found that while humans who have 

strong bonds with their companion animals empathize with them and are likely to be responsive 

to their needs, there could also be some important lapses in care. The researchers suggested that 
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information about recovery of companion animals from trauma and how to understand and cope 

with their behaviour might be helpful at shelters. Their interest in the companion animal as a 

victim of domestic violence is also apparent in their conclusion that while keeping families 

together is often preferred, it is important to recognize that not all companion animals will be 

better off remaining post-trauma with their human family. They also pointed to the need for more 

research about companion animals’ experience of domestic violence, particularly on nonhuman 

animals in addition to dogs. Walsh (2014), too, bemoans the dearth of research on the direct 

impact of domestic violence on nonhuman animals themselves.  

Taylor and Fraser’s (2019) study, along with that of Matsuoka and Sorenson (2018), has 

taken a critical animal studies perspective of the co-occurrence of domestic violence and animal 

abuse in which injustice to both nonhuman animals and humans are recognized and understood 

to be intersecting. This view is on one end of a gradient of concern about nonhuman animals in 

this literature. Thus, while anthropocentric concern is predominant, recognition of nonhuman 

animals as victims of domestic violence, not merely as supports to humans and tools of coercion 

is emerging ‒ a shift recognized by Ascione et al. (2018). Perhaps, as Taylor and Fraser (2019) 

suggest, the studies of co-occurrence of companion animal abuse have laid the groundwork for 

the future development of an intersectional understanding of IPV that is concerned with 

protecting both the human and nonhuman victims. Certainly, a few other social work scholars 

recognize this intersection (Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Matsuoka & Sorenson, 2014; 

Hanrahan, 2013; Ryan, 2011; Faver & Strand, 2003; Wolf, 2000).  

Lack of Recognition of the Violence Link in Social Work 

In spite of the developments in this research showing a link between abuse of companion 

animals and family violence, Hanrahan (2011, 2013) laments that there has been very little 
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response in terms of practice and policies that can lead to systemic change. Several scholars have 

criticized social work’s failure to include this link in education and practice related to family 

violence. (Riggs et al., 2018; Walsh, 2014; Hanrahan; 2011, 2013; Risley-Curtis et al., 2013; 

Girardi and Pozzulo, 2012; Ryan, 2011; Zilney, Risley-Curtiss & Hornung, 2010; Zilney & 

Zilney, 2005; Faver & Strand, 2003; Wolf, 2000). Ryan (2011) writes, 

 “Even though it is well known in social work circles that perpetrators of domestic 

violence and sexual abuse/assault often injure or kill family animals (or at the very least 

vow to make good such threats), social workers by and large remain resolutely 

indifferent, even dismissive of… (paying attention to) animals.” (p. 5).  

 Supporting this contention is a Canadian study by Zilney and Zilney (2005) aimed at increasing 

cross reporting between animal protection and child protection agencies. They found that 

participating child protection workers generally did not cross-report abuse cases to animal 

protection agencies even in situations where they had noted some concern for the companion 

animals. The researchers report that these workers did not feel it was important to do so. Risley 

Curtiss et al.’s (2010) survey of child protection services in the US found that only five states 

include questions about animal abuse in their safety and risk assessment protocols making it 

more likely that animal abuse is discovered by chance than through systematic assessment. Thus, 

the literature shows a general acceptance of a link between animal abuse and family violence but 

a lack of transference of this understanding into social work education and practice. Our study 

joins the approaches taken by Taylor and Fraser (2019) and others (Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; 

Matsuoka & Sorenson, 2018) to demonstrate a way of making this connection to practice – that 

is, by recognizing the intersectionality of oppression of both humans and nonhuman animals 

reflected in family violence as issues of social justice. 
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General inclusion of nonhuman animals in social work practice 

There are several scholars pushing social work to include nonhuman animals in education 

and practice. In this section, it will be seen that the number of voices is increasing especially in 

the last five years. Their positions range from valuing the human animal bond as a mutually 

beneficial relationship (Chalmers et al., 2020) at one end, to outright criticism of 

anthropocentrism and speciesism in social work at the other. This section will outline these 

positions, examine the scant research in this area and situate this research within this work.  

The three types of positions that consider including animals in practice are those that: a) 

emphasize the human-animal bond (HAB); b) express concern for environment and 

sustainability of our planet; and c) recognize nonhuman animals as an oppressed group. Each of 

these themes will now be discussed in turn. 

The Human-Animal Bond  

Several scholars’ focus on the HAB and the high prevalence of companion animals who, 

for many, are considered family members (Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Chalmers et al., 2020; 

Wencour et al., 2018; and Hoy-Gerlach & Wehman, 2017; Walkers et al., 2015; Faver & Muñoz, 

2014; Risley Curtiss et al., 2013; Risley-Curtiss, 2010; Faver & Strand, 2008). Their prevalence 

makes it likely that social workers will encounter nonhuman animals in practice and for this 

reason these scholars argue that social workers need to be informed about and skilled in 

including animals in practice. Gaining competency in understanding and working with 

multispecies families, then, is timely and warranted (Wencour et al., 2018). Different from the 

mainstream literature which generally either ignores nonhuman animals entirely or sees them as 

tools to help humans, these scholars view nonhuman animals as sentient beings with subjectivity 

(Chalmers et al., 2020). Chalmers et al. state that for this reason they do not use the terms “pet” 
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and “ownership” when thinking about companion animals. They reject the proprietary status that 

the legal system accords human-companion animal relationships since it denies nonhuman 

animal subjectivity. Human and nonhuman animal wellbeing are seen to be interconnected and a 

concern for mutual benefit is expressed (Wencour, et al., 2018; Walkers et al., 2015; Risley-

Curtiss, 2010). 

Wencour et al. (2018) provide examples of how social workers can include companion 

animals in practice such as by supporting humans in caring for their companion animals –

providing reading materials and linking with other resources (e.g., food, medical or other care) as 

needed. Hoy-Gerhart and Wehman (2017) have a more detailed and comprehensive view of the 

intersections of nonhuman animal and human wellbeing and implications for practice with the 

aim of including consideration of animal-human relations routinely across practice settings and 

in emerging practice with humane societies (Hoy-Gerlach et al., 2019). Hanrahan and Chalmers 

(2020) have introduced the first Canadian imagining of practice that includes nonhuman animals 

in a quotidian way calling it “animal-informed social work” (p.195).  

Several scholars (Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Hoy-Gerhart & Wehman 2018; Wencour 

et al. 2018; Walkers et al., 2015; Faver & Muñoz, 2014; Faver & Strand 2008) focus on the 

vulnerability of nonhuman animals. Faver and Strand (2008) and Wencour et al. (2018) tie their 

vulnerability to social justice for nonhuman animals30. Faver and Strand identify the need to go 

                                                                 
30The context in which Wencour et al. first mention social justice for animals, however, is ambiguous. It 

appears to be associated with working with people from different cultures. They stated that while it is important to 

remain culturally sensitive, social justice for animals must be upheld. This seems to target the harm to animals 

inflicted based on norms of non-Western cultures while ignoring the large-scale state sanctioned normative 

violence against nonhuman animals in Western culture ‒ which would be discriminatory (Kymlicka & Donaldson, 

2014). However, their actual meaning remains unclear as later they refer to nonhuman animals as vulnerable in a 

general sense. 
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beyond the species barrier to recognize suffering in all vulnerable individuals. Faver and Muñoz 

(2014) connect harms to animals in factory farms with harms to human workers, the environment 

and public health. While pointing to the intersection of the oppressions of nonhuman animals, 

humans and the natural environment, they confirm that social work’s focus is humans. Because 

of the connections between oppressions, it is important to attend to the welfare of nonhuman 

animals as this will improve the welfare of humans. Thus, while they extend their concern for the 

wellbeing of nonhuman animals beyond companion animals, they remain anthropocentric in their 

approach. That is, animal welfare is important because it will improve human welfare and 

thereby the centrality of the human in social work is upheld.  

Walker et al., (2015) find the human-centred approach to social work to be problematic 

because it does not account for the human animal bond and the involvement of nonhuman 

animals in families and in therapeutic social work interventions. They identify this as a moral 

and conceptual exclusion and suggest that social work education include animal rights and 

involvement of animals in practice. They also suggest further research is needed to see how best 

these may be incorporated in education and to examine the ethics of AAT. Although Hoy-

Gerlach and Wehman (2017) are mainly focused on companion animals, they identify the larger 

question of social work’s responsibility to nonhuman animals. They concur with Ryan (2011, 

2014) and Hanrahan (2011, 2013) about the false dichotomy between nonhuman animals and 

humans that gives rise to and supports speciesism and anthropocentrism. Thus, they intend for 

their practice guide to benefit both humans and nonhuman animals. They argue as do Risley-

Curtiss (2010) and Wencour et al (2018), that at the very least, social workers are obligated to 

attend to animal-human relations in their practice because to many of their clients, nonhuman 

animal matter (an anthropocentric approach). Hanrahan and Chalmers (2020) take this one step 
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further arguing that including nonhuman animals in practice is also an ethical demand due to 

their subjectivity and agency. They contend that recognition of the intersectionality of oppression 

and speciesism as one axis of oppression makes animal-informed practice aligned with critical 

social work.  

This literature shows a growing number of social work scholars who are interested in 

HAB and call for social work to recognize nonhuman animals as sentient beings. While some 

remain human-centred in their approach, others are advocating for nonhuman animals from a 

social justice perspective. This work shows a climate of change within which my research is 

situated. My study will amplify forces of change by exploring action to achieve it. Specifically, it 

will examine the impact of education on social workers’ willingness to advocate for nonhuman 

animals in practice. 

Concern for Environment and Sustainability 

As identified in Chapter 2, nonhuman animals have also been included in social work 

literature about the environment and sustainability connecting social and ecological justice 

(Laszloffy 2019; Hanrahan, 2016, 2014; Besthorn, 2014, 2012; Praglin & Nebbe, 2014; Faver, 

2013; Ryan, 2013; Coates & Gray, 2012; Heinsch, 2012; Miller et al., 2012; Zapf, 2009; Mary 

2008; Ungar, 2002; Canda, 1999). This section focuses on two features of this literature that are 

especially important to my research – that is, a decentering of the human and the call for social 

work advocacy for justice for the nonhuman world. Decentering of the human is apparent in 

concern for the impact of human induced climate change and other damage to our natural 

environment (which includes nonhuman animals). Worry about an environmental crisis has 

spurred discussion of the need to act to ensure the survival and sustainability of the planet and its 

populations (Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Nesmith & Smyth, 2015; Hanrahan, 2014; Peeters, 
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2012a; Peeters, 2012b; Mary, 2008). In his review of the work in the area of ecological justice 

and sustainability Besthorn (2012) pointed to the influence of Deep Ecology’s values of the 

intrinsic worth of all species and their interconnectedness in a complex web of relations. This 

web forms an ecosystem that functions as a whole. Both the whole and its parts are valued. The 

holistic outlook in sustainability literature also decenters the human (Besthorn, 2012). The 

decentering of humans is also a feature of my research which will enrich this literature by 

examining actions (education and networking) for doing so among social workers. 

The second relevant feature of social work’s environment and sustainability literature – a 

call for social work to advocate for justice for the nonhuman world ‒ is apparent in Besthorne 

(2012) and Peeters (2012b)’s directives to social work to advocate for ecological and social 

justice. Peeters explains that the issue of sustainability is deeply entangled with the present 

economic system which accents self-interest, resource extraction, biotic exploitation and material 

consumerism. These characteristics along with the constant drive towards growth make this 

system unsustainable especially since they operate within the context of finite and diminishing 

resources. Peteers (2012b) argues that to work towards a sustainable future which can meet the 

needs of generations to come, a paradigm shift and complete transformation of economic and 

social systems is required. Since social work is involved with social change, both Besthorne and 

Peeters as well as Bekoff and Bexell (2010) claim, that social work has an important role in 

taking political action to advocate for this change and in helping communities prepare for it.  

While this literature has recognized nonhuman animals as a valued part of ecological 

systems in nature, it generally does not deal with their vulnerability to harm from humans and 

the level of harm they presently experience. A few scholars, however, have identified 

anthropocentrism and speciesism in connection with both the environment and nonhuman 
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animals and have urged social work recognize injustice to the nonhuman world (Ross et al., 

2019; Hanrahan, 2017, 2014, 2013,2011; Besthorn, 2014; Ryan, 2014, 2013, 2011; Faver, 2013). 

In a survey examining environmental beliefs and concern about animal welfare among social 

work students, Faver (2013) found that higher concern for animal welfare was significantly and 

most consistently related to the rejection of the notion that humans have a right to dominate 

nature (anti-anthropocentrism) among other factors. Based on her findings, Faver recommends 

that social work educators help students analyze the critical connections between the health of 

the natural environment, animal welfare and human wellbeing as in the case of factory farms. 

She concludes that this may foster a broader ecological worldview that takes into account the 

wellbeing of all species and ecosystems. Thus, it can be seen that some scholars considering the 

environment have decentered the human and a few among them have expressed concern for 

social work’s anthropocentrism and speciesism, pressing social work to advocate for justice for 

the environment and nonhuman animals. The majority, though, have expressed concern for 

nonhuman animals as part of a broader view of planetary co-existence but without recognizing 

the prodigious harms done to nonhuman animals by humans. My research will help to remedy 

this oversight and build on the voices of those in this literature who have recognized these harms. 

It will do so by incorporating Faver’s (2013) suggestion of making critical connections between 

the health of the environment, animal wellbeing and human wellbeing, into action aimed at 

raising social workers awareness of the oppression of nonhuman animals.  

Recognize Nonhuman Animals as an Oppressed Group 

This section covers the work of a small but committed and quickly growing contingent of 

social work scholars who recognize and express concern for the oppression of nonhuman 

animals in society and see it linked to the oppression of marginalized human groups. Many 
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authors, in addition to those mentioned earlier in the discussion of AAI, have recognized 

anthropocentrism and speciesism in social work to be problematic (Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; 

Fraser & Taylor, 2020; Ross et al., 2019;  Bretzlaff-Holstein, 2018; Hanrahan, 2016, 2014, 2013, 

2011; Hoy-Gerlach & Wehman, 2017; Legge & Robinson, 2017; Legge, 2016; Besthorn 2014; 

Matsuoka and Sorenson, 2014, 2013; Rambaree, 2014; Ryan, 2014, 2011; Faver 2013; Bekoff & 

Bexel, 2010; Wolf, 2000). As mentioned above, several who are interested in the environment 

and social work also critique anthropocentrism (Klemmer & McNamara, 2019; Ramsay & 

Boddy, 2017; Galloway & Jones, 2016; Besthorne 2014; Coates & Gray, 2012; Norton, 2012; 

Zapf, 2009). Hanrahan (2013) identifies anthropocentrism as social work’s organizing principle 

from which theory and ethics are derived. She claims it limits response to suffering by limiting 

the kinds of beings whose suffering is considered “...the anthropocentric worldview that informs 

the profession’s dominant theoretical paradigms, limits a holistic response to the suffering of all 

of the inhabitants of shared eco-systems” (p 67). Ryan (2014) elaborates that indifference to the 

vulnerability of any marginalized group, regardless of species, is the greatest moral error since 

humans, as moral agents, have a responsibility to respond to suffering. It is this notion of 

morality that is also expressed in Bretzlaff-Holstein’s (2018, p.932) statement that “social work 

has a responsibility to move away from anthropocentricism and speciesism”.  

Wolf (2000) was the first to challenge social work’s anthropocentricism and speciesism 

arguing that social work’s attention to marginalized groups warranted the inclusion of nonhuman 

animals who are an exploited group in society. Hanrahan expanded this discussion (2013, 2016) 

by identifying that anthropocentrism in social work has its roots in social work’s liberal and 

humanist ideology that values the individual, in particular “one who is the ‘normative human’, an 

elevated being” (Hanrahan, 2016, p. 86). She claims that this is linked to the profession’s modern 
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roots, steeped in positivist thought which recognizes hierarchical dualisms such as culture/nature 

and animal/human. These (and other dualisms) have formed the basis of the longstanding 

‘othering’ of nonhuman animals and humans (as discussed in the previous section on the human-

animal boundary). Fook (2014) also views these problematic binaries to be related to the animal-

human divide. Both Hanrahan (2011, 2013) and Matsuoka and Sorenson (2013, 2014) recognize 

the intersectionality of oppression, linking the oppression of nonhuman animals to the oppression 

of human groups. 

 Most of the discussion about anthropocentrism in social work literature considers the 

ecological perspective (see chapter 2 which identified some nonhuman animal-friendly practice 

theories) in social work as a site for including nonhuman animals in practice (Bretzlaff-Holstein, 

2018; Hoy-Gerlach & Wehman, 2017; Walker et al., 2015; Loar, 2014; Kim & Newton, 2014; 

MacNamara & Moga, 2014; Rambaree, 2014;  Ryan, 2014, 2011;  Faver 2013; Risley, Curtiss et 

al, 2013; Evans & Gray, 2012). This can be achieved by expanding the notion of a person’s 

environment to include nonhuman animals and nature. A few scholars (Hanrahan & Chalmers, 

2020; Hanrahan, 2016, 2013; Besthorne, 2014, 2012; Zapf, 2009) contend that the person-

centered philosophy is problematic. Hanrahan and Chalmers have offered a new perspective of 

“becoming with” as a “more-than-critical” lens that would include nonhuman animals and nature 

in practice and dismantle anthropocentric notions of unitary ‘being’ (p 196). Hanrahan (2013, 

2016) charges that the person-centered approach renders anti-oppressive practice, itself, 

oppressive. By considering persons to be human, nonhuman animals are excluded from social 

work’s purview, meaning that their oppression is neither recognized nor challenged but is, 

instead, maintained. She states that anti-oppressive social work “...is in fact oppressive because 

its critical knowledge and value base, embodying the fundamentally political concepts of social 
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justice, power, intersectionality, transformation and advocacy, do not account for the privileging 

of humans among species…” (2014, p 43). 

She suggests that enlarging the definition of who service users are, would also facilitate 

needed interprofessional collaboration and training with animal welfare and environmental 

agencies. Studies by Risley-Curtiss (2010) and Zilney and Zilney (2005) have also identified 

such collaborations to be necessary especially in relation to the violence link. Legge’s (2016) 

preliminary study on the use of anti-oppressive practice theory (AOP) showed that this theory, 

unmodified, does not explain AAI. She concurs with Hanrahan and others (Fraser & Taylor, 

2020; Matsuoka and Sorenson, 2014; Rambaree, 2014; Ryan, 2014, 2011; Wolf, 2000) that there 

is a need for social work to confront its inherent anthropocentrism and speciesism in order to 

achieve more relevant and effective practice. Hanrahan (2016, 2013, 2011) contends that the lack 

of recognition of the oppression of nonhuman animals and its link with other forms of human 

oppression limits both the “value base” (2011, p. 278) of social work and the potential for 

sustainable outcomes from social work intervention. She explains that by ignoring nonhuman 

animals, important relationships, links and interventions remain hidden. 

Both Fraser and Taylor (2020) and Matsuoka and Sorenson (2013) also identify 

economic factors as driving the exploitation and marginalization of nonhuman animals. 

According to them, neoliberalism, which values free markets (without government intervention) 

and capital accumulation, has fueled the expansion of animal agriculture and other industries that 

exploit and harm vast numbers of nonhuman animals for economic benefit. Matsuoka and 

Sorenson argue that large-scale violence towards nonhuman animals, as in the production of 

food, must be considered when expanding conceptions of social welfare to include treatment of 

nonhuman animals. Their examination of animal-human relations and social welfare, shows that 
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both anthropocentric and anti-speciesist positions lead to the conclusion that the commerce 

driven exploitation of animals for food has direct negative consequences for human welfare. 

They conclude that since both perspectives lead to the same outcome, the impacts on nonhuman 

animals should be included in our understandings of social welfare. 

 Further to their earlier work, Matsuoka & Sorenson (2013) argue that social work’s 

scholarly contribution to social justice ‒ a core social work value and basis of practice ‒ is 

limited because social justice is focused solely on humans. They show how the maltreatment of 

animals in society aligns with Young’s (1990) features of oppression thus identifying nonhuman 

animals as an oppressed group. Pointing to the intersectionality of oppression, they advocate for 

an expanded view of social justice that includes the experiences of nonhuman animals. 

Accordingly, they offer a definition of trans-species social justice as the “consideration of 

interests of all animals (including humans) in order to achieve institutional conditions free from 

oppression and domination.” (p.70). 

Relatedly, Hanrahan (2016) delineates an understanding of trans-species spirituality that 

recognizes the interconnectedness of all life and values all beings ‒ human and nonhuman 

animals – as well as the more-than-human world. A theme of interconnectedness also appears in 

Legge and Robinson’s (2017) work that discusses the importance of interconnectedness from an 

indigenous perspective31. Their work is one of very few that links social work directly to the 

animal rights movement and they do so through the idea of interconnectedness. They argue 

                                                                 
31 However, they erred in in criticizing Hanrahan for not giving credit to indigenous worldviews in her use 

of the term “interconnectedness”. This critique appears to assume the concept of interconnectedness is exclusive 

to indigenous cultures, whereas ideas of interconnectivity exist in various forms in different religions and cultures 

(Young & Sarin, 2014; Love, 2008). Also, Hanrahan made it clear that she was referring to her personal spiritual 

base, hence the criticism is unwarranted. 
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persuasively that indigenous thinking, along with indigenous ideas of kinship, support the 

consideration of nonhuman animals in social work practice, especially with indigenous 

populations. They suggest that indigenous notions of kinship (which incorporates ideas of 

interconnectedness) ties social work with the animal rights movement stating, “that it is 

impossible for social workers to remain detached from the animal rights movement if they are to 

understand the deep, often spiritual, attachment that (indigenous) service users have 

with…animals” (p. 15). 

Although specific references to the animal rights movement are rare, an increasing 

number of scholars are urging social work to support nonhuman animal rights and include 

respect for nonhuman animals in the code of ethics, education and practice (Hanrahan & 

Boulton, forthcoming; Hanrahan & Chalmers, forthcoming; Fraser & Taylor, 2020; Eaglehawk, 

2019; Buck & Rauscher, 2019; Bretzlaff-Holstein, 2018; Wenocur et al., 2018; Fraser et al., 

2017; Legge & Robinson, 2017; Bozalek, 2016; Hanrahan, 2016; Legge 2016; Walkers, Aimers 

& Perry, 2015; Matsuoka & Sorenson, 2014; Ryan, 2014, 2011; Evans & Gray, 2012; Faver & 

Strand, 2003; Wolf, 2000). Ryan (2011) outlines a revised code of ethics for social work in 

Australia that includes nonhuman animals as moral subjects who are due social work attention. 

Since Buck and Rauscher (2019) found that no Western social work code of ethics presently 

includes nonhuman animals, Australia has announced a revised 2020 Social Work Code of 

Ethics32 that nominally mentions nonhuman animals. However, because of the limited nature of 

this acknowledgement, Buck and Rauscher’s conclusion that the lack of meaningful inclusion of 

nonhuman animals in the code of ethics is evidence of speciesism in the profession, still stands. 

                                                                 
32 See https://www.aasw.asn.au/document/item/1201 Under section 4.2 “ensure that any animal 

engaged as part of social work practice is protected” 
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Bretzlaff-Holstein (2018) and Fraser and Taylor (2020) argue for a transformative social work 

education that incorporates humane education. Humane education has been defined as ‘a process 

that promotes compassion and respect for all living things by recognizing the interdependence of 

people, animals and eco-systems’ (Jane Goodall Institute, as cited in Fraser et al., 2017, p. 5). 

Bretzlaff-Holstein sees a fit between humane education and social work because of the shared 

core values of justice and equity. The above cited authors call for nonhuman animals and the 

environment to be included in social work education not as a specialty – as has been the case to 

date (Bretzlaff-Holstein, 2018) – but rather as part of the core curriculum. Bretzlaff-Holstein 

explains that helping students to recognize and challenge the dominant social paradigm will 

“increase student’s perspectives, competence and practice approaches for engaging with the vast 

issues and challenges facing global ecosystems today.” (p. 932).  

 From this literature it can be seen that several scholars have recognized speciesism and 

anthropocentrism in social work. They have criticized social work’s lack of recognition of the 

oppression of nonhuman animals and have called for their inclusion in social work practice and 

education. Humane education has been suggested by some to be a useful approach because of its 

transformative nature and fit with social work’s value of social justice. This literature directly 

supports my research with its call for change and recognition of the link between the treatment of 

nonhuman animals in society and social justice. This study goes beyond joining the call for 

recognition to developing action to achieve it. Having examined the literature and arguments that 

support the inclusion of nonhuman animals in social work education and practice, the next 

section will review the few studies that are especially relevant to this study and on which my 

research builds.  

Baseline for this Research 
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Some of the following studies have been mentioned earlier under specific topics but are 

gathered together in this section to provide an overview of the research that is most relevant to 

and provides a baseline for my research. Faver and Munoz’s (2014) online survey of attitudes 

and behaviour towards animal welfare of 104 social work students found that approximately 

three out of four respondents were moderately or very concerned about animal welfare issues. 

Their study’s identification of social workers as potential allies in animal welfare advocacy 

supports the focus on social workers in this dissertation research. As pointed out previously, 

landmark research in the United States and Canada have found that 25%-30% of social workers 

include nonhuman animals in practice (Chalmers et al., 2020; Ferreira et al., 2018; Matsuoka and 

Sorenson, 2018; Hanrahan, 2013; Risley-Curtiss et al., 2013; Risley-Curtiss, 2010). All these 

authors point to the need for education. Further, their results suggest that many more might 

include nonhuman animals in practice if education were available. My research will help to fill 

this gap by developing an education module, delivering it to social workers and exploring its 

impact on their willingness to consider the wellbeing of nonhuman animals in practice. 

 Risley-Curtiss et al.’s (2013) revelation that social workers are more likely to include 

nonhuman animals in practice if they know another social worker who is interested in the same, 

influenced my research decision to observe the impact of networking. This research, then, will 

also expand knowledge of the influence of networking on social workers’ willingness to consider 

nonhuman animals in practice. Interestingly, and very relevant to this research, Ferreira et al.’s 

study of social workers in Ontario found a general lack of awareness of animal-human relations 

and how to include them in practice, suggest a low awareness of the intersectional oppression of 

nonhuman animals and humans in social work. They identify this lack of awareness as a failure 

to address trans-species social justice defined by Matsuoka and Sorenson (2014) above. 
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Matsuoka and Sorenson’s (2018) study of women’s shelters’ accommodation of the companion 

animals of women fleeing domestic violence and Taylor and Fraser’s (2019) study of companion 

animals as victims of domestic violence (all mentioned previously) are three of very few critical 

animal studies (CAS) oriented social work studies. My research will enrich and expand this area 

of work by exploring the impact of a CAS based social work education module on social 

workers’ willingness to advocate for nonhuman animals. 

More generally, my research joins the call in the literature for the recognition of 

speciesism as a social justice issue. It takes this a step further, though, by taking action to raise 

this awareness among participating social workers. Risley-Cutris et al.’s (2013) study in the US 

and Hanrahan’s (2013) replicated study in Canada were groundbreaking works that explored 

what social workers in the field are presently doing regarding nonhuman animals in their 

practice. Matsuoka and Sorenson (2018) have introduced critical animal study analyses focusing 

on trans-species social justice. To reiterate, much of the work done to date is recent and the 

numbers are growing – especially in the last five years. The AAI and violence link literature also 

indicate increasing interest in the wellbeing of nonhuman animals. All of the pioneering studies 

discussed above have painted a picture of the present landscape of nonhuman animals in social 

work and its implications for social work education and practice generally. However, no studies 

known to this author have focused on changing this landscape by probing the effect of specific 

actions aimed at change. This study will help to fill this gap by exploring the impact of education 

and networking on social workers’ willingness to advocate for nonhuman animals. 

Summary 

This literature review covered three areas of literature relevant to social justice for 

nonhuman animals and humans. The first section concerned human-animal boundary as 
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discussed in the fields of feminist animal studies and critical animal studies. This material 

provided the foundation of the approach to human-animal relations taken in this research. The 

animal-human boundary was shown to be central to the construction of the human, and the 

animal as inferior to the human. This deep divide has justified and has been reinforced by 

speciesism and anthropocentrism. The animal-human boundary was shown to be an intensely 

political and shifting site that has been used to construct human difference based on categories 

such as race, sex, sexuality and ability. The marking of these groups as inferior also justifies their 

oppression. One of the ways this fundamental boundary has been maintained has been by 

keeping nonhuman animals invisible. This research will enrich this literature by exploring new 

action to disrupt the boundary in the practice of social work and by illuminating social work’s 

role in keeping nonhuman animals invisible.  

The second section reviewed literature related to the use of education to raise awareness 

of justice issues. Studies in the fields of environmentalism, animal rights and human social 

justice issues have established the effectiveness of education in raising awareness of social 

justice. This study will contribute to this body of work by exploring the effectiveness of 

education targeted to the specific audience of social workers. The final section scrutinized social 

work literature related to social justice for nonhuman animals. It was shown that even in human-

centred AAI and family violence work, some voices are emerging pushing social work to 

consider the wellbeing of nonhuman animals. Furthermore, there is growing literature that 

identifies speciesism and anthropocentrism in social work and is calling on the profession to 

recognize the former as a social justice issue. Our research is supported by the literature and 

joins these voices. Further, the growing number of scholars and the slew of recent work indicates 

that this research is situated in an area of current interest. This study builds on groundbreaking 



LINKING ANIMALS, SOCIAL JUSTICE AND SOCIAL WORK 177 
 

work that has helped to understand the present landscape of nonhuman animals in social work 

practice. Whereas previous studies have described the landscape, this study focuses on changing 

it.  
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Chapter 4: Theoretical framework 

This chapter builds on concepts presented in previous chapters to provide the theoretical 

framework of this research. Underlying the framework to be described, are the theoretical 

orientations defined in chapter 1: 1) ecofeminism which identified the role of the nature/culture 

and animal/human dualisms in developing and maintaining oppressive cultural forms and social 

structures; 2) some aspects of posthumanism which decenter the human; and 3) critical animal 

studies which expands on the role of the animal-human boundary in the oppression of nonhuman 

animals and marginalized human groups (also discussed in the Literature Review chapter) and 

that is at the root of anthropocentrism and speciesism. The chapter begins with a discussion of 

speciesism and anthropocentrism that distinguishes between the two, considers their relation to 

each other and highlights their importance in this research. This will be followed by an outline 

and structuring of the theories underpinning this study.  

Role of Speciesism and Anthropocentrism 

Speciesism has been defined as the institutionalized oppression of nonhuman animals 

(Kemmerer, 2011) while anthropocentrism has been defined as a belief in human exceptionalism 

that permeates and shapes social arrangements (Calarco, 2016; Weitzenfeld & Joy, 2014). 

Although speciesism and anthropocentrism are associated, the concepts are distinct. Faria and 

Paez (2014) note that it is possible to be speciesist without being anthropocentric. For example, 

if all sentient beings are given the same moral consideration except for one species say, rats, the 

case is not anthropocentric as humans are not given preference. However, it is speciesist since 

there is discrimination based on species membership. Milligan (2011) further distinguishes 

anthropocentrism as a human only fault while the ‘fault’ of speciesism may be attributed to any 

creature who is capable of ‘indefensible bias’. Fiera and Paez (2014) and Horta (2010) associate 
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the two concepts by identifying anthropocentrism as a form of speciesism. Clearly, these 

concepts are distinct yet associated especially in terms of the problems they present for 

nonhuman animals. As such, both are central concepts in the understanding of oppression of 

nonhuman animals in this research. Here, in the sphere of animal-human relations, speciesism 

refers to the unjust effect on nonhuman animals of anthropocentric views. Raising awareness of 

this injustice and challenging the underlying belief in human exceptionalism are key features of 

this research as will be expanded upon in this chapter. 

The remainder of the chapter outlines the theories used to understand the oppression of 

nonhuman animals, actions to raise awareness of this oppression, and the effect of this action on 

behavioural intentions of individual social workers. Correspondingly, the theoretical framework 

incorporates three levels of analysis: a) macro level that identifies oppression as a systemic, 

socially constructed phenomenon that is not reducible to individualistic explanations such as 

prejudice or inborn tendencies towards violence (Nibert, 2002); b) mezzo level (a “lower” level 

of force applied only to participants of this study) that explains how change is initiated by actions 

taken (education and networking); c) micro level explains the effect of macro (oppression of 

nonhuman animals) and mezzo (change) level forces on the behavioural intentions of individuals 

(social workers). The following multilevel theoretical framework is used to understand the 

effectiveness of education and networking in countering the forces of speciesism and 

anthropocentrism acting on individual social workers so that they will not continue to reproduce 

this bias through their practice.  

Macro: Systemic Oppression of Nonhuman Animals 

David Nibert’s (2002) theory of oppression is used in this research to understand the 

oppression of nonhuman animals. It is supplemented by Carol Adams’ (1990) initial work 
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(which is a part of feminist animal care theory33) in The Sexual Politics of Meat, and Dinesh 

Wadiwel’s (2015) theory in The War Against Animals. This section will first identify relevant 

elements of the latter two theories. Nibert’s theory will then be outlined showing how these 

theories supplement it followed by an explanation of why it is the main theory being used. The 

latter discussion will also identify companion animals as being particularly relevant in the 

context of social work practice. 

Carol Adams’ Sexual Politics of Meat 

In her groundbreaking book The Sexual Politics of Meat (1990) Carol Adams showed 

that meat eating reflects power relations both between animals and humans and between human 

groups. While implicating race and class, Adam’s analysis focused on interconnections between 

sexism and speciesism. Two aspects of this theory are especially relevant to this research. First is 

its exposition of correlations of language, discourses and structures between nonhuman animal 

and human oppressions ‒ in line with an intersectional understanding of speciesism. Second, is 

the notion of invisibility present in Adams’ concept of the absent referent. This is relevant 

because, as mentioned in the literature review chapter, invisibility is an analytic frame in this 

study. 

 Adams (1990) argues that the living nonhuman animal and the violent transformation of 

her body into food are erased by the label ‘meat’. The meanings of this word, instead, are 

associated with masculinity, health, power, nutrition as well as social and cultural practices. 

Absence of the killed nonhuman animal in the meaning of meat makes her, the absent referent. 

                                                                 
33 Feminist care theory is described by Deckha (2021) as a multipronged ethic that offers insight into 

linked oppressions, especially interconnections between species and gender constructs. See Deckha, M. 

(2021). Animals as Legal Beings: Contesting Anthropocentric Legal Orders. University of Toronto Press.  
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This erasure gives a covert message that the life of nonhuman animals is not of consequence. In 

this way, language performs the work of transmitting and reproducing political and cultural 

codes about the inferior status of nonhuman animals. Meanings of meat are affirmed through: a) 

repetition (at every meal, advertisement, conversations); and b) connection to a coherent system 

of relations, for example, relations between the production of meat, attitudes towards nonhuman 

animals and the acceptability of violence towards them. The conceptualization of the absent 

referent and the work that this absence does in reinscribing the oppression of nonhuman animals 

is important to this research as it provides a frame for exploring how animals are made absent in 

social work. For example, as discussed in chapter two, most social workers work with 

individuals and families, but it has been pointed out by several scholars (Fraser & Taylor, 2020; 

Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Taylor & Fraser, 2019; Hoy-Gerlach & Wehman, 2017; Hanrahan, 

2016, 2013, 2011; Ryan, 2014, 2011; Risley-Curtiss et al., 2013; Risley-Curtiss, 2010) that 

nonhuman animals are not included in family assessments even though the majority of household 

in Canada have companion animals. These nonhuman animals, then, may be considered the 

absent referent in social work’s use of the word “family”. 

The other aspect of Adam’s (1990) theory that is especially relevant to this research is her 

elucidation of intersections of the oppression of nonhuman animals with the oppression of 

women. She identified that meat is associated with the virility of men and reflects patriarchal 

attitudes that ends justify means, objectification of other beings is necessary, and that violence 

can and should be hidden. The meaning of meat, then, is repeated within a fixed gender system 

and thus reproduces both gender roles and relations between nonhuman animals and humans. 

Adams found that the oppression of nonhuman animals and women also intersect in domestic 

violence and in the association of meat with sexual violence towards women. In domestic 
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violence Adams identifies that companion animals may be harmed or even killed by the 

perpetrator in order to control or harm the woman victim. Through language and cultural images, 

sexual violence against women is often associated with our knowledge of how animals are 

butchered and eaten. An example of the gendered dimension of nonhuman animal oppression is 

the use of the term rape to describe the experience of farmed female animals. The elucidation of 

such intersections – specifically, in Adam’s case, the species related aspects of the oppression of 

women and the gender related aspects of the oppression of nonhuman animals ‒ are important in 

a social work context since this conceptualization can deepen social work’s understanding of 

violence, oppression and the marginalized groups whom the professions serves. Understanding 

species as a dimension within a matrix of interrelated oppressions can also direct social work’s 

attention to the needs of nonhuman animals. 

While Adams’ (1990) work has been influential in illuminating the species-sex link it has 

been criticized for both the binary understanding of gender and showing traces of essentialism in 

her representation of women as a group unmediated by other categories of difference such as 

race, culture or ability (Yilmaz, 2019; Deckha, 2012).  However, in her later work, Adams does 

explore further intersections of race and class with species (Adams, 2014). In spite of this 

criticism, Adam’s work remains significant to this theoretical framework for explicating 

connections between oppressions based on species and sex and highlighting the role of 

invisibility in the oppression of nonhuman animals.  

Dinesh Wadiwel’s The War Against Animals 

Wadiwel’s (2015) theorization of the oppression of nonhuman animals as a war waged by 

humans on nonhuman animals is productive here because of the attention it draws to: (a) the 

severity and scale of violence perpetrated on nonhuman animals; (b) the coercive power over 
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their lives exerted by humans (biopolitics); and (c) invisibility of nonhuman animals through 

epistemic violence. Each of these three points will now be expanded upon. 

Scale 

As stated earlier, the idea of war attends to the enormous scale of the violence inflicted 

on nonhuman animals both in terms of the numbers of nonhuman animals and the severity of 

harm. Wadiwel (2015) argues that the extent of killing is evidence that our relationship with 

nonhuman animals is fundamentally one of conflict. Violence against nonhuman animals, an 

enactment of this conflict, maintains human domination (which is the object of war) and at the 

same time constructs how we understand “animal” as a category that is opposed and inferior to 

the “human”. Wadiwel’s critical animal studies approach recognizes this animal-human divide as 

a site that is used to justify domination of nonhuman animals (and marginalized humans). The 

war against nonhuman animals is characterized as the sustained operation of systems of 

domination that constantly adapt to capture the agency and life force of nonhuman animals in 

order to maximize their use to humans. Wadiwel argues that this extreme degree of domination 

reflects a state of sovereignty over nonhuman animals. Sovereignty provides a political means to 

enforce human domination. Since the right of dominion is assumed, sovereignty is a closed loop. 

Within this loop, ethics can only consider how animals are used, not whether they should be used 

in the first place. This, then, leaves the structure of domination and violence intact.  

Control Over Life  

Wadiwel (2015) further identifies that the nature of this war is biopolitical. That is, 

coercive power is aimed at controlling life and populations. Through a biopolitics that divides 

the population based on species, race, gender, ability and other markers of difference, the lives of 

nonhuman animals can be controlled. Their lives can be fostered or taken away. In the context of 
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farmed animals, controlling life involves control over reproduction (breeding), growth within 

confined spaces, and slaughter. For companion animals, humans control reproduction through 

both breeding and spaying and neutering. Human guardians foster their companion animals’ 

lives by providing food, opportunities for exercise and medical attention. Humans can also take 

away their lives through euthanization or violence. Biopolitics, then, offers a deeper 

understanding of the power flow and dynamics involved in shaping the lives of nonhuman 

animals. 

Epistemic Violence. Through biopolitics the conflict between animal and human is 

expressed within a sovereign order that maintains and reproduces this conflict for human gain. 

Reproduction is made possible by a system of knowledge that justifies and hides institutionalized 

violence towards nonhuman animals by naturalizing it. This rendering of violence as something 

that is not recognized as such is epistemic violence. It is another form of invisibility that builds 

the analytic frame of this research. 

 Having identified aspects of Carol Adam’s (1990) and Dinesh Wadiwel’s (2015) theories 

that supplement the macro level of analysis of this research, I will now discuss the third and 

organizing theory for understanding the oppression of nonhuman animals, Nibert’s (2002) theory 

of oppression. 

David Nibert’s Theory of Oppression  

Nibert (2002) identifies three factors necessary for oppression of both humans and 

nonhumans: 1) economic competition; 2) unequal power; and 3) ideological control. The 

oppression of nonhuman animals is the economically driven subjugation and domination of 

nonhuman animals by humans through the exertion of power with the resulting social 

arrangement justified and maintained by a widely dispersed ideology. The influence of each of 
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the three factors will now be examined – highlighted with how the supplemental theories fit – 

and a discussion of how the factors combine in oppressive situations will follow. I will explain 

why Nibert’s theory is being used as the main theory in this research and finally outline why 

considering companion animals are a challenge in CAS oriented social work.  

Economic Competition 

  Economically driven exploitation of nonhuman animals arises from a competition for 

resources between nonhuman animals and humans which involves access to land, sources of 

food and other goods. For example, people claim land inhabited by wildlife for development and 

nonhuman animal bodies for food, clothing, production of other goods and for experimentation. 

This economic self-interest motivates humans to oppress nonhuman animals through 

displacement, exploitation of their bodies and being or, even more drastically, through their 

extermination. The capitalist system of economy which is aimed at accumulation of capital 

through production of goods and services (along with exploitation of labour) drives the 

commodification and slaughter of nonhuman animals.  

Unequal Power 

 The above processes occur with the assertion of power in the form of coercion and 

physical and/or political force that is backed by the state (Nibert, 2002). The state is a 

concentrated form of power that can make and enforce laws. The ability of the dominant group 

to exert its will over a subordinate group in spite of resistance is the key feature of unequal 

power. Wadiwel’s (2015) concept of a war on animals is useful here in explaining the totality of 

domination by humans and the vastness of its reach, harming and killing billions of animals 

annually. Wadiwel’s theorization of biopolitics in the oppression of nonhuman animals, enriches 
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the understanding of power. As discussed earlier the coercive management of the lives of 

nonhuman animals is an important aspect of how power is used to control them. 

Ideology 

Oppressive social systems with deep economic roots and backing from corporate and 

political power are stabilized if devaluation of the oppressed is widely accepted and deeply felt. 

Beliefs, values and norms that justify the oppression – that is, ideologies – then, play a crucial 

role in legitimizing it. The ideology of speciesism is a set of values, beliefs and norms devaluing 

nonhuman animals that are created to justify the oppressive social arrangement (Nibert, 2002). In 

order to be successful, these beliefs are widely diffused throughout most societies and social 

institutions. This manipulation of ideology gives rise to attitudes of prejudice and acts of 

discrimination towards nonhuman animals that reinforce and maintain the oppressive 

socioeconomic structure which becomes recognized as normal. Nibert points out that 

anthropocentrism is essential to this process, “teaching” humans to discount nonhuman animals 

because they are inferior. This creates social distance and diminishes empathic response. 

Wadiwel’s (2015) identification of the role of knowledge systems in reproducing the animal 

human hierarchy is useful here in expanding understanding of how the structure of domination is 

normalized. Knowledge systems hide violence by naturalizing it. For example, in food 

production and nonhuman animal experimentation, harmful acts are not recognized as violence 

because they are normalized by being accepted as ‘necessary’. This epistemic violence keeps the 

structure of domination intact. 

Combining Factors 

These three factors are complex and entwined (Nibert, 2002). An example of the 

entanglement of all three factors is the link between anthropocentrism and capitalism identified 
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by Collard (2020) who researched the commodification of the nonhuman animals caught in the 

exotic pet trade. She suggests that anthropocentrism is a key logic and structure in capitalism 

making animals “thing-like” – a condition that enables commodification. In the case of exotic 

pets, economic interests of capitalism exploit the thing-like status of animals by capturing them 

from the wild to be confined and sold as commodities to humans elsewhere. (Collard, 2020). 

Further, she submits that capitalism deepens and extends anthropocentrism through its vast and 

unrelenting exploitation of nonhuman animals. Here ideology (anthropocentrism), economics 

and power combine and reinforce each other’s influence. 

 Furthermore, Nibert (2002) identifies that all forms of oppression are deeply entangled. 

The oppression of nonhuman animals is intertwined with oppression of people based on sex, 

race, class, age and other categories of difference in line with ecofeminist thought discussed in 

the introductory chapter. For example, female human and nonhuman animals have been 

oppressed through control of their sexuality and reproductive processes (Donovan & Adams, 

2007; Adams, 1990). Slaughterhouses tend to be located in rural, impoverished communities and 

staffed by less affluent racialized people who work in stressful conditions for low wages (Nibert, 

2002). Heyman and Demster (1997) cited in Broadway (2000) found that at a slaughterhouse in 

Alberta 80% of the workers are racialized peoples. Furthermore, discourses linking gender, race, 

and disability to nonhuman animals has been used to oppress groups of people (Gaard, 2011; 

Adams & Donovan 1995;) as discussed in the literature review. Carol Adam’s theory (1990) is 

useful here as it more explicitly explains intersections, particularly between species and sex. 

Wadiwel’s (2015) CAS approach also expands the understanding of entanglements further by 

identifying the animal-human divide as the site which also serves to demarcate other categories 

of human difference and justify their oppression. While the ideology factor in Nibert’s theory 
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includes notions of invisibility (naturalizing oppression), both Adams and Wadiwel theorize this 

idea further by identifying specific processes of making animals invisible.  

Finally, Nibert (2002) notes that human systems are not fixed in stone and therefore 

oppressive social arrangements are subject to change. The devaluation of groups and the flexing 

of unequal power to subjugate them – largely driven by material circumstances – can be 

expanded or reduced. Devaluing of a group and exertion of power by the dominant group can 

increase when new opportunities of exploitation in pursuit of self-interest are discovered. An 

example is the culling of deer in urban landscapes. When conflict arises between human 

aesthetic interests of maintaining their home gardens and the survival interests of deer in eating 

from these gardens, the deer are scapegoated – a form of exploitation – for causing this conflict 

(rather than ascribing any blame to human development of deer habitats). This construction of 

the problem has dire consequences for the deer who may be killed through local government 

sanctioned culling practices (Westerfield et al. 2019).  

However, more tolerance is also possible especially when the oppression of a devalued 

group no longer serves the interests of the oppressors. Nibert (2002) provides the example of the 

gray wolf in the United States who was relentlessly hunted down by humans for centuries. 

Today, however, with a group of human advocates and supporters within the general public who 

no longer perceive them as an economic threat, they are making a return in some states. The idea 

that change in the social arrangements of oppression can take place by altering economic 

motivations, distribution of power or oppressive ideologies, offers possibility for intervention 

aimed at social transformation. Given that the research question is concerned with raising 

awareness among social workers of the social justice issues facing nonhuman animals – a 

value/belief/attitude targeting endeavour – intervening in the area of ideology makes good sense.  
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 Thus far, I have outlined Nibert’s (2002) theory and its application in the context of 

nonhuman animals and have identified that it provides a site for intervention in this research. 

Furthermore, it has been shown that Adams’ (1990) and Wadiwel’s (2015) work add a deeper 

understanding of a) processes of the entanglements of nonhuman animal and human oppressions; 

b) processes of making nonhuman animals invisible; and c) the enormous scale of harms 

inflicted on nonhuman animals. Now, why Nibert’s theory is the main theory being used in this 

study will be discussed. 

Rationale for Choosing Nibert’s Theory of Oppression 

Nibert’s (2002) sociological approach is useful here for three main reasons. The first and 

primary reason is its focus on ideology as a means to justify and maintain oppression. As 

mentioned above this provides an area for intervention that fits well with this research. This 

intervention involves highlighting the value of social justice and challenging beliefs of human 

exceptionalism with the intended effect of causing a localized change in ideology of participating 

social workers, such that the treatment of nonhuman animals in society is seen to be unjust. As 

will be seen later in this chapter the locus of ideology also provides a link to other levels of 

analysis in the theoretical framework with its emphasis on values, beliefs, attitudes and practices. 

Since these are core aspects of this research, the concept of ideology makes Nibert’s theory a 

more direct fit than Adams’ (1990) or Wadiwel’s (2015) work.  

The second reason for using this theory is its highlight of economics in motivating 

oppression. Capitalism is identified as the driving force escalating the use of nonhuman animals 

for human ends (to achieve profit). Companion animals (who, as pointed out earlier, are the 

nonhuman animals social workers will see most often in their practice), for example, are 

enmeshed in dynamics of capital accumulation from breeding, to training, food production, home 
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accessorizing, physical constraint, medical care and euthanization. The greater importance given 

to forces of economics in this theory, then, aligns with the context of this research. 

  The third reason for the using Nibert’s (2002) theory is that its general nature can 

include more nonhuman animal contexts, specifically those of companion animals – important to 

the social work context. The feature of being general is evident in its ability to account for the 

oppression of both animals and humans. Both Adams’ (1990) and Wadiwel’s (2015) theories are 

specific to the oppression of nonhuman animals (especially farmed animals) although they link 

structures of nonhuman animal oppression and oppression of human groups. These two theories 

are deeper and more nuanced in explaining nonhuman animal oppression and thus expand on 

ideas in Nibert theory in ways discussed above. While all three theories recognize companion 

animals as systemically oppressed, the general notion of ideology in Nibert’s theory can 

incorporate some positive relations.  

An ideology that values companion animals allows for the possibility that some 

individual companion animal-guardian relationships may still be positive as recognized by 

literature on the animal-human bond34 (Beck, 2014). This is important because Wadiwel’s (2015) 

conflict approach, which is necessary to account for the widespread violence towards nonhuman 

animals, leaves little room to consider positive relations. This is evident when, after identifying 

that our relations with companion animals involve property status (legal), surveillance, forced 

constraint, lack of reproductive freedom and euthanization, Wadiwel asks “How is it possible to 

imagine friendship with animals within this context?” (p.204). Adams (1990) does not exclude 

                                                                 
34 Beck  in Beck, A. M. (2014). The biology of the human–animal bond. Animal Frontiers, 4(3), 32-36. 

Points out that that relations between a dog and humans can be mutual since it has been shown that, in positive 

social interactions, both exhibit oxytocin  release, an indicator of wellbeing and intimacy.  
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the possibility of positive relations with individual companion animals but does this obliquely. 

Her recognition that companion animals may be abused in domestic violence as a tool to harm 

the intended (usually female) victims, implies an understanding of positive relations between the 

woman and the companion animal. However, the focus in her theorizing is clearly farmed 

animals. Nibert’s theory, then, while requiring supplementation, is better able to consider 

positive relations with companion animals because of its generality. This leads to the last area of 

discussion in this macro level analysis framework which is the challenge of considering 

companion animals in social work. 

Critical Companion Animal Approach in Social Work 

As mentioned several times, companion animals are the nonhuman animals social 

workers are most likely to see in their daily practice. Thus, it is important to understand issues 

related particularly to them. The challenge in working with companion animals in social work 

practice is to incorporate “speciesism into our understanding of intersectionality without 

recreating hierarchies among and between species” (Taylor & Fraser, 2019, p. 47). The danger is 

to reproduce companion animals as a “preferred” group of nonhuman animals based on their 

proximity and value to humans. Taylor and Fraser (2019) suggest that to meet this challenge all 

nonhuman animals must be valued in their own right, not solely for their relationship with 

humans. This means that a critical companion animal approach in social work entails considering 

reciprocity in relationships with companion animals, giving attention to their emotional labour, 

highlighting their importance and the importance of attending to their needs (Taylor & Fraser, 

2019).  

Taylor & Fraser (2019) also point to another issue related to companion animals within 

critical animal studies (CAS). They identify that CAS generally focuses on nonhuman animals 
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used for food and other commodified uses (because of the extent of exploitation and violence) 

and claim that focus is considered more worthwhile than attention to companion animals. They 

object to this hierarchy arguing that since companion animals are part of the same commodifying 

and oppressive structure, they too are susceptible to abuse. Even those living in ‘good’ homes 

may have choices limited where their agency is curtailed or denied completely. Thus, advocating 

for their wellbeing within families and within organizations where discriminatory policies and 

unfair practices exist is important (Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020). However, as touched upon 

earlier, companion animal-human relations within families can also be loving (Fraser & Taylor, 

2020). Both Cudworth (2011) and Birke (2012) concur that within the larger structure of human 

domination specific relationships of affection and love do exist as many who live with 

companion animals can also attest (Taylor & Fraser, 2020). Understanding these relationships 

within families is important to effective social work practice (Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Hoy-

Gerlach & Wehman, 2017).  

The macro level of analysis in the theoretical framework of this study then uses Nibert’s 

(2002) theory of oppression to understand the oppression of nonhuman animals especially in the 

social work context. This is supplemented by the work of Adams (1990) and Wadiwel (2015) 

which add a deeper understanding of power relations and intersection of nonhuman animal and 

human oppressions. The following section outlines theory in the mezzo level of analysis. 

Mezzo level analysis: Theory of change 

A theory of change is defined by Weiss (1995, in Connell & Kubusch, 1998) as a theory 

of how and why an initiative works. This research (initiative) intervenes in the area of ideology 

as per Nibert’s (2002) theory of oppression discussed above, aiming to change speciesist and 

anthropocentric beliefs and practices among a sample of social workers. By raising awareness of 
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speciesism and challenging underlying beliefs of human exceptionalism (anthropocentrism) 

through education and networking, social workers may change their attitudes and behaviour 

towards nonhuman animals in their practice. They may begin to consider the wellbeing of 

nonhuman animals they encounter in their practice and incorporate animal related questions 

when working with service users. Two deeply ingrained beliefs that are challenged in this study 

are: 1) humans are superior to animals; and thus 2) humans can use them as they please (Cherry, 

2010). In this section, I will describe the theory of change in this intervention, expanding on how 

and why it works. After first providing an overview of the theory, I will focus on its two main 

elements – education and networking. 

Overview 

The theory of change draws on Elizabeth Cherry’s (2010) work and expands her 

conceptualizations with ecofeminist and critical animal studies (CAS) theory. Cherry’s research 

has been selected because of its identification of strategies used by animal rights activists that 

were successful in the North American context. Cherry (2010) found that animal rights activists 

challenge and strive to change fundamental beliefs in human exceptionalism by unsettling the 

animal-human divide. This is achieved by dismantling symbolic boundaries between nonhuman 

animals and humans. Symbolic boundaries, derived largely from ethnic studies, are conceptual 

markers that separate one group from another (Ajrouch, 2004; Lamont, Pendergrass, & Pachucki, 

2001; Lamont & Fournier, 1993). Examples of symbolic boundaries from a study of neighbour 

relations by van Eijk (2011) are: 1) food which some residents identified as a marker for 

differences in culture; and (2) type of car owned, and the type of clothes worn which signified 

differences in class. These boundaries are supported by cultural beliefs, values or norms as well 

as institutional and structural relations.  
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Symbolic boundaries in a nonhuman animal oppression context may, for example, 

involve spaces in which nonhuman animals and human live. A cage or wilderness are symbols of 

living spaces for nonhuman animals (Cherry, 2010) while a house or city symbolize spaces 

inhabited by humans (Holm, 2012). These boundaries are maintained by cultural codes about 

where nonhuman animals and humans should live which are unspoken and naturalized but which 

come to the surface when the boundaries are crossed. For example, an image of a human (who is 

not a criminal) in a cage is jarring35 because it is not recognized as a space for humans to occupy 

(Cherry, 2010). In the same way wild animals who have crossed a boundary by entering a city or 

private yard (human space) are disturbing to the human residents who consider them intruders 

(Holm, 2012). Cherry argues that “these cultural codes are so hidden and embedded in cultural 

and social structures that they seem more normal than differences based on race, gender, or 

sexuality…”  While indeed normalized, ecofeminism and CAS enrich the conceptualization here 

by showing that cultural codes related to these different groups are intertwined and mutually 

reinforcing (Glick, 2018; Boggs, 2013; Gruen, 2009; Adams, 1990). This leads to a more 

intersectional understanding of codes than the singular dimension suggested by Cherry. 

An example of such entanglements is provided by Carol Adams’s (1990) conception of 

meat eating (discussed earlier) as a cultural code reflecting the inferior status of nonhuman 

animals. Adams’ showed how this cultural code is also inflected by gender, as meat eating is tied 

to masculinity while eating less meat is linked with femininity. Ecofeminism and CAS’s 

elucidation of the entwined, intersectional nature of nonhuman and human oppressions, then, 

expands and adds further depth and nuance to Cherry’s (2010) work. CAS’s understanding that 

                                                                 
35 A recent example of this can be seen in the response to images of children and other migrants seeking 

asylum is the US under the Trump administration https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-44518942 
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the hierarchies of human difference are constructed based on the animal-human divide – that is, 

by marking some groups as ‘animal-like’ (animalization) ‒ expands the theory of change to 

include an understanding of the similarity in structures of oppressions, including the oppression 

of nonhuman animals, and linkages between oppressions (Ko, 2019; Glick, 2018; Deckha, 2011; 

Anderson, 2000). Thus, change involves dismantling symbolic boundaries and highlighting the 

intersectionality of oppressions. 

 Aph Ko (2019) suggests another theory of change using a similar multidimensional 

approach but one which views oppression as connected at the root rather than at intersections. 

She argues that ‘blackness’ and ‘animality’ are so inextricably linked that blackness is a species 

construct and animal a racial construct that developed the connotation of race through 

colonization. She asserts that this understanding is fundamental to actions aimed at liberation. 

These actions, then, should tie racism to animality to show how racism relies on the same 

conceptual apparatus that oppresses nonhuman animals. That is, black people are animalized 

which then justifies violence towards them. Animalization only holds power because of the 

abjection of the animal (see literature review) and the naturalization of violence against them. 

This fundamental connection of colonization, race and animality to white supremacy, reveals an 

avenue for nonhuman animal liberation. That is, the fight against white supremacy is the path to 

liberation of nonhuman animals rendering the present strategies used by the animal rights 

movement obsolete. 

While the insights into the link between the oppression of nonhuman animals and 

oppression based on race are essential, there are two primary concerns with Ko’s critical race 

approach. One is that it does not account for the entanglements of the oppression of nonhuman 

animals with other significant oppressions based on for example gender or disability. The second 
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concern is it may appear human centred since race is generally discussed as a human issue. For 

this reason, although race is recognized to be co-constituted with animality, and is explained by 

Ko to be a concept that spans species, it may be difficult for most people to understand it as an 

animal issue. On a more pragmatic level, this critical race approach is theory with application yet 

to be studied. Since the intent of this applied research is to effect change in behavioural 

intentions of social workers an approach that is based on empirical evidence is more suitable. 

Because of this and the two concerns outlined, Cherry’s work supplemented by ecofeminist and 

critical studies understandings of the animal human divide and its role in creating social 

hierarchies are a better fit with this research.  

The overall theory of change, then, is that challenging fundamental beliefs of human 

supremacy over other animals (anthropocentrism) through shifting symbolic boundaries 

(between humans and nonhuman animals) can lead to change in cultural codes (new 

understanding that attending to the wellbeing of nonhuman animals is part of social work 

practice) which in turn can change the structural relations (social work’s role vis a vis nonhuman  

animals becomes one of advocacy) that produce and maintain speciesism and anthropocentrism 

(Cherry, 2010). Ecofeminist and CAS insights further the understanding of the change process 

by recognizing that shifting of symbolic boundaries begins the deconstruction of the animal 

human divide which underlies the belief in human exceptionalism (anthropocentrism) and the 

animalization of other groups. In this research, social workers’ beliefs are challenged through 

education and networking. The resulting local ideological shift (change in the beliefs of 

participating social workers) recognizes the social arrangement between nonhuman animals and 

humans to be unjust. This change is manifested in changed intentions of social workers – that is, 

participating social workers may show a heightened willingness to advocate for nonhuman 
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animals. The next subsections will expand on the means used to initiate change – education and 

networking. 

Education  

Education is used in this research as a means to raise awareness of the oppression of 

nonhuman animals and counter the forces of speciesism and anthropocentrism acting on 

participating social workers. The education, then, sought to challenge the cultural belief in 

human exceptionalism, symbolic boundaries between humans and nonhuman animals and 

professional cultural codes that prevent social workers from considering nonhuman animals in 

practice. This discussion of education first verifies that it is an accepted means of raising 

awareness of social issues and then presents guides for the content. 

As seen in Chapter 3, research from both the environmental and social justice movements 

supports the use of education to raise awareness of speciesism in this research. Value in raising 

awareness of issues of the environment and sustainable development has been recognized by the 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (Kuijper, 2003) 

and others (Abdul-Wahab et al., 2003; Taniguchi et al., 2002). It is an important awareness 

raising tool that can change people’s attitudes. Several studies about raising awareness of human 

social justice issues among social workers support use of education to raise awareness and, in 

part, change behaviour of social workers in their work with vulnerable/oppressed groups. For 

example, one study intending to address homophobia, examined the effect of a training program 

for social workers and managers to raise awareness of gay and lesbian issues in a fostering and 

adoption context. It found that education should be one part of a broader change process 

(Dugmore & Cocker, 2008). A study on the effect of education involving intimate technology ‒ 

You Tube videos of individuals stories of their experiences during hurricane Katrina ‒ supported 
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by group discussion, to be effective in teaching social work students about racism and white 

privilege (Deepak & Biggs, 2011). A recent study of an educational intervention provided to 

social work students on attitudes towards aging, reduced ageism and increased their willingness 

to work with an older population. These studies confirm the value of using education as a means 

to change attitudes and behaviour in this research.  

Studies from the animal rights movement provide some guidance for educational content. 

Evans’ (2010) examination of successful animal rights work in two countries found frame-

bridging to be effective. Frames are a way of perceiving, interpreting, identifying and labelling 

events and are the outcomes of negotiating shared meaning (Benford & Snow, 2000). They give 

meanings to occurrences, thereby organizing experience and guiding action. Evans describes 

frame-bridging as linking an issue conceptually to another important issue that, on the surface, 

appears to be unrelated. In this research, the intention is to connect the treatment of animals with 

the idea of social justice. These may seem unrelated until awareness of the issue of speciesism is 

raised. Viewed in the light of social justice, speciesism may take on greater significance to some 

of the social workers participating in the study.  

Cherry’s (2010) study of animal rights activists found that activists worked to breakdown 

symbolic boundaries between animals and humans using two main strategies: 1) blurring 

boundaries through the techniques of focusing and universalizing; and 2) crossing boundaries 

physically, discursively or iconographically. Focusing highlights the arbitrary, socially 

constructed nature of the boundary between animals and humans. Thus, the activists pointed out, 

as we did in this research, that humans are indeed animals. Universalizing emphasizes a shared 

morality and places both groups in as broad a category as possible. Thus, like those activists we 

showed animals and humans as victims of violence. However, aligned with ecofeminist and CAS 
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theory, we also showed how the violence towards humans and nonhumans is connected, as for 

example in domestic violence. 

Boundary crossing happens when a person moves from one group to another without 

changing the boundary. Examples used by activists in Cherry’s study (2010) include: 1) 

physically using a human’s body as an animal’s body such as painting a person’s body and 

placing it in a cage; 2) discursively describing injury to an animal in terms of human body parts; 

and 3) visually representing a human’s body as an animal’s body undergoing the same violent 

treatment as farm animals experience. Cherry (2010) cautions that these strategies can serve to 

reinforce boundaries when used inappropriately. Thus, as specified by Kujiper (2003) in relation 

to the environment, knowing the audience and tailoring the message to them is important. The 

message in this study was tailored to social workers. The examples Cherry (2010) describes 

focus on maltreatment. However, in this study the same concepts were used to show positive 

qualities (e.g., mothering and other caring relationships that cross species) in the education 

provided. The intent was to show nonhuman animals as having agency and experiencing joy 

thereby representing them not only as victims (Corman, 2016). This point is elaborated in 

Chapter 6. 

Networking  

The second element in the “how” of the theory of change is networking. Why networking 

was used, how it influences change, evidence that it has influenced change and finally how the 

networking opportunity is provided will now be discussed. Networking was used because several 

studies related to the environment (Saito, 2013; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002) and health (Gross 

et al., 2012; Ford et al. 2011) have shown that while education is an important driver of attitude 

change, it is not always enough. In their review of studies of the gap between knowledge and 
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action in matters related to the environment, Kollmuss & Agyeman (2002) indicate there may be 

several other social and institutional factors to consider in conjunction with education. In their 

study of the impact of workplace education on attitudes of nurses toward patients who were drug 

users, Ford et al. (2011) found that change (towards a more favourable attitude) was more likely 

if there was support for attending to the needs of these patients. These findings, combined with 

those by Risley-Curtis, Kawan & Rogge (2013) that the strongest motivator for social workers 

involving animals in practice is knowing another social worker who does, congealed the idea of 

networking (social support and learning from a fellow professional) as an additional means to 

initiate change. Networking with other social workers who are considering the wellbeing of 

nonhuman animals in practice, may help social workers be more willing to advocate for animals.  

This idea draws on the perspective of networks based on homophily ‒ the notion that 

similarity breeds connection (McPherson et al, 2001). The similarity in this research is in the 

occupation/professional identity of participants. Burt and Burt (1982) pointed out that people 

who occupy similar roles can influence each other in the adoption of innovations. That is, 

equivalence influence may be a stronger predictor of behavioural adoption than cohesive (direct 

ties) influence (Liu et al., 2017). Ford and Mouzas (2013) in their theorization of business 

networking identify that interaction within business relationships involves co-evolution whereby 

actors are likely to adjust their way of thinking. These, suggest that networking can influence 

change.  

Another relevant aspect of network theory is Granovetter’s (1973) theory of weak ties. 

This theory suggests that weak social ties are more effective in diffusing ideas and information 

than strong social ties (Liu et al, 2017). Since the social workers in this study do not have strong 

social connections to each other (through relations prior to the focus groups), their weak ties 
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(from joint participation in the focus group) could positively influence the adoption of new ideas. 

These conceptions of influence on adopting new/different ideas are important to the use of 

networking in this research since it is hypothesized, based on the Risley-Curtiss et al. (2013) 

finding, that networking may influence social worker’s adoption of the idea of considering the 

wellbeing of nonhuman animals in practice.  

In their study of networking among agencies involved in child protection, McFarlane and 

Morrison (1994) found networking to be an important aspect of learning and behaviour change in 

the professionals involved. Similarly, the Tafel-Viia et al. (2012) study of educational reform in 

Estonia indicates that networks shape teacher perception of educational change and influence 

their behaviour and practice (e.g., resistance to change or compliance with change).  They 

conclude that this supports a view that there is a close relationship between the processes of 

interaction, learning and attributing meaning. Knowles and Espininosa (2009)’s study of 

processes supporting sustainable business practices found informal networking among staff 

within organizations to be important in changing attitudes towards the environment and adopting 

environmentally friendly practices. The influence of networking on attitude and behaviour 

change in these studies supports the use of networking (in addition to education) in this research 

as a means of influencing behaviour change. Focus groups provided a forum for networking in 

this study. This is because focus groups offer an opportunity for interaction and discussion which 

“enables participants to ask questions of each other, as well as to re-evaluate and reconsider their 

own understandings of their specific experiences” (Gibbs, 1997, p.3). This feature matches with 

the aspects of the effect of networking on attitude and behaviour change identified in the studies 

mentioned above.  
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Having outlined the theory of change – the mezzo level of analysis in this study – 

attention will now be turned to the third level of analysis. The theories of animal oppression and 

theory of change converge at the micro level on the behaviour of individuals. The following 

section will outline the theories used to understand the behaviour of the participating social 

workers.  

Micro level analysis: Theory of planned behaviour and norm activation theory 

Since this research seeks to understand the effects of education about speciesism and 

networking on attitudes and behaviours of a sample of the social workers, analysis at the 

individual level is required. Two theories that have been used in understanding decisions and 

behaviours related to the environment – a nonhuman issue – have been selected for this study: a) 

the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1985) which focuses on behavioural intentions of an 

individual and b) norm activation theory (Swartz, 1997) which explains the effect of a moral or 

personal norm on an individual’s intended behaviour. This section will first outline these 

theories, discuss how they will be applied, and then provide an explanation of why these theories 

have been chosen. Since these theories have been used mainly in the areas of the environment 

and health services, this will be followed by a discussion of how the area of animal-human 

relations adds a new dimension to their application in this research. 

Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB)  

The theory of planned behaviour (TPB), developed by Ajzen (1985), predicts behavioural 

intentions. It addresses the discrepancy observed between attitudes and behaviour by suggesting 

that the intention to engage in a behaviour, rather than attitude alone, is the better indicator of 

that behaviour (Nigbur et al., 2010). According to this theory, considered decisions about how to 

behave (intentions) are influenced by three main factors (which may be influenced by other 
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politico-socioeconomic factors): a) attitudes towards a particular behaviour; b) perceived social 

pressure to perform that behaviour (subjective norms); and c) belief in the ability to perform the 

behaviour (perceived degree of personal control). The stronger the intention to perform a 

behaviour, the greater the likelihood that it will be performed (Graham-Rowe et al., 2015). For 

example, if the particular desired behaviour is to recycle food packaging and other household 

items rather than throwing them into the garbage, the intention to recycle is influenced by  a) 

attitudes towards recycling (which are influenced by beliefs and values about the environment), 

b) what other people who are important to a person think about recycling as well as what they 

actually do; and c) how easy they feel it will be for them to recycle (do they know enough, do 

they have the time, do they have the help they need).  They are likely to recycle if they have 

positive attitudes towards it, have the support of people who are important to them, and if they 

feel they will be able to do it. The desired behaviour in this study is to consider the wellbeing of 

nonhuman animals in social work practice. Each of the three factors will be expanded upon 

below in terms of how they relate to this study. 

Attitudes 

Attitudes indicate the degree to which a behaviour is valued positively or negatively by 

an individual (Graham-Rowe et al., 2015). The beliefs people hold about the outcome of 

performing a certain behaviour underlie attitudes towards that behaviour (De Leeuw et al., 2015). 

Challenging beliefs that prevent adoption of a desired behaviour and/or strengthening those that 

support it, then, can be effective ways of changing attitudes. This study challenges the belief in 

human exceptionalism (thereby unsettling the human-animal boundary) and seeks to support or 

develop positive attitudes of individual social workers towards considering the wellbeing of 

nonhuman animals in social work practice. 
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Subjective Norms 

 Subjective norms are about what others do (De Leeuw et al., 2015). They give a sense 

that one is expected to engage in a particular behaviour (Nigbur et al., 2010). Subjective norms 

include injunctive norms (what relevant others think should be done) and descriptive norms 

(what significant others actually do). People’s perception of these norms can also influence their 

decisions about performing a behaviour. That is, an individual may follow a public guideline 

(injunctive norm) or emulate the actions of others in a setting (descriptive norm). For example, in 

Nigbur et al.’s study of curbside recycling behaviour, an injunctive norm was the neighbours’ 

expectations of their use of the recycling box, while descriptive norm was the neighbours’ actual 

use of their box. In the present study the social norms of participants’ families and workplaces 

are considered. These include: 1) what expectations participants’ families have about treatment 

of companion animals (injunctive norm) and how they actually treat their companion animals 

(descriptive norm); and 2) what expectations work colleagues have of co-workers regarding 

considering nonhuman animals in practice (injunctive norm) and what these colleges do in their 

own practice (descriptive norm).  

Perceived Behavioural Control 

Finally, beliefs about whether the skills, resources and other factors needed to perform a 

behaviour are present affect people’s perception of the control they have to take a particular 

action. The greater the degree of control people feel or confidence they have to perform a 

behaviour, the more likely it is that they will do it. To assess the influence of this construct in 

Graham-Rowe et al.’s (2014) study of household food waste reduction, participants were asked 

to what the degree it would be possible to reduce the amount of fruit and vegetables that get 

thrown away in the participant’s household over the next seven days. To examine the perceived 
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degree of control in a qualitative study of factors influencing the decision of nursing and 

midwifery students to study abroad, Kelleher et al.’s (2016) asked about factors or circumstances 

that would make participation in a study abroad program possible or impossible. In this study 

participants’ perceived degree of control was explored by enquiring about resources that are 

available or lacking to support social workers in considering the wellbeing of nonhuman animals 

in their practice. 

These three constructs are influenced by a variety of socioeconomic factors. De Leeuw et 

al. (2015) presented a useful model of TPB in which beliefs underlie the three constructs of 

attitude, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control. This link with beliefs makes TPB 

consistent with the theory of change which challenges beliefs about animal-human relations and 

their relation to social work. As mentioned earlier, changing beliefs about human exceptionalism 

may influence behavioural intentions.  

Norm Activation Theory 

Norm activation theory (Schwartz, 1997), the second theory applied in this research to 

explain behaviour, is used in combination with TPB. This combination has been used in several 

studies related to the environment (Esfandiar et al., 2021; Lopes et al., 2019; Setiawan et al., 

2014), meat consumption (Zur & Klöckner, 2014) and other food associated behaviours (Zerbini 

et al., 2019; Shin & Hancer, 2016), as well as behaviours regarding health (Godin at al., 2005).  

Harland et al. (1999) showed that adding a measure of personal norm (now referred to as moral 

norm (De Leeuw et al., 2015)) improved prediction of behavioural intention and aligned well 

with past behaviour. This is explained by Schwartz’s (1997) norm activation theory which posits 

that when moral norms are brought to people’s attention, they can strongly influence behaviour 

due to a feeling of personal obligation to perform that behaviour. Schwartz defines moral norms 
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as self-expectations that are based on internalized values. They are activated when: 1) someone 

is aware of the consequences of their behaviour to the welfare of others; and 2) someone feels 

responsibility for these consequences (Harland, 1999). In this study, the moral norm of social 

justice is activated in social workers. Social justice was identified in Chapter 2 to be an important 

guiding norm in social work practice while the literature review chapter showed that those 

entering social work tend to hold personal values that are similar to professional values. Thus, 

the norm of social justice is likely to resonate both personally and professionally for the 

participants. It was expected that with the activation of this norm, in conjunction with the TPB, 

social workers may come to see speciesism as a social justice issue and therefore be more willing 

(have greater intention) to advocate for nonhuman animals.  

Rationale for Using TPB and Norm Activation Theory Combination 

TBP and norm activation theory have been chosen for this study mainly because of a) 

their fit with various aspects of this study and b) their suitedness and flexibility compared to 

other theories of behaviour that have been used in relation to the environment. First, there are 

several areas of fit between these theories with this research. Primary among these is the fit with 

the research question: How does the developed education module and accompanying facilitated 

discussion, provided to raise awareness of social justice issues facing animals in society, affect 

the willingness of social workers to advocate for animals? The theories align with this question 

in two ways. One, “willingness” has been considered the same as “behavioural intention” in TPB 

as pointed out by Oreg and Katz-Gerro (2006) in their description of TPB.36 This view of 

                                                                 
36 The connection of willingness to intention can be found on p.8 Oreg, S., & Katz-Gerro, T. (2006). 

Predicting pro-environmental behavior cross-nationally: Values, the theory of planned behavior, and value-belief-

norm theory. Environment and behavior, 38(4), 462-483. 
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willingness as behavioural intention was also taken in a study by Shomerus, et al. (2009) who 

applied TPB to examine attitudes that determine the willingness (that is, intention) of individuals 

suffering from depression to seek psychiatric help.  The second way in which the theories align 

with the research question is with the importance given to social justice. Norm activation theory 

provides a means to highlight the value of social justice which is a key element of the research 

question. 

Another fit of these theories with the research is that they have been used with the 

population sampled in this study – social workers – (Ryan & Byrne, 2015; Werner, 2012; Godin 

et al., 2008; Foy et al. 2007; Perkins et al. 2007). Furthermore, they have been used in areas 

relevant to social work practice such as health and social services (Zorilla et al., 2019; Kasper et 

al., 2012; Schomerus et al., 2009; Christian et al., 2007; Rutter, 2000). An additional point of fit 

is that these theories have been extensively used in studies of behaviours related to the 

environment (Miller, 2017) - a nonhuman realm. Since this study also concerns the nonhuman, 

there perhaps is a greater chance of a fit than with theories which have been used solely in the 

human domain.  

The second reason for the choice of the combination of TPB and norm activation theory, 

as mentioned above, is their overall suitability and flexibility compared to other theories 

considered, namely social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1985) and the value-belief-norm 

theory (Stern et al., 1999). All these theories have been used to explain behaviours of individuals 

with respect to the environment. The environment movement was an area of interest because of 

the centrality of beliefs, values and attitudes about the nonhuman world – as is the case in this 

research. This movement has also been more heavily researched than the animal rights 

movement and thus has a larger volume of work from which to draw.  
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Social identity theory seeks to explain how an individual’s attitudes emotions and 

behaviour are influenced by their membership in salient social groups (Colvin et al. 2015). Social 

groups may be larger categories such as gender, race or sexuality or smaller interest-based 

groups. Membership within these groups is considered a social identity. The process of 

identification involves an individual’s attitudes, beliefs and behaviour assimilating to ingroup 

norms while also polarizing away from outgroup norms (Fielding & Hornsey, 2016). Because of 

the accentuated identification with the ingroup and accompanying dissociation with outgroups, 

this theory has been used mainly to explain intergroup relations and conflict (Colvin et al., 2015; 

Hornsey, 2008). Since this is not the focus of our study, this theory is not as useful here as the 

TPB even though social identity does affect attitudes. The TBP is more productive in this study 

because its more general and flexible nature can incorporate features of social identity (Fielding 

et al., 2016 p.6) while also attending to other factors that influence behavioural intentions. 

Value-belief-norm theory (VBN) (Stern et al, 1999), another prevalent theory in studies 

of the environment movement, identifies that values, beliefs and norms play an important role in 

motivating pro-environmental behaviours. It generalizes and expands norm activation theory 

(Stern et al., 1999) by identifying that value orientations (such as egoistic, altruistic, biocentric) 

influence beliefs and worldviews which influence personal norms (feeling obligation to behave a 

certain way) and ultimately behaviour. This theory is well suited to studies that focus on value 

frameworks and their influence on behaviour (Whitely et al., 2016). However, since this study is 

focused on a particular value ‒ social justice ‒ the greater specificity of norm activation theory is 

a better fit. Furthermore, TBP allows consideration of situational and social factors which VBN 

theory does not (Oger & Katz-Gerro, 2006). Moreover, although not a focal point, beliefs and 
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norms can also be incorporated in the TPB37  (De Leeuw, 2015). Another important feature is 

that the TPB, especially, and also norm activation theory, have been used in domains other than 

those of the environment whereas the VBN theory has had much more limited use outside of the 

environmental realm. Thus, together TBP and norm activation theory are better suited to this 

research because they can incorporate some features of value-belief-norm theory and social 

identity theory, include additional factors and have greater flexibility (employment in different 

domains and purposes).   

The need for flexibility is particularly important here as this study extends the use of 

these theories into the domain of animal-human relations. The following subsection discusses 

how this realm involves a different dimension from that of the environment.  

The Added Dimension of Animal-Human Relations 

While anthropocentrism is prevalent in attitudes and behaviour towards the environment 

(Kopnina et al. 2018; Cafaro & Primack, 2014), this subsection argues that anthropocentrism and 

speciesism are even stronger forces when considering human treatment of nonhuman animals. 

The extra force that needs to be overcome when considering changing human behaviour towards 

nonhuman animals will be shown to be related to the significance of the animal/human divide. 

An example that demonstrates the strength of these forces – the meat paradox ‒ will then be 

presented.  

With respect to the environment the nature/culture dualism has been criticized for 

constructing social beliefs and attitudes that devalue the natural world while simultaneously 

                                                                 
37 See theory of planned behaviour model presented p.129 in De Leeuw, A., Valois, P., Ajzen, I., & Schmidt, 

P. (2015). Using the theory of planned behavior to identify key beliefs underlying pro-environmental behavior in 

high-school students: Implications for educational interventions. Journal of environmental psychology, 42, 128-

138. 
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upholding the human (culture) in a position of value and dominance over nature (Uggla, 2010; 

Sowards, 2006; Whiteside, 2004). As discussed at the beginning of this chapter and in Chapter 1, 

this anthropocentrism is also at the root of our construction and treatment of nonhuman animals. 

However, the discussion in the Literature Review chapter about the construction of the human in 

opposition to the animal, reveals the depth to which the animal-human divide permeates society. 

Not only does this divide construct the human, but it also undergirds the construction of human 

difference. The ramifications of this is far reaching. For example, Deckha (2010) has shown how 

the creation of the hierarchized categories human, subhuman and animal has justified violence by 

constructing violatable others. Furthermore, racist, settler-colonialist and nationalist projects 

have been shown to be anchored by anthropocentrism which is rooted in this divide (Gillespie & 

Narayana, 2020; Ko, 2019; Belcourt, 2015; Kim, 2015). Thus, the propping up of the human by 

the abject animal and the politics of human difference that rely on and reinscribe the animal-

human divide adds further dimensions to animal-human relations that are linked to but also 

stretch beyond the nature/culture divide.  

 An everyday example that demonstrates the strength and depth of the forces (speciesism 

and anthropocentrism) that maintain the animal-human divide and the complexities that arise, is 

the meat paradox. This refers to the discomfort experienced by meat eaters in western cultures, 

when their beliefs about eating meat are confronted. The discomfort that is experienced in this 

confrontation, or cognitive dissonance, is created by the recognition of inconsistency between the 

valuing of animal welfare and the ongoing consumption of meat (Lin-Schilstra & Fischer, 2020; 

Aaltola, 2019; Bastian et al., 2012). On one hand people do not like suffering and killing of 

animals, while on the other they enjoy eating meat for the taste or social and cultural meanings 

associated with it (Oleschuk et al., 2019; Rothgerber, 2020). In a review of studies of the paradox 
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and how meat eaters justify their eating behaviour in the face of inconsistency, Rothgerber 

(2020) identified that the paradox may be anticipated or experienced. When anticipated, 

recognized triggers (e.g., information, reminders of meat being from an animal, admission one 

eats meat/harmed animal, presence of a vegetarian) are blocked by avoidance, willful ignorance, 

dissociation, perceived change in behaviour or derogation of the “do-gooder”. When the paradox 

is experienced, strategies used to reduce cognitive dissonance include: a) denying harm inflicted 

by denying the agency of animals (accentuating the animal human divide); b) reducing meat to a 

product (dissociated from a nonhuman animal) by claiming that eating meat is natural, normal 

and nice; c) diffusing responsibility by rationalizing that eating meat is necessary for good health 

(so there is no choice); d) minimizing own influence and blaming the food system; e) expressing 

moral outrage at others who harm animals within or outside of the food system; or f) changing 

their behaviour.  

The myriad of responses to this paradox, most of which resist behaviour change, expose 

the strong anthropocentric and speciesist forces that shape our beliefs, attitudes and behaviours 

towards nonhuman animals and which must be overcome when considering behaviour change. 

As shown in the literature review, the flow of these forces within the profession of social work 

have been identified by several scholars (Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Hanrahan, 2016, 2013, 

2011; Matsuoka and Sorenson, 2014; Ryan, 2014, 2011; Wolf, 2000) and thus will be working 

against change in social work participants in this study. From this discussion, it can be seen that 

extending TBP and norm activation theory to the domain of animal-human relations, involves 

dimensions not covered in studies of the environment. The flexibility of these theories, identified 

earlier as a reason for their choice, is of particular importance here since it gives them a better 
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chance of being successful in explaining the behaviour, in the new realm of animal-human 

relations, of the individual social workers participating in this research.  

Summary 

In summary, the theoretical framework consists of three levels of analysis, undergirded 

by conceptualizations from ecofeminism, some aspects of posthumanism and critical animal 

studies (CAS) as defined in Chapter 1. These levels stem from the aim of the study which is to 

take action to counter the systemic forces of speciesism acting on individual social workers. This 

aim suggests a need to understand: a) the systemic oppression of nonhuman animals (speciesism 

and anthropocentrism); b) the change process initiated by the action taken, and c) the change in 

behaviour of individual social workers that follows from the action taken. Correspondingly, the 

theoretical framework includes a macro, mezzo and micro level of analysis.  

At the macro level, Nibert’s (2002) theory of oppression explains speciesism as the 

economically driven subjugation of nonhuman animals by humans. This theory is augmented by 

Adam’s (1990) theorization in her book The Sexual Politics of Meat (part of feminist animal care 

theory) and Wadiwel’s conceptualization of a war against animals. Adam’s work expands on the 

entanglements of the oppression of nonhuman animals with human oppressions and identifies 

how animals are made invisible through language. Wadiwel’s work is used here to draw 

attention to the scale and severity of violence perpetrated on nonhuman animals, the 

naturalization of this violence (epistemic violence), the pivotal role of the animal human divide 

in producing violence and the role of biopolitics in maintaining systems of violence.  

 At the mezzo-level, a theory of change explains the action taken in the study. It draws on 

Cherry’s (2010) study of animal rights activists supplemented by ecofeminist and CAS 

understandings of the intersectionality of nonhuman animal and human oppressions. Actions ‒ 
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education and networking ‒ are used to unsettle the human-animal boundary by challenging the 

belief in human exceptionalism. The effect of this deconstruction can generate a localized change 

in the ideology of participating social workers such that the treatment of animals in society 

becomes seen to be unjust. At the micro-level of analysis, the theory of planned behaviour (TPB) 

and norm activation theory explain the behavioural intentions of the participating social workers 

following this intervention. The localized change in ideology, which occurs within the wider 

sphere of the oppression of nonhuman animals, manifests in behavioural intentions of the social 

workers. That is, they may become more willing to advocate for nonhuman animals in their 

practice. In this way all three of these levels of analysis – macro, mezzo and micro - combine to 

form the theoretical framework of this study. 
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Chapter 5: Methodology 

This chapter overviews Participatory Action Research (PAR) and its application in this 

research. PAR is first described generally in terms of its aims, key features, critiques and 

benefits. The choice of PAR for this research is then explained, highlighting the alignment of the 

methodology with the research purpose, question and theoretical framework and showing why 

PAR is better suited to this research than other emancipatory methodologies. A robust discussion 

of PAR’s application in this research then follows which signifies the extension of this 

methodology into the new domain of animal-human relations. The final section of this chapter 

outlines methods of data collection and data analysis applied within this PAR context. The length 

and high level of detail included in this chapter establish the validity of the findings by showing 

appropriate use of the methodology. This is particularly important because of this study’s new 

application of PAR. 

What is PAR? 

PAR is an emancipatory methodology (Hutton et al., 2020; Rose & Glass, 2008) that has 

been applied for over fifty years (Reza, 2007). This section identifies PAR’s aims and key 

features as well as some criticisms and benefits. 

Aims 

PAR is a form of action research aimed at social change that disrupts power relations to 

liberate individuals from oppression. In this research, PAR was deployed to counter the forces of 

oppression of nonhuman animals. Kindon, Pain and Kesby (2007) define this methodology as “a 

collaborative process of research, education and action explicitly oriented towards social 

transformation” (p.9). Gatenby and Humphreys (2000) explain further that this process aims for 

“involvement, activism and social critique for the purpose of liberatory change” (p.89). Within 
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the mandate of social transformation, Reason (1994) identified two important objectives: a) to 

generate knowledge and action that is useful to a community, and b) to empower participants 

through inclusion in research design and execution. These objectives are based on PAR’s 

philosophy of participation and emancipation. It is believed that through a democratic, reflective, 

critical and evaluative cyclical process, a group of people can be empowered to take action to 

transform social conditions. Democracy here is more than participation in the research – it is 

being able to change it (Meijer, 2020; Tully, 2009). This aim is furthered by valuing the lived 

experience of participants. Having identified PAR’s aims for liberatory social change through 

democratic participation, the key features of this methodology will now be outlined. 

Key features 

PAR originates from two branches of research: action research and participatory research 

(Wicks et al, 2008; Baum et al., 2006; Kidd, 2005; Altreichter et al., 2002). These strands are 

woven into four key features which will be described below: a) action cycle; b) research team; c) 

role of the initial researcher; and 4) epistemology. 

Action cycle 

In his explorations of how science can help to bring about needed social change, social 

psychologist Kurt Lewin (1946) introduced the concept of the planning-action-observation- 

reflection spiral of action research. Through cycles of action and reflection, knowledge is 

generated. The research team collects information and, based on the results, makes a plan for 

action to improve a social condition. They make and reflect on observations as they implement 

this plan and use their learnings to take further action. These action cycles repeat until the 

research team decides they have completed their work. Genat, (2009) explains that throughout 

these cycles “Clarity about the form of the data, how it is evoked, recorded, analyzed, interpreted 
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and written up, and by whom, constitutes the crucial process of the production of knowledge 

within an action research project.”38 (p. 102). 

The Research Team  

The research team is an essential element of this methodology that also reflects its 

philosophical underpinnings of participation and emancipation mentioned above (Kidd & Kral, 

2005). Members of this collaborative team include the initial researcher and members of the 

oppressed group to which the research is committed. While collaboration can be understood to 

mean working together, participation, more specifically, means having a say in the process 

(Dworski-Riggs & Langhout, 2010). Thus, the team participants drive the research thereby 

challenging the subject/object divide of positivist approaches39 (Dworski-Riggs & Langhout, 

2010; Brydon-Miller, 1997). This divide is further challenged by the valuing of the lived 

experiences of the participants and the interests they hold. Participants’ representations of their 

interests inform the research with the assumption that the actions are likely to be more 

meaningful and emancipating if they align with the interests of members of the oppressed group 

(Ozanne & Saatcioglu, 2008).  

                                                                 
38 This process in PAR is distinguished from grounded theory in that it refers to a system of keeping track 

of elements of the research in order to establish its validity. It does not refer to a system of data analysis as it 

might in grounded theory. This process has different functions in the two methodologies because of their different 

goals. PAR is focused on evaluating action that is guided by value-based purposes that involve making social 

change whereas grounded theory aims to build theory from data. 
39 Positivist approaches, or quantitative study, value objectivity that requires a distancing of the 

researcher from the “objects” of study and provides results that can be generalized to a wider population. This is in 

contrast with qualitative study approaches, such as PAR, which recognize that a distortion in understanding occurs 

when the researcher is distanced from those who are experiencing, through their lived subjectivity, the reality 

under study. Furthermore, this approach considers that quantitative approaches may reduce the complexity of 

situations and experiences so that meaning is not captured or that status quo is reinforced by focusing on what is 

rather than on historical processes of change (Gaventa & Cornwall, 2008, p. 179) 
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Participation in itself can be emancipatory since disempowered groups seldom have this 

opportunity due to many factors including a lack of respect for their knowledge (Kidd & Kral, 

2005). However, since the process of participation on the team is also important to the liberation 

goals of this methodology, special attention is given to power relations within the research team. 

All team members share power through a democratic process (Brydon-Miller, 1997). Kopnina 

and Cherniak (2016) describe democracy as a mode of organization that is designed to challenge 

power. It signals horizontal relationships (rather than hierarchical) between participants, 

including the initial researcher (Anderson, 2017). It is not just about participating in existing 

institutions but also implies being able to change those institutions (Meijer, 2019; Tully, 2009). 

Democracy here values dissensus (Grebowicz, 2005), where differing viewpoints of members 

are encouraged rather than obscured by dominant voices or forced consensus. While power is 

shared, Kindon et al. (2007) point out that it is important to recognize and accept that levels of 

participation may vary significantly.  

This arrangement challenges the traditional division of power in the relationship between 

researcher and participant in which academic and industry researchers control the production of 

scientific knowledge (Ozanne & Saaioglu, 2008). Here the research is owned by all the team 

members rather than only the academic researcher40. This focus on empowerment is related to a 

fundamental assumption that knowledge is related to power and that power is related to change 

(Lindsey & McGuiness, 1998). Participants’ individual and collective agency direct the project’s 

progress as they become advocates for new ways of understanding the world (Genat, 2009). As 

                                                                 
40 According to Herr and Anderson (2015, p 93-94), in PAR dissertation research the dissertation is 

understood to be owned by the student but an agreement about the data ownership generally must made by the 

team. We decided that subsequent journal publications are owned by the team. 
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for example, in a PAR study of life after detention for immigrant detainees in the UK, 

participant-researchers who had been released from detention developed confidence in their 

ability to influence services as they studied their experiences and used their new understandings 

to advocate for change (Holtom, 2015). In this research, the research team is composed of the 

initial research and animal advocates as will be described further in the later section on the 

application of PAR. 

Role of the Initial Researcher 

In PAR, the researcher does not enter a community to conduct studies on community 

members. Rather, she forms partnerships with community members to identify issues of local 

importance, develop ways of knowing about them, and take action based on this knowledge. 

Since the participatory and democratic nature of the PAR team calls for shifting the balance of 

power in the research process from the researcher to the team, the initial researcher(s) becomes 

another participant on the research team. Another significant aspect of the initial researcher’s 

role is the expectation that she holds and is guided by her values. The researcher is recognized to 

have values in line with PAR’s commitment to work with groups that have been exploited and 

oppressed (Brydon-Miller, 1997), and is expected to use these values in efforts towards positive 

social transformation (Wicks et al., 2008).  

Epistemology 

 PAR is based on post positivist paradigms (Gatenby and Humphreys (2000) that 

recognize a plurality of knowledges in a variety of settings. Those who have been the most 

marginalized carry especially revealing insights into the history, structures, day-to-day practices, 

and consequences of unjust social arrangements (Kindon et al., 2007) and thus this knowledge is 

valued. PAR is based on the epistemological assumption that knowledge is socially constructed 
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(Gergen & Gergen, 2008). Thus, participant researchers on the PAR team work together to tie 

their lived experience, especially of marginalization, with theory and practice to construct the 

knowledge generated in their study (Wicks et.al., 2008). Given its focus on power relations, 

internal and external to the research, it is not unexpected that theories that involve a critical 

examination of power, identity, agency, and oppression are linked to this methodology (Wicks 

et.al., 2008). Often associated with PAR are the critical works of Friere, Habermas and Fals 

Borda. Each of these will now be discussed and related to their suitability for PAR centring 

nonhuman animals. Markers of validity (how we know that we know something) specific to this 

methodology will then be outlined. 

Paulo Friere’s work in Brazil has been influential in PAR’s development (Brydon-Miller, 

1997). He pointed to the need for grassroots dialogue to give rise to social action. Through 

dialogue with one another, members of an oppressed group can develop a critical consciousness 

of their experiences as they relate to broader societal forces. This process involves a 

deconstruction of hierarchical structures of individuals and institutions from which actions for 

change towards a more just world emerge (Deimer et al., 2015). PAR is infused with this spirit of 

liberation (Lomeli & Rappoport, 2018).  

While the transformative spirit of this process is valued by some animal studies scholars 

(Nocella, 2007; Kahn, 2002), Corman (2011) identifies Friere’s theory as deeply anthropocentric 

and speciesist. She points out that in his book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Friere, 1970), the 

human is identified as exceptional and is constructed against the nonhuman animal other. 

Further, he actively flattens the diversity of nonhuman animals through his generalized 

references to them. He also denies their subjecthood and the richness of their lives by 

representing them as unable to communicate, non-agential and without history or culture. 
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Corman, however, does not dismiss his work, suggesting instead, to engage with it in the spirit in 

which it was written - as a critical reflection on a process of liberation. Kahn (2002) suggests 

Friere’s work can be updated to include nonhuman animals. In Ledwith’s (2007) discussion of 

PAR, she claims that adaptation of Freire’s work is not only possible but to be expected stating 

that “(Friere’s) challenge to us was that we should reinvent his critical pedagogy in diverse 

contexts” (p.600). While the potential for change in different contexts is heartening, Friere’s 

anthropocentrism and speciesism remain problematic. However, his central idea of critical 

reflection as key to greater justice has value in the context of the oppression of nonhuman 

animals.  

Brydon-Miller (1997) and Kemmis & McTaggert (2007) have associated Habermas’s 

theory of critical knowledge with PAR, where knowledge is generated through social action 

directed towards liberation from oppression. While this notion is useful in understanding PAR in 

the context of nonhuman animals, Habermas’s focus on rationality is not (Meijer, 2019). Fals 

Borda ‘s (1996) reflections on his PAR work in Colombia in support of the national peasant 

movement identified the importance of historical context in understanding events. For example, 

his PAR research developed an historical account of relations between peasants and their 

oppressors by weaving narratives of peasants’ experiences. This situated their current fight for 

their land as a development from past events (Lomeli & Rappaport, 2018). The idea that 

temporal, cultural and situated dimensions, must be considered in understanding social 

phenomena is also applicable in the context of animal-human relations. 

This discussion thus far has touched on what constitutes knowledge and how knowledge is 

generated in PAR. The focus now turns to how we know that we know something – that is, the 

“validity” of the research. Trustworthiness and credibility (Girod-Seville & Perret, 2001) in PAR 
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are developed through the intersubjectivity of the team of researchers and thus McTaggart 

explains PAR validation as “an explicit process of dialogue” within the research team rather than 

a fixed procedure. McTaggart (1998) identifies the following points of reference for “validity”:  

1) Establishing credibility among participants – refers to the need to show the individual and 

collective mutual commitment to planned change, 

2) Triangulation of observations and interpretations – refers to the intersubjectivity 

mentioned above. 

3) Participant “confirmation” and “release” of research “reporting” of all kinds – establishes 

the recognizability of accounts and their faithfulness to the representations and intentions 

and also attends to the ethics of the “release” of information and its interpretation. 

4) Establishment of an “audit” trail and “shared archive” of data and interpretations –

referred to by Checkland and Holwell (1998) as the criterion of recoverability. 

5) Checking coherence of arguments, authenticity of evidence, and prudence of action 

enhances credibility. 

Although all the key features outlined above can be found in each PAR endeavour, their 

permutations may differ markedly from project to project (Altreichter et al., 2001). Adding 

further to this complexity, the methods used also vary greatly by project and they may be 

qualitative or quantitative (Kidd & Krall, 2005; Pearce, 2008). Thus, each PAR project is unique. 

As such, Kidd & Krall (2005) explain that PAR is not a method, rather, a methodology that 

creates a context in which various methods can be used to develop knowledge and change. To 

round out this general understanding of PAR, some criticisms and benefits will now be outlined. 

Criticisms/Limitations of PAR and Benefits 
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PAR has been criticized for being more about ideology than methodology. That is, it 

relies heavily on ideology but steps to be undertaken are not as defined (Van der Meulen, 2011) 

leading to the considerable variation in application mentioned above. Other criticisms of PAR 

concern its complexity and the politics of power. In terms of its complexity, the number of 

people involved in decision making and the cycles of action involved in a PAR project can 

extend the process of research making these projects longer than intended or anticipated 

(McTaggart, 1994). This can be a problem if there are external requirements such as those of 

funders or academic institutions (as in the case of dissertation research). The longer time 

commitment may also result in team member turnover as members’ lives and priorities change 

over time (Grant et al., 2008).  

Issues related to power include post structural concerns about power relations within the 

team. The “imposition” of a democratic process may itself be a display of power especially for 

team members to whom it is unfamiliar or unwanted (Kindon et al., 2007). Thus, there may be 

resistance to power sharing (Mohan and Stokke, 2000 cited in Ozanne & Saatcioglu, 2008). Also 

of concern is that the initial researcher may hold more power because of the research expertise 

and time she can devote to the project (Kidd & Kral, 2005). Furthermore, the idea of 

“community” or “local” may be essentialized thereby hiding or ignoring micro-politics (Kindon 

et al., 2007). Maguire (1987) identified a general androcentric filter in PAR and questioned the 

depoliticization of women and other marginalized groups who were subsumed in the use of terms 

such as “community” or “people”. Antiracist scholars have also identified colour blindness in 

PAR (Varcoe, 2006 and Bell, 2001 cited in Van der Muelen, 2011). These criticisms have led to 

versions of PAR that incorporate feminist and antiracist theories (Van der Muellen, 2011). By 

helping to unsettle taken for granted social practices that maintain hierarchies and exclusions, 
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these approaches have further enriched discussions of relations within the research team drawing 

attention to gendered and other divisions. They have highlighted the importance of bringing 

awareness of the multiple relations and positions held by individuals, especially the initial 

researcher, and how they influence the research (Van der Muellen, 2011; Kidd & Kral, 2005; 

Gatenby & Humphries, 2000). 

Other criticisms related to institutional power have also been identified (Kidd & Kral, 

2005). For example, there is the danger of appropriation of this methodology to benefit 

organizational needs rather than emancipation of the marginalized. Also, outside influences from 

funders and academic institutions may shape the direction of the project (Smith et. al, 2010). 

Ozanne and Saatcioglu (2008) further point to the need for PAR projects to consider multilevel 

power analysis that includes institutions beyond the local community, in effecting social change.  

Benefits of PAR 

Kindon et al. (2007) point out that power effects can be positive as well as negative and 

that the opportunity for “unequal agents” to participate in an equitable way about issues that are 

meaningful to them, may have positive effects. This section will explore these and other perhaps 

offsetting benefits of PAR. For example, while acknowledging the potential for the ground rules 

of operating in PAR to have the effect of domination over members, Kindon et al. (2007) suggest 

that they can also have the positive effect of providing a space where unequal members of the 

team can respectfully negotiate and persuade (through argumentation) in decision making. 

Gaventa and Cornwall (2001) identified the power to act as another positive attribute of power. 

Other benefits of PAR include a) the durability of the methodology, b) rich knowledge 

generation that makes the interests of an oppressed group heard, c) development of the capacity 

of researchers and d) social relationships that develop during the research (Wicks et al., 2008). 
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First, since PAR has been used in diverse communities for diverse issues using diverse methods 

(Smith et al., 2010) it is a durable and flexible methodology which can be used in different 

contexts. This is a benefit for this research which applies PAR in the new context of animal-

human relations. 

Second, since the social action planned is shaped by the interests of individuals 

experiencing marginalization, the outcomes may be more meaningful to them (Pajalic et al. 

2012). This benefit will not apply in the same way to nonhuman animals being represented in 

this research since the outcomes may not affect them directly. It is, however, possible that an 

increased mindfulness among members of the research team, as will be discussed later, may have 

a positive effect on their interactions with nonhuman animals and thus may benefit those 

nonhuman animals in a meaningful way. Ehrhart (2004) states that because of the committed 

nature of PAR (PAR sides with the oppressed) the knowledge is richer and more reliable since 

studies have shown that people are more likely to speak of their experience when they feel 

supported. This benefit applies differently to nonhuman animals as they will not be expressing 

their experiences directly, but rather through advocates. However, care taken to represent their 

interests as well as possible may indeed provide richer knowledge than a process in which their 

needs are merely assumed by their advocates. Importantly the PAR process makes marginalized 

individuals whose views are not represented in dominant understandings, visible (Kidd & Kral, 

2005). Thus, this is a methodology that has the potential to make nonhuman animals more visible 

in a social arrangement where they are kept largely invisible. 

Thirdly, by raising awareness of (nonhuman animal) oppression and learning about the 

research process, PAR builds capacity of individuals involved (Woodward & Hetley, 2007). For 

example, a PAR project reported that the research team comprised of a US college instructor and 
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students who analyzed how their everyday activities harm human and environmental health, 

developed knowledge and a variety of skills including problem solving (Bywater, 2014). This is 

another benefit that will not be experienced by nonhuman animals since it is their advocates who 

are most immersed in the deliberations of the research team. However, awareness and the 

capacity of the advocates can be enhanced which, by making them better advocates, can impact 

lives of nonhuman animals. A fourth benefit is that the members of the team can develop warm 

friendships as they work together (Blake, 2007; Kidd & Krall, 2005; Wicks et al. 2005; Brydon-

Miller, 1997). These may be motivating and may contribute to personal growth (Kidd & Kral, 

2005). They can lead to a greater sense of responsibility and commitment to the project (Van der 

Muellen, 2011) and can endure beyond the life of the project thereby building an element of 

sustainability.   

Why PAR? 

Having provided a general description of PAR, I will explain why it is the methodology 

of choice in this research. PAR was selected because of its alignment with research elements and 

its better suitability compared to other emancipatory methodologies. This section will expand on 

each of these reasons. 

Alignment with Elements of this Research 

The research elements with which PAR is compatible are the research domain, research 

purpose, question, theoretical framework and researcher’s positionality. First, PAR has already 

been used in the same domain as this research, in another study (the only one known to this 

author) that aimed to protect wildlife by reducing negative interaction with humans (Milich et al., 

2020). Thus, there is precedence for employing PAR in the domain of animal-human relations. 

Second, as typical of PAR, the social problem that is addressed in this study is the oppression of 
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a marginalized group – nonhuman animals. The research purpose – to contribute to the 

elimination of this oppression – fits well with the liberatory and transformational aims of PAR. 

Third, the action orientation of the research question aligns with the expectation of social action 

in PAR. Fourth, as discussed in the earlier section on PAR epistemology, critical theories are 

consistent with PAR as they seek to critique existing structures, relations and practices that 

maintain social injustices (Kemmis, 2008). The theoretical framework of this research, as 

outlined in Chapter 4, does this by emphasizing economic and social factors and practices in the 

subjugation of nonhuman animals by humans. Finally, PAR’s value of social justice implied in 

its liberatory aims resonates strongly with my (the initial researcher) professional and personal 

values of social justice and interdependence as will be discussed further later in this chapter. 

Given the alignment of PAR with these important elements of the research, it is clear this is a 

methodology that is appropriately applied to this research and is well suited to deliver its goals.  

Comparison to other Emancipatory Methodologies 

Since PAR is not the only emancipatory methodology used in the social sciences, it is 

important to understand why it is best suited to this research. Other methodologies that seek to 

liberate oppressed groups include feminist methodologies and critical ethnography (Rose & 

Glass, 2008). Feminist methodologies focus on gender, the socio-political position of women in 

society and how this influences the everyday experiences of women across other intersecting 

identities, with the aim of liberation. Ethnography is used to study communities and cultures by 

participating and observing behaviours and social interactions over a period of time and learning 

about beliefs, practices and relations that characterize that social group (Naidoo, 2012). The 

emancipatory intent is expressed in giving voice to marginalized groups and representing their 

everyday life through engaging and accessible writing (Reedy & King, 2019). 
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Similar to PAR, these emancipatory methodologies have epistemology that is critical, 

identifying the effect of oppressive structures in local contexts (Ledwith, 2007). Society is seen 

as consisting of groups that have unequal power and access to resources and the goal of the 

research is social change (Rose & Glass, 2008; Henderson, 1995). Also, in common with PAR is 

a theme that emancipation is achieved through knowledge production (Henderson, 1995). Like 

PAR, feminist methodologies and critical ethnography are also concerned with power relations 

between the researcher and participants. However, PAR goes one step further to structurally 

reduce power differentials by converting the initial researcher into a participant on the research 

team. This further “step” makes this methodology even more amenable to incorporating different 

perspectives, including those of nonhuman animals (Merskin, 2011). However, the main 

distinguishing feature of PAR from these other methodologies is the idea of the production of 

knowledge about action through cycles of action. This aspect is important in this research since 

a) action is being studied and b) more than one action is taken – that is, an education module is 

developed and delivered to social workers – making two cycles of action. This distinguishing 

feature, then, along with not privileging the initial researcher in knowledge production so that 

she becomes an equal member of the research team, make PAR the most suitable emancipatory 

methodology for this research. 

Application of PAR in this Research 

Kemmis and McTaggert (2001) point out that changing contexts in which PAR is applied 

will also shape the use of this methodology. This section will describe the application of PAR in 

the context of this research in terms of a) research design, b) the research team, c) my role as the 

initial researcher d) and the actions undertaken in the research process. 
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Research Design 

The development of the PAR context begins in the design phase of the research. Maxwell 

(2012) identifies five interacting components of general research design: research purposes, 

conceptual context, research question, methods, and validity. These elements are not necessarily 

developed in a linear process, and this is certainly the case in PAR contexts in which research 

team members may join at different times and in which actions may change based on learnings 

from previous action cycles. In this project, as a doctoral student and initial researcher, I began 

the design process by identifying the research purpose which, based on my field of interest, was 

to contribute towards the elimination of speciesism. Understanding speciesism as a social justice 

issue in which nonhuman animals are oppressed by humans began the development of a 

theoretical framework. Being a social worker and recognizing social work’s lack of 

consideration of nonhuman animals, I was curious about how raising awareness of social 

workers of the treatment of nonhuman animals through a social justice lens might impact their 

thinking about considering nonhuman animals in their practice. Hence the development of a 

research question. The first draft of this question made me reconsider my theoretical framework 

which needed to incorporate a theory of change and an understanding of individual behaviour 

since I was seeking to understand the impact of education on individual social workers’ 

behavioural intentions.  

 The development of the theoretical framework then refined my research question as I 

learned that previous research indicated that networking with other social workers who were 

interested in including nonhuman animals in their practice was an important factor in a social 

worker deciding to do the same (Risley-Curtiss et al, 2013). Thus, the research question was 

revised to include the elements of education and networking. The purpose of the research, 
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theoretical context and research question contributed to the choice of methodology as one that 

aimed at the liberation of an oppressed or marginalized group. Focus groups were chosen as a 

method because of the opportunity they offered to deliver education and allow social workers to 

network with each other and myself (a long-time practitioner who incorporated nonhuman 

animals in my practice). Individual interviews were selected as a method because they can 

provide more in-depth information about participants’ experiences and are often used conjointly 

with focus groups for this purpose.  

To establish validity of a PAR project, research team members should be involved in the 

design process (McTaggert,1997). While much of design development occurred through my 

coursework, it was important to develop a research team that was included as much as possible 

in the design process. Thus, I distributed a draft of a research proposal to the team and met with 

them to discuss changes before submitting my proposal to the university for research ethics 

approval. At that meeting, we reviewed our methodology, determined how we would work 

together and made a significant change to the proposal. We decided to hold one focus group 

online to include social workers from different parts of BC and thereby explore the influence of 

geography on their views. I sent the revised draft of the proposal to the team for review and 

approval before submission to the university. This process in the project design laid the 

foundation for an inclusive and democratic research context, an essential aspect of PAR. 

The Research Team 

In accordance with sociologist Irvine (2004) and animal studies feminists Gruen (2017), 

Deckha (2006) and Gaard (2002), nonhuman animals are considered actors/subjects in this 

research. This extended view of actors who are also victims of oppressive power relations is the 

epistemological basis for the representation of nonhuman animals (through their advocates) on 
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the research team. The team was comprised of 5 animal advocates (including myself, the initial 

researcher) each representing nonhuman animals as well as either an animal advocacy group or 

an area of social work ‒ stakeholder groups (Cornish & Dunn, 2009). The following discussion 

of the research team will focus on a) representation of nonhuman animals on the research team, 

b) team recruitment and c) team process.  

Representation of Nonhuman Animals 

One of the central purposes of this team is to give members from marginalized groups a 

‘voice’. Since nonhuman animals do not engage in the type of rational discussion involved in 

human-based committee work (although many may participate in their own type of group 

decision-making (Conradt & Roper, 2003)), another way to engage with and ‘give voice’ to their 

interests needed to be found. This prospect is problematic for two reasons. First, the category 

“nonhuman” comprises a vast number of very different beings. Hence, the idea of one voice runs 

the risk of essentializing this diverse group. Second, as Gruen (2017) points out, it is not possible 

to really know the experience of a nonhuman animal (or even another human) and so, how can 

one give voice to what one doesn’t know? 

McKay (2018) identifies two forms of representation of nonhuman animals as ‘speaking 

for’ (advocacy); and ‘portrayal of’ (portrayal), both of which are precarious ideas. ‘Speaking for’ 

may be fraught with incompleteness since new ways of thinking about and engaging with 

nonhuman animals are required to do so effectively (Meijer, 2019). ‘Portrayal of’ is also ridden 

with inaccuracies due its embeddedness within layers of cultural understandings of nonhuman 

animals. Additionally, the systems of representation in place are designed by and for humans. 

Trying to extend these to include nonhuman animals reinforces the animal human divide by 

valuing only human modes of expression. Forcing animal views to be expressed in human ways 
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can distort their perspectives inflicting epistemic violence41 (Deckha, 2021, Meijer, 2019). 

However, recognizing the paradox of trying to liberate nonhuman animals from within 

epistemologically violent (oppressive) systems should not prevent taking action (Deckha, 2021). 

Meijer (2019) suggests using existing systems as tools to develop new ways of thinking about 

and acting towards nonhuman animals. The use of PAR, then, can be seen in this light, as 

providing a pragmatic opportunity to use an existing system in a new way in the interests of 

countering the oppression of nonhuman animals (Griffin, 2014; Merskin, 2012).  

Based on processes used for individuals who are cognitively disabled or limited due to 

stage of development, Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011) suggest using advocates who have a 

trusting relationship with nonhuman animals to represent to their needs and interests. Sample 

(1996) utilized advocates in a PAR team for people with cognitive disabilities when he found 

that some participants were not able to participate equitably because their perspectives could not 

be understood. In his case a parent was invited to join the collaborative research team to speak on 

behalf of their adult children. While the idea of advocates is useful to this research, the suggested 

process may be flawed because of the potential for a conflict of interest between a caregiver and 

care receiver (Taylor, 2017). Donaldson and Kymlicka (2015) later point out that those caring for 

nonhuman animals may take a paternalistic stance which can occlude rights and freedoms of 

nonhuman animals. Added to this is the problem of the tainting of human perspectives with 

privilege based on species membership and cultural norms (Deckha, 2021). Thus, while a 

decision was made to use advocates for nonhuman animals to represent their needs and interests 

in this PAR team, the problems of representation were recognized. 

                                                                 
41 Epistemic violence is discussed in Chapter 3 
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With this in mind, members of research team attempted to discern and incorporate 

nonhuman animal perspectives42 in the following ways: a) listening to nonhuman animals we 

know by being mindful of their expression of their needs and then conveying our understandings 

to the team, b) identifying needs that are generally transparent, c) using images of nonhuman 

animals to incorporate unfiltered nonhuman animal expression, and d) infusing the spirit of a 

supported decision-making model in our deliberations, and e) bearing witness. First, the 

importance of interaction, dialogue, listening and being attentive to nonhuman animals in 

apprehending and responding to their needs in decision-making has been highlighted by several 

scholars (Deckha, 2021, Meijer, 2019; Gruen, 2017; Merskin, 2011; Arluke and Sanders, 1993). 

In accordance with this, members of the resource team gave mindful attention to the nonhuman 

animals in their family and circle of nonhuman friends in order to listen to and caringly discern 

their needs and context (Gruen, 2017). Additionally, team members’ companion animals 

participated in our online meetings when and as they wished, drawing the attention of the team 

and reminding us of our purpose.      

Second, we identified self evident needs such as a) to be free from violence, b) to have 

access to food, water and space to move, c) to maintain kinship relations that are important to 

them. These are what Deckha (2021) describes as “needs (that) are so transparent we can safely 

assume them without much concern to properly apprehend the animals’ perspectives”. Third, in 

                                                                 
42 While perspectives are difficult to gage for the reasons outlined, Deckha (2021) Meijer (2019) both 

point to the need to still make an effort to do so in order to begin a process by which the present oppressive social 

order can change. Using guardianship (Seymour, 2004) or substitute decision-making models (Deckha, 2021) that 

are used today reproduce the existing social order which is either paternalistic or denies animal agency (von Essen 

& Allen, 2017). Hence this research sought to find new ways to incorporate the perspectives of some nonhuman 

animals within the constraints of an existing anthropocentric system (PAR) and available resources. This followed 

Meijer’s (2019) suggestion that in the absence of an ideal system for gaging animal perspectives,  we start with an 

existing system and use it differently. Thus, we tried to represent nonhuman animals differently by using the five 

strategies outlined here. We see this as a beginning from which better systems of representation can evolve. 
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the education module that was developed for social workers (see Chapter 6) the team decided to 

use images of nonhuman animals without any accompanying words. It was intended that the 

expressions of different nonhuman animals might communicate their feelings directly to 

participating social workers, unfiltered by our interpretations. Meijer (2019) supports the use of 

images stating that they can make acts of nonhuman animals clear in a way that human words 

cannot, which serves to strengthen their case. We recognized that this visual approach is limited, 

though, since it excludes sounds, smells and touch - all important aspects of communication 

(Moore & Kosut, 2014; Merskin, 2011). However, it was the best means we could devise to 

provide more direct representation of nonhuman animals given the scope (duration, resources 

and limited time of research team members) of this dissertation research. This strategy aligns 

with Taylor and Fraser’s (2019) use of images of nonhuman animals to represent them in their 

research on the role of companion animals in supporting victims of domestic violence.  

 Fourth, to represent nonhuman animals’ perspectives we were guided by the spirit of a 

supported decision-making model in the team’s decision-making. This model is used in making 

healthcare decisions for people for whom present legal definitions of “capacity and “informed 

consent” do not fit. It assumes their capacity for making decisions with support from others as 

needed and seeks to ensure that decisions genuinely reflect their choices. Deckha (2021) suggests 

adapting this model in decision-making involving nonhuman animals to replace or at least 

supplement the more prevalent substitute decision-making model43 which depends on substitute 

decision-makers who are close to the individual in question, to make decisions in their best 

                                                                 
43 While the supported decision-making model is recommended by the UN Convention of Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities it is not yet the convention in most Western legal systems where the substitute-decision 

making model remains prevalent. 
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interests. This latter model is problematic because of the silencing potential of “speaking for” 

nonhuman animals discussed earlier. However, as Deckha notes, “at some point [the] exploration 

of what animals’ views are may yield little information and decision-makers would then have to 

resort to a best interests model.”  Thus, sharing the values of the supported decision-making 

model, we sought to understand views of nonhuman animals we know as diligently as we could 

but understood that the substitute decision-making model would be needed especially when 

tailoring a message specifically to social workers. 

The final way in which the team represented nonhuman animals in deliberations was by 

bearing witness (Deckha, 2021; Gillespie, 2016). Kelly Oliver (2015) identified the notion of 

bearing witness as part of a response ethic that recognizes the unrecognizable or that which is not 

recognized by society at large. Yet the response goes beyond the knowing (epistemology) 

associated with recognition, to an affective response. Since harms to nonhuman animals are 

naturalized and thus not recognized as harm (as discussed in Chapter 4), acknowledging acts as 

being harmful and responding compassionately becomes a form of resistance – a counter 

response to oppression (Gillespie, 2016). Thus, bearing witness is a form of resistance – an 

“ethical responsibility to imagine life otherwise” (Oliver, 2015, p. 483). By bearing witness to 

nonhuman animals in our lives we recognized harms to nonhuman animals that are not 

recognized generally in society and specifically in social work and, motivated by a caring 

response, imagined how it could be otherwise.  

Team Recruitment 

Members of the PAR team were selected from populations of animal advocates in BC 

and BC social workers by purposive and snowball sampling. Groups such as veterinarians and 

the BC Ministry of Forests, Lands, Natural Resource Operations and Rural Development, who 
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may also have an interest in animal welfare, were not included as stakeholders on the PAR team 

as they represent powerful status quo welfarist44 perspectives (Eichler & Baumeister, 2018; 

Gioreva, 2015; Hewson, 2003) which could impede the team's functioning (e.g.,  longer 

discussion and decision-making processes) and perhaps even diminish the voices of other animal 

advocates. While they and others can be important groups to include at some point ‒ this 

dissertation research was not the time.  

Purposive sampling was used to approach Vancouver Island’s only farm sanctuary (at 

that time), the animal protection organization BCSPCA and Animal Justice, a well-known 

animal advocacy organization, to explore their willingness to represent nonhuman animals on the 

research team. Although the BCSPCA has an animal welfare orientation (rather than animal 

rights), it was included because it is the organization social workers are most likely to contact 

with animal welfare concerns and because their established reputation with the general public as 

animal advocates (Simans v. Burnaby (city), 2014) would add credibility to the research. The 

first contact with RASTA Farm Sanctuary was by email and I was encouraged with a quick 

response and expression of interest (L. Cerny, personal communication, February 2, 2017). It 

was heartening that the other organizations were also interested. Through snowball sampling I 

reached an animal rights friendly individual at the BCSPCA, instructors at Vancouver Island 

University and University of Victoria, a community health social worker and a residential care 

social worker. I strove to find an equal number of animal advocates from animal advocacy 

                                                                 
44 A welfarist position accepts human exceptionalism but seeks to minimize harm to nonhuman animals 

within that system, whereas an animal rights position challenges human exceptionalism and all harm to nonhuman 

animals see Smith, E. (2014). " Everyone Loves Marineland!"(?): Entertainment Animal Advocacy, Praxis, and 

Resisting Corporate Repression. M.A. Thesis, Brock University. Also see chapter 6 for more detailed explanation. 
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groups and social work with the intention to create a comfortable environment for discussion by 

avoiding an inherent power imbalance in the team’s structure.  

I held follow-up meetings with potential team members providing details of the project, 

the role of the research team and the consent form that outlines how the team will work together. 

All except the social work educator from University of Victoria agreed to participate, so six 

recruits and the initial researcher made a team of seven researchers. Six team members attended 

our first online (using the Blue Jeans45 platform) planning meeting held prior to the submission 

of my proposal. The team approved the proposal with one change. It was decided that an online 

focus group reaching social workers from different parts of BC would be added to the research 

design. Shortly after the planning meeting, Animal Justice and the residential care social worker 

informed us they would be unable to participate due to time constraints. Thus, we became a team 

of five: Terri Spronk (PhD), a social work professor from Vancouver Island University; Amy 

Meerdink (MSW), a community health social worker; Amanda MacLean (M.Ed.), from RASTA 

farm sanctuary; and Erika Paul, Senior Prevention and Outreach Officer, BCSPCA. All were 

women and I was the only racialized member. Two members were in the 30-40 years age range, 

two in the 50-60 years range and one in the 60-70 years range. Through participation of these 

animal advocates the needs and interests of nonhuman animals (as understood and represented 

by them) remained central in the research conducted. 

Team Process  

The first team meeting was held the same month that the final proposal and Ethics 

Review application was approved. As decided at our research planning meeting, we reviewed the 

                                                                 
45 Blue Jeans is a video conferencing and on-line meeting platform that was used for all research team 

meetings. See  https://www.bluejeans.com/ 
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consent form (see Appendix 1) outlining how we would operate together. Although the option to 

chair a meeting would always remain open to all team members, it was decided that I would be 

the default chair and prepare notes of each meeting based on the Blue Jeans video recordings.  

Team members may have declined chairing and note-taking roles because of a reluctance to 

commit to additional out-of-meeting time.  

We agreed that although consensus is valued when making decisions, it would not be 

forced or become a constraint. The team may vote when needed. However, all decisions to date 

have been made by consensus so a vote has never been necessary. As expected in PAR, it was 

understood that the data will be owned by the team and that publications will list the names of all 

team members as co-authors. It was also clarified that I would be the sole author of the 

dissertation as required by the university (stated in the Royal Roads University Dissertation 

Handbook). 

We held an education session for team members to share their expertise and their 

understanding of nonhuman individuals they know well. The purpose was to learn from each 

other and begin with a baseline of shared knowledge thereby both decentralizing knowledge and 

sharing power (White, Suchowierska & Cambell, 2004). Although all members had prepared a 

short presentation, only three attended due to emergent obligations. It proved to be a 

brainstorming session for the education module. The recording of this meeting was made 

available for all team members to review whenever needed. I presented information about the 

theoretical framework, methodology and methods. Although it was intended that the two absent 

team members would present at a later date, this did not materialize. With the research process 

moving forward very quickly, it was difficult to schedule an additional meeting. However, from 

our meeting notes it is evident that knowledge sharing continued throughout our meetings as 
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team members drew on their experiences with nonhuman animals to represent their interests and 

shared their own expertise to help make decisions on tasks and actions to be taken. Another 

research component was added as we began to develop the education module. The team 

identified a need for education about laws related to the protection of animals and were fortunate 

to have the executive director of Animal Justice present this topic and answer our questions. 

A mechanism to address issues about how we worked together was instituted from the 

beginning of our research. Every team meeting began with a check-in where each team member 

shared feelings and thoughts about meeting process. An issue arose of two team members 

missing more than one meeting in a row due to work/family emergencies. Both expressed their 

disappointment and feeling of disconnectedness but also their hope that they would be able to 

catch up while other team members conveyed acceptance and understanding. Another issue was 

my concern that I was centralizing power by chairing all meetings and recording notes. Team 

members alleviated these concerns by confirming that these were their wishes and that they felt 

part of all research decisions. My sense was that my taking on those tasks may have made it 

easier for them to participate by making their responsibilities manageable. Indeed, all team 

members participated to the extent they could in the research process as will be shown later. 

Generally, everyone contributed to the module and was pleased with what we produced. It was 

very exciting to see how it was received in the focus groups.  

The team members’ commitment to the research is reflected in their participation at 

meetings as documented in the meeting notes and video recordings. Although members 

occasionally experienced challenges with attendance, they usually remained in touch by email. 

So, when one member missed two meetings in a row without any communication, we were 

concerned about her wellbeing. Wondering if she had become disheartened, I tried to check in 
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with her. She explained that a traumatic incident at work had necessitated a shut down. She 

apologized for the lack of response and was as relieved as I to be in touch again. She shared her 

situation with the group at the next team meeting and was warmly welcomed back. This kind of 

sharing became part of our check-in indicating the comfort members felt with each other. Indeed, 

everyone commented on how well this group worked together and felt this was a special 

experience for them. Their sentiments are evident in this research team focus group excerpt. 

Terri: The other thing that struck me actually was that we're five people that… didn't 

really know each other, right? …I thought it went relatively smooth because people even 

though we had in some sense commitment to animals…are... what brought us 

together…When you're in a group and you have to put something together, there can be a 

lot of controversy or discussion or... And I thought it went very...actually quite smooth 

that way. 

Amy: Yeah and I would say, Terri,  that's my experience as well  having been in 

different groups that just this... the democratic process of it all and really 

everyone having an opportunity to have a voice within it and I just really 

appreciated the process …and what I also appreciated is there were times that I 

contributed  and there were times when I didn't do as much but that was ok as 

well, right? I mean this has extended over the last year or six months and down 

there been times I've been busier…and there was just flexibility around my ability 

to contribute as I'm able and…I really felt valued for the piece that I did 

contribute and appreciated for that which also helps me stay engaged in the 

process and want to keep contributing as well. And, like Terry says, to have 5 
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people who have come together and essentially stayed together over the course of 

this - it’s been neat to be a part of that. 

Terri: I’ve over 17 years… been involved with student groups who are doing 

projects together. And I'm telling you it can be... in part of those groups there is 

often very dominant people... And this has been to me, like you say, a very 

democratic process. 

The development of such friendships was earlier identified as one of the benefits of PAR (Blake, 

2007; Kidd & Krall, 2005; Wicks et al. 2005; Brydon-Miller, 1997). By bringing members from 

these different groups together to work collaboratively in PAR, brokerage activity of social 

movement theory (McAdam, 2003) can also be served and the project purposes advanced. 

Through these friendships, participants may arrive at new and shared understandings of the 

plight of nonhuman animals in society that may motivate them to target areas and strategies for 

change beyond this project. For example, Amanda expressed her interest in seeing how 

education might impact teachers. 

Role of the Initial Researcher 

This discussion of my role as the initial researcher covers my facilitation role, PAR’s 

alignment with my values, and relevant socio-historical narratives which further explain my 

positionality. 

Facilitation Role 

 I remained vigilant of power dynamics to support participation of all team members in 

our research discussions and decisions and often checked with members about process. My 

professional group facilitation and community development skills enabled me to facilitate 

democratic participation in a configuration desired by the team (e.g.,  with my chairing and 
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writing notes of our meetings). Seeing high member engagement even through challenging times 

– moves to different provinces (Terri and Amanda) and workplace trauma (Amy and Erika) – 

encouraged me to continue in my role.  

Alignment with My Values 

As mentioned earlier, PAR’s key commitments aligned well with my values. The 

commitment to making voices of marginalized groups heard and taking action against their 

oppression (Brydon-Miller, 1997) resonates with my value of the inherent worth of nonhuman 

animals and desire to forward their liberation. Since PAR sides with oppressed groups, I was 

able advocate for nonhuman animals in this study. Furthermore, PAR’s commitment to 

participation of community members and stakeholders (Genat, 2009) integrates with my 

community values of interdependence and inclusion. It was also exciting to me that this 

methodology had the potential to create knowledge that did not merely reproduce worldviews, 

values and interests of dominant groups (Smith et al., 2010) – in this case humans. This strong 

alignment with PAR, made the research interesting and rewarding, keeping my energy and 

motivation high (Renninger, 2000).  

Relevant socio-historical narratives  

In keeping with PAR’s valuing of reflexivity (Kindon et al., 2007; Robertson, 2000), I 

will outline some personal narratives that may give a better understanding of my positionality in 

this research. Working as a summer student in medical science research at the University of 

Toronto, I witnessed the deliberate injury to the eyes of an anaesthetized rabbit for experimental 

purposes. I fled the operating room in tears when this intolerable activity continued and decided 

to stop working in laboratories which caged and harmed nonhuman animals. A few years later, 

my husband relayed the content of a lecture at our local library which presented how we treat 
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animals in society as a social justice issue. I linked the two experiences with my lived experience 

of many deep friendships with nonhuman animals (birds, bunnies, cats, dogs and others) and 

became vegan to stop participating in structures of anthropocentrism that caused nonhuman 

animal suffering. I also began to advocate for the liberation of nonhuman animals. 

Many years later, I wondered if other social workers who, like me, are professionally 

committed to social justice, might react similarly if their awareness of social justice issues facing 

animals in society were raised. The possibility led to targeting social workers in this research 

using a methodology that advances the interests of nonhuman animals.  

Actions Taken 

As previously mentioned, the two action cycles in this PAR project were a) development 

of the education module for social workers and b) delivery of it to social workers in focus 

groups. The education module was created by the team during our online team meetings and 

through email communication. One team member and I also held a face-to-face meeting. My job 

was to organize the ideas and suggestions within a framework developed by the team. The 

module and its development will be discussed in more detail in a separate chapter since, beyond 

merely a method, it is both the result of this cycle of action and an outcome of this research. The 

second action cycle involved planning the delivery of the education module, recruitment of 

social workers, data collection, and data analysis. It was during this cycle that we also held a 

team focus group to discuss how we felt about the process of working together in both cycles. 

The next section of this chapter will outline the methods used by the research team in collecting 

and analyzing data in this second action cycle. 
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Methods 

Data Collection 

Participants for three focus groups were recruited through purposive sampling. The 

education module was delivered to social workers in focus groups followed by a discussion of its 

impact. Follow-up individual interviews with three randomly selected participants from each 

group were conducted. An additional focus group with the PAR team was also conducted for the 

purpose of establishing research validity. Focus groups and individual interviews were then 

analyzed for thematic content. The following account of how data was collected in this study will 

first outline the process of sampling and recruitment of social work participants and then 

describe the use of focus groups and individual interviews. While I played a significant role in 

the process (as required by my university), it will be seen that all research team members were 

also involved to varying degrees in each of these processes.  

Sampling and Recruitment 

 Purposive samples were drawn for three focus groups from the population of BC social 

workers through voluntary responses to a recruitment notice (Appendix 2). One face-to-face 

focus group comprised local students and another, local practitioners. The third was an online 

group for practitioners and students across BC. To avoid sample bias, the notice stated that no 

experience with animals was necessary to participate in the research. We planned to hold the 

focus groups before the summer of 2018 to avoid summer holidays and student dispersal. 

Accordingly, the face-to-face groups for students and local social workers were planned for mid-

April and mid-May respectively. An online group for social workers across BC would be held 

towards the end of May. 
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We contacted the social work department at Vancouver Island University (VIU) and the 

school of social work at the University of Victoria (UVic) for assistance with student 

recruitment. Terri suggested an honorarium would be helpful, particularly for students. In line 

with other studies (Watt et al., 2005; Lehoux, Poland & Daudelin, 2006; Barker Harris & Dyer, 

2007), we decided on the following honoraria amounts: students $150; social workers face-to-

face $100; and social workers online $50. The rationale for this model was that students may 

experience more "hardship" than working individuals and hence a higher honorarium may make 

it easier for them to participate. Further, since participants for face-to-face focus groups would 

incur additional travel costs compared to online group attendees, their honoraria should be 

higher. The online groups would be given an honorarium that would amount to $25 per hour for 

their time. Since the honorarium was added after the ethics review, a revised recruitment notice 

was submitted for ethics approval which was granted quickly. We decided to over-recruit as 

suggested by Kitzinger (1994) to obtain a minimum of four participants per group but ideally 

eight. 

Terri contacted VIU since she was a member of the faculty, while I contacted University 

of Victoria. Terri’s department posted our recruitment notice on their well-travelled online 

student portal after ethics review approval was attained from the VIU Ethics Review Board. The 

executive administrative assistant office of the school of social work at UVic distributed our 

notice to BSW and MSW students with no ethics approval required. The notice was shared twice 

at both universities and students responded quickly. While eight of fifteen student respondents 

agreed to participate in the focus group, only six attended. 

Assistance with recruitment of local social workers for the second face-to-face focus 

group was requested from the BC Association of Social Workers (BCASW), UVic (alumni and 
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community agency contacts) as well as local First Nations organizations. Although each 

distributed our notice, responses came only through BCASW and UVic. The First Nations 

organizations had forewarned us that their social workers were unlikely to respond due to high 

workload. Nine of fourteen respondents agreed to participate and eight actually did. The online 

focus group for social workers across BC required considerably more recruitment effort as we 

tried to hold this group three times. The first time, responses came through BCASW and 

snowball sampling through previous respondents. Seven of eight new respondents agreed to 

participate, but the group was cancelled when only three showed up. These attendees agreed to 

join the next meeting. In our second attempt, Amy sent the recruitment notice to social workers 

in the Vancouver Island (VIHA) and Interior health authorities. VIHA contacted us requesting 

documents for their ethics approval which was quickly granted upon our compliance. Based on 

our recent experience and a review of literature, we decided to over recruit even more. The only 

study found which had used a similar online video-conferencing system, recommended over 

recruiting by as much as 50%, suggesting people may be less committed to an online (vs. face-

to-face) event (Tuttas, 2015). Perhaps this is because fewer arrangements need to be made which 

makes it easier to back out. We also wondered whether the long waiting period from recruitment 

to the focus group (1 month) caused participant attrition. 

In our second attempt, then, we shortened the recruiting time frame to two weeks which 

also gave a sense of urgency. This time eleven of seventeen respondents agreed to participate, 

representing different areas of Vancouver Island and the Okanagan region. To our surprise ten 

attended! Unfortunately, the recording of this group was unsuccessful, and all data was lost. We 

used the same principle of a shorter two-week recruitment period for out third attempt at the 

online focus group. We requested recruitment assistance from Interior Health and Fraser Health 
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social work leads as well as the University of Northern British Columbia School of Social Work. 

Five of the eight respondents agreed to participate and all five attended the focus group. 

Focus Groups 

 Focus groups were chosen as a method because they a) offer a means of delivering the 

education module and exploring its impact, and b) provide an opportunity to explore the effects 

of networking (discussion with other social workers) on social workers’ attitudes towards 

considering nonhuman animals in practice. Focus groups have been used for similar intentions in 

previous studies (Kitzinger, 1994). Importantly, these features align with the research purposes 

and objectives. The social context of the focus group makes it possible to study how interactions 

between people shape their ideas (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). Such interactions can generate 

meaningful and rich data needed to understand attitudes towards nonhuman animals.  

According to Rabiee (2004) groups typically range between 6-10 members. She suggests 

over-recruitment of 10-25% to compensate for inevitable absences. Kitzinger (1994) informs that 

studies generally hold 3-6 or more focus groups. On the basis of Kitzinger’s findings, we held 

the three focus groups mentioned above. We had planned for 8 social workers per group but as 

shown earlier, actual numbers varied. Focus group meetings lasted approximately 2 hours 

(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). The face-to-face groups were audio-recorded on two separate devices 

to prevent data loss. Unfortunately, we were unprepared for technical problems in our first 

attempt to record an online focus group. We relied solely on the Blue Jeans46 digital video-

recording mechanism which unexpectedly malfunctioned. Therefore, the last (online) focus 

                                                                 
46 Blue Jeans is an online videoconferencing platform through which the research team held it’s meetings 

and conducted the online focus group. https://www.bluejeans.com/ 
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group was video-recorded with a back-up audio-recording using the program Audacity47. An 

honorarium was given to each participant at the end of the face-to-face groups while online 

participants received their cheques by mail.  

I facilitated the groups using the guide in Appendix 3. Three members of the research 

team joined me in the role of note-taker as described by Rabiee, (2004). Amanda assisted with 

the face-to-face groups, Terri with the cancelled online group and Amy with the other two online 

groups (one unsuccessfully recorded and the last successfully recorded). We met to coordinate 

our roles prior to each group. At the group, I delivered the education in the first hour and 

facilitated discussion in the second (see discussion guide Appendix 3). At the two face-to-face 

groups, we served light vegan refreshments (juice and cookies and cocktail samosas). An email 

sent prior to the focus group, informed participants the meeting would be recorded and 

transcribed as well as how these would be used. Consent forms were attached for review with the 

understanding that hard copies would be signed at the beginning of the face-to-face meetings. 

Online participants returned their signed forms to me electronically prior to their group. At the 

end of each focus group, participants were reminded that three would be randomly selected for 

an hour-long interview.  

I experienced a facilitation challenge when one participant tried to continue discussion of 

a case example exercise beyond the education session. Since I was concerned this would distract 

from the discussion questions and make it difficult to finish on time, I did not pursue the 

participant’s interest. I realize now that a better response would be to acknowledge the topic and 

                                                                 
47 Audacity is a free open source audio software that is available for most common operating systems. 

https://www.audacityteam.org/ 
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suggest we return to it after the discussion questions are asked. Knowing that the concern will be 

addressed, may make it easier to participate more fully in the remaining discussion. 

The online focus group warrants further discussion as this was the newest form of focus 

group and the most challenging to set up. The scant literature about online focus groups mostly 

addresses either asynchronous groups, which run over a long period of time in forum-like set-ups 

(Tuttas, 2015; Boydell et al. 2014), or synchronous groups which run real time through text in 

chat-room type formats. Very little covers video conference based online focus groups (Tuttas, 

2015). However, studies comparing online focus groups with traditional groups have found them 

to be equally effective (Woodyatt et al., 2016). It was a good choice for our research because 

online groups are especially useful gathering people from different geographical areas (Woodyatt 

et al., 2016; Tuttas, 2015; Boydell et al, 2014). Facilitating an online focus group is a different 

process from face-to-face groups because, depending on the number of people attending, the 

facilitator may not be able to see all participants at the same time. This makes assessing group 

dynamics difficult. A similar experience for participants can limit interaction although, in our 

groups, participants did interact without prompting. It is worth noting for others considering 

using online focus groups that the group with 5 participants was also a more comfortable size. 

Other challenges faced were a) higher attrition rates (Tuttas, 2015), b) holding breakout 

groups in the education session, and c) technical difficulties. Since I have already discussed the 

first challenge in the previous section on recruitment, I’ll expand on the second and third issues 

here. Technical gymnastics were required to configure breakout “rooms”. Since Blue Jeans did 

not have the facility to do this directly (although they do now!) they had to devise a circuitous 

path to these “rooms” which was cumbersome and time consuming. Having Amy (note-taker) 

with me was essential for monitoring each breakout group. This, however, was not an issue for 
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the successfully recorded online focus group since we decided that, with only five participants, it 

would be easier and more meaningful to keep the group together. Technical difficulties we 

experienced were a) failure of the meeting recording mechanism (already discussed above), b) 

problems with joining the meeting and c) a random issue with sound levels. As anticipated from 

our own experience with Blue Jeans, some participants had difficulty logging on to the platform. 

Again, Amy’s presence made it possible for one of us to assist an individual while the other 

attended to the remainder of the group. The last technical issue was that at one point during the 

education, my voice volume suddenly dropped. We stopped the session to call Blue Jeans 

technical support who quickly resolved the issue. Boydell et al. (2015), who experienced similar 

technical difficulties, recommend have a troubleshooting plan. Given our experience, we concur! 

To deal with technical difficulties quickly when they arise it is important to have a back-up 

recording device, consult with technical support beforehand and know how to reach them 

quickly if necessary.  

An unfortunate problem that arose with the two face-to-face focus groups was the loss of 

the notetakers’ notes which were accidentally thrown out during a tidying session. This could 

have been avoided if, rather than filing it for later review, I had begun transcription straightaway 

when the memory is fresher and there is less opportunity for loss (Sagoe, 2012). When I 

informed my team, we decided to recover as much of the data as possible by recording the 

notetakers memory of the two groups. 

A focus group for the PAR team was also held during this second action cycle, to 

evaluate the team process in the development of the education module and in data collection. 

This window on the functioning of the PAR team was conducted to establish the credibility and 

validity of the results. It was held online, co-facilitated by two team members (Amy and Erika) 
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and was video recorded. Erika had been feeling badly that she had not been able to contribute as 

much as others due to unexpected responsibilities at work and home. Taking on the task of 

facilitating this focus groups was an opportunity to make another manageable contribution. 

Understanding that this was also stressful for Erika, Amy volunteered to co-facilitate. They met 

by phone and email to work out their roles and, at the focus groups, guided us through the 

predetermined questions (see Appendix 4). It can be seen throughout this account of the focus 

groups that all members of the research team participated significantly. 

Individual interviews  

Individual interviews were conducted with participants from each of the three focus 

groups. In their review of nursing literature, Lambert and Loiselle (2008) identified that 

individual interviews and focus groups have been combined for three different reasons: 1) for 

pragmatic reasons such as making it easier for recruits to participate by offering two options for 

doing so; 2) using the methods in parallel to compare and contrast data – this may involve each 

method drawing on different but related populations (e.g.,  nurses and patients); and 3) for 

integrative purposes seeking data completeness or confirmation. Individual interviews have been 

used in this study for this latter reason. They are a very useful means of gathering in-depth data 

of people’s experiences and perspectives which adds richness to the data. They can also confirm 

issues raised in the focus group thereby enhancing the credibility of the research (Lambert & 

Loiselle, 2008; Richie & Lewis, 2003). We used individual interviews to explore social workers’ 

experiences with animals in life and in practice, their experience of the education provided, and 

their thoughts about inclusion of speciesism in social work education and policy (see Appendix 

5). 
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We chose to conduct in person interviews to help build rapport and create an atmosphere 

of safety which makes it easier for participants to share their experiences (Knox & Burkard, 

2009). It also gives access to nonverbal cues that can enrich the meanings of the spoken words 

(Knox & Burkard, 2009). The process began by contacting three randomly selected participants 

from each group (9 participants) by email to schedule interviews. Three additional interviews 

were arranged with three participants from the unrecorded focus group for total of twelve 

interviews overall. The decision to interview members from this unrecorded group was based on 

these participants having undergone a similar group experience to the other interviewees. The 

participants were informed of the recording and transcription of interviews and a consent form 

was sent for their review. Local interviews were held in the food court of a popular mall which 

provided an easily accessed, comfortable and familiar environment. However, the ambient noise 

level made the recording fuzzy. Interviews with geographically distant participants took place 

online and were video recorded. I conducted all the one-time, one-hour long interviews in order 

to a) complete data collection within our research timeline and b) conduct interviews within one 

week of the focus group, while the participants’ memory of their experience remained intact. 

Because I am a social worker it was important for me to be aware of and guard against the 

potential for entering into a therapeutic role with interviewees as this can cause role confusion 

for both the participant and interviewer which interferes with the interview process (Knox & 

Burkard, 2009). After these interviews were completed, I reported back to the team and we were 

ready to analyze our data. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis involved transcription and a thematic analysis of the content of focus 

groups and individual interviews based on Braun and Clarke’s model (2012). Our analysis also 
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followed Silverman’s (2000) suggestion to consider whether participants attach a single meaning 

or perhaps multiple meanings to a situation. Silverman advises thinking about whether to view 

the data as a window to participants’ experiences or as narratives told in the interview process. 

Since our research question sought to explore the impact of the education and networking on 

social workers, we decided to treat the interview responses as giving direct access to 

participants’ experience generally but in a specific instance the account of their experience 

reflected a cultural narrative. Another important feature of the analysis is our employment of a 

liberation frame as outlined by Lofland et al. (2006). They define this approach as striving to 

further the perspectives of a marginalized group and challenge arrangements that are oppressive. 

Thus, we sought to present the data in a manner which furthered the liberation of nonhuman 

animals. 

Transcription 

The first step in the analysis of the focus group and individual interview data was 

transcription. McClellen, McQueen and Neidig (2003) state “Essentially, researchers undertake 

their first data reduction step when they decide what will be transcribed and what will be left 

out” (p 66). We decided to make a verbatim transcript of each recording. While many filler 

sounds were included, some were left out when I interpreted that they did not add to the meaning 

of the content or interaction. I followed Sagoe’s (2012) recommendation that the researcher 

transcribes the data to improve the quality of the analysis, but found the process to be long and, 

at times, tedious. This, in large part, may have been because of the difficulty in discerning words 

caused by the background noise in the recordings. Nevertheless, transcription helped me to 

become very familiar with the data – an important next step in analysis (Maguire & Delahunt, 

2017; Braun & Clarke, 2012; Rabiee, 2004).  
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Thematic analysis 

Braun and Clarke (2012) explain that thematic analysis “is a method for systematically 

identifying, organizing, and offering insight into patterns of meaning (themes) across a data set.” 

(p 57). This method finds what is common in how a topic is talked about and makes sense of the 

commonalities as they relate to what is being studied. It is used here because of its accessibility 

and flexibility (Braun & Clarke, 2012). Since it provides “an entry into a way of doing research 

that otherwise can seem vague, mystifying, conceptually challenging and overly complex” 

(Braun & Clarke, 2012, p 58), it particularly useful (accessible) for a research team where 

everyone is not a qualitative research expert (Braun & Clarke, 2012). Further, Braun and Clarke 

specifically mention it has good potential for success in PAR (p58). Also, this method can be 

used in qualitative studies along the continua of inductive – theory driven, experiential – critical, 

and essentialist – constructivist research, making it a very flexible approach. The six steps of 

thematic analysis, which rarely follow a linear path, are: 1) become familiar with the data; 2) 

generate initial codes; 3) search for themes; 4) review themes; 5) define themes; and 6) write-up. 

The following will describe how these steps were taken in this study. 

I became more familiar with the data by listening to recordings, reading transcripts, notes 

and my research log, and by beginning to identify ideas of interest reflected in the data. The 

transcripts and recordings were shared with the team so that they, too, could immerse themselves 

in the data to whatever extent they were able. To begin the second step of generating codes, we 

used the online text analysis tool, Voyant (Erwin & Pollari, 2013), to find the most frequent 

words in our transcriptions. Typically, these were “animals”, “social work” and “people”. We 

interpreted this to indicate that the discussions were on topic since our research focused on 

animal-human relations especially related to social work. The only difference we found between 
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the groups was that social work students group used “people” more frequently than the others 

while the others used “social work” more frequently. We postulated that this may be because 

students focus more on theory in their coursework and as a result may consider people generally, 

while social workers focus more on the specifics of their practice and thus refer more to their 

work. 

Since an examination of where these words appeared in the text ensued, this phase of 

generating codes was data driven or, as Maguire and Delahunt (2017) describe, bottom-up. The 

processes of identifying codes and themes can also be top down, that is, theory driven (Maguire 

and Delahunt, 2017). Using both approaches, I developed the first version of our codebook (see 

Appendix) and shared it with the team to obtain feedback. Revision of the codebook was an 

iterative process (DeCuirt-Gunby et al., 2011) that recursively collapsed data into overarching 

codes. This process flowed back and forth with the development of themes (the third step) in 

which both top-down and bottom-up approaches were also employed. Constructs of the theory of 

planned behaviour and norm activation theory were incorporated in theme development. A 

bottom-up process examined the data in terms of how it might reflect cultural stories or 

narratives through which participants described their worlds (Silverman, 2000). Although a 

narrative approach to analyzing data may be considered an alternative approach to the thematic 

analysis used (Silverman, 2000), incorporating this view was helpful in identifying a cultural 

narrative as a theme that will be described later in the findings chapter. 

Doody et al. (2013) highlight the importance of peer review (which is inherent in PAR) in 

data analysis. One of the features of working as a team is its intersubjectivity (Doos & 

Wilhelmson, 2014; Deprais et al., 2004). Thus, all members of the team participated in 

confirming the value of the codes produced and arrived at joint understandings that incorporated 
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each member’s point of view. Each team member then used the final codebook to code a portion 

la focus group transcript altogether accounting for 20% of the transcribed documents. Comparing 

their codes to mine for the same material, I found that they matched well. When there were 

differences, I spoke with team members to jointly determine the most suitable code. The same 

process was repeated for individual interviews with an intersubjective coding of about 10% of 

the total documents which was similar to the peer reviewed codes in Makosky Daley et al.’s 

(2010) participatory study. A discrepancy in coding caused by similarity between some coding 

options was resolved by marking different codes for the same text or grouping codes into a 

broader one. Codes were also verified through consultation with my supervisor. Throughout the 

analysis process I met several times with my supervisor to share and explain our team’s process 

and rationales and obtain feedback to ensure our steps were sound. This added to the rigour of 

the study. 

To further develop themes, the codes and corresponding text were entered into a 

Microsoft Access48 database that had been created by a database programmer specifically for this 

study. Its purpose was to assist with managing the data and retrieving information when 

necessary (Smith & Firth, 2011). This allowed us to compare both focus groups and individual 

interviews, check all the text related to a code and track responses of individuals. These features 

aided in searching for patterns (Smith & Firth, 2011) to identify themes. In step four, reviewing 

themes, we created a diagram that showed the developed themes and their relation to each other 

(Lofland et al., 2006). We further reviewed themes by re-checking them with the data, discussion 

                                                                 
48 Microsoft Access is a database that is used to store, manage and retrieve information. More 

information about how it works can be found here: https://www.opengatesw.net/ms-access-tutorials/What-Is-
Microsoft-Access-Used-For.htm 
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at our team meetings as well as consultation with my supervisor and two other doctoral 

committee members. In step five, to further develop and define themes, I began a preliminary 

write-up of results (Lofland et al., 2006). This process led to a clearer outlining of themes which 

then moved us to the sixth and final step of the analysis (the write-up) in which we identified and 

discussed our findings. There was considerable overlap and flow between these six steps until we 

arrived at the final version of our thematic analysis.  

It is important to note that members of the research team were involved throughout the 

process of data collection and data analysis. Following McTaggart’s (1998) previously 

mentioned criteria for validity of PAR studies, credibility and transferability of this research can 

be gleaned from a) the democratic functioning of the team, b) the ongoing commitment of the 

research team as demonstrated in their participation throughout data collection, data analysis and 

continued interest as I write the dissertation and c) a detailed data trail and rationale for research 

decisions presented in this chapter. Indeed, establishing validity has been an ongoing process 

with the team involving many robust discussions of decisions made together. As the initial 

researcher with research knowledge, I have had considerable influence in that I have offered 

suggestions for ways to proceed. However, I have never proceeded without discussion and 

ratification of main decisions. Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, team members made clear that 

they felt comfortable voicing their thoughts or any concerns. Thus, this methodology has been 

employed in a manner consistent with McTaggart’s validity criteria. 

Summary 

To summarize, this chapter outlined key features of PAR and its application in this 

research. This study is a new iteration of PAR that extends into the domain of animal-human 

relations. PAR methodology was chosen because it aligns strongly with the research purpose, 
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question, theoretical framework, and my positionality. It is better suited to this study than other 

emancipatory methodologies because of the action cycles feature which fits the action orientation 

of this research. The PAR research team was comprised of animal advocates (social workers or 

representatives of animal advocacy organizations) who were tasked with representing the 

interests of nonhuman animals. Representation was problematized as having the potential to 

distort nonhuman animals’ views due to conflicting human privilege. The research team 

attempted to meet the challenge by being mindful and attentive to nonhuman animals in our 

lives, identifying needs that are obvious, using images of nonhuman animals to express their 

emotion, using a supported decision-making model in spirit, and bearing witness to recognize 

naturalized harms to them. The research underwent two action cycles that developed an 

education module for social workers and delivered it to them in focus groups to observe its 

impact.  

Purposive samples of BC social workers were recruited for three focus groups. Data was 

also collected through follow-up interviews with randomly selected participants in the focus 

group for a total of twelve interviews. The groups and interviews were audio-recorded, except 

those conducted online which were video-recorded. Recordings were transcribed followed by 

thematic analysis of content. Validity in PAR focuses, in part, on the operation of the research 

team. PAR is used effectively when decisions are democratic (all team members can influence 

decisions) and team members are involved in the research process. A focus group for the 

research team, held to illuminate and explore team functioning, showed that the team worked 

democratically with participation from all team members. Rigour in PAR also involves a clear 

trail of actions taken and thus, considerable detail was included here. The audit trail and the 

effective functioning of the research team shows that this methodology was well applied. This 
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enhances the credibility and transferability of the results of this study which will be presented in 

subsequent chapters. 
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Chapter 6: Education Module 

The two action cycles in this participatory action research (PAR) project are centred on 

the education module about the relevance of speciesism to social work. In the first cycle we 

developed the module. The second cycle delivered this education to social workers. Since the 

module is pivotal to the second action cycle in this research and is actually an outcome of the 

first action cycle, this chapter is devoted to its explication. The chapter outlines the module’s 

development, content and delivery, limitations and areas for improvement identified by 

participants. To establish the validity of this PAR research it will be shown that the research 

team members were active participants in the development and delivery of the education module 

as expected in PAR. The content and delivery section discusses both the messaging in the 

content and the approach to the delivery of education provided. As can be seen in Table 1, the 

module is comprised of four sections: a) what is speciesism; b) why is it a problem for people 

too; c) why is it relevant to social work; and d) what can social workers do.  

The first three sections include brief discussion periods at the end, and the fourth 

incorporates an interactive exercise based on a case example. The research team’s decisions 

about content of these sections are explained. The brief but rich discussions that occurred during 

the delivery of the education are discussed in terms of: a) conceptual connections made by the 

participants; b) their shared experiences and feelings of affirmation; and c) the application of 

their learnings in the case example exercise. The final sections of this chapter will suggest the 

idea of an expanded education module. 
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Table 1. Education Module Content 
 

Section Content 

1. What is speciesism? 

 

 

 

 

 

� Definition 

� Disconnect between what we know about animal sentience and how 

    we treat them in society (speciesism denies animal cognitions and 

    emotions) 

� What we know about animals (breaking down symbolic boundaries) 

� sentient beings 

� Pictures of nonhuman animals and humans 

    showing caring emotion - also interspecies caring 

� How we treat them in society 

� Picture collage showing how they are used 

� hierarchy of animals: companion vs. farm 

2. Why is this a problem 

     for people too? 

� How we treat animals is related to: 

� How we treat each other 

� Discrimination and violence towards animals is directly related to 

discrimination and violence towards people 

� Part of interlocking web of oppression 

� Public health 

� A cause of antibiotic resistance 

�  A cause of damage to the environment 

3. Why is this relevant 

    to social workers? 

� Social justice issue 

� Link with violence 

� Link with child dysfunction 

� Society is changing 

� Prevalence of companion animals 

� Value of the human-animal bond (HAB) 

� Interconnectedness 

� Precedence for involving animals 

� Theoretical support 

4. What can social 

    workers do? 

� Include companion animals in assessments 

� Incorporate animals in interventions when appropriate (handout) 

� Collaborate with other human and animal protection services 

� Report abuse or animals at risk 

� Develop policies to support inclusion of animals in practice 

� Include in professional code of ethics, position papers 

� Provide education in schools of social work 

� Group exercise - case example 
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Education Module Development 

This segment describes how the education module was produced in terms of the timeline, 

contributions of the team members, and process. Further to the discussion of validity in Chapter 

5 (Methodology), the detailed descriptions presented here demonstrate the involvement of all 

team members in decision-making. As such, they provide evidence of adherence to PAR’s core 

tenets and the proper application of this methodology. This, in turn, enhances the validity of the 

results that follow in the next chapter. The real names of members of the research team along 

with affiliations are listed in Table 2. 

Table 2.  The Research Team 

Team member*  Organization/Group 

Amanda Rescue and Sanctuary for Threatened Animals 

(RASTA), teacher 

Amy Community health social worker 

Erika British Columbia Society for the Prevention of Cruelty 

to Animals   

BCSPCA 

Ranjana Initial49 researcher, social worker 

Terri Social work educator, Vancouver Island University 

(retired during this project) 

 

The expertise of the research team members enhanced the quality of the education module. Erika 

added the perspective of an animal protection organization and knowledge gleaned from this 

organization’s interactions with social workers. Amy and I offered social work practice 

knowledge.  

                                                                 
49 Since power is shared within the research team in PAR the term ‘initial’ was used, rather than 

‘principle’, to distinguish myself as the researcher who began the process of research development  
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Table 3. Research Team Attendance During Development of Education Module 

* missed meetings due to family/ work commitments/emergencies, contributed ideas/feedback by email and 

phone between missed meetings 

 

Amanda brought the perspective of an animal rights organization and, as a teacher, her 

experience with humane education. Her experience along with Terri’s many years of experience 

teaching university level social work courses enhanced the quality of the module’s pedagogy. 

Table 3 above shows the attendance of team members at meetings through the development of   

the module.  

The education module was produced within three months with six recorded research team 

meetings (see Table 3), several emails and one meeting of a research team subgroup. Through 

these means we generated ideas and developed a structure, specific content and a process of 

delivery. Our first meeting (Table 3) was a brainstorming of ideas about our objectives, approach 

Attendance Month 1 Month 2 Month 3 

Research 

team 

member 

Meeting 1 
Jan 29/18 

 

Idea 

generation 

Meeting 2 
Feb 13/18 

 

Sharing 

session  

& idea 

generation 

Meeting 3 
March 6/18 

 

Structure 

development 

Meeting 4 
March26/18 

 

Animal 

Justice 

& content 

development 

Meeting 5 
April 11/18 

 

Case 

example, 

finalizing 

presentation 

& education 

delivery 

 

Meeting 6 
May 1/18 

 

Education 

delivery 

Amanda x x x X x x 

Amy* x  x X x  

Erika* x  x X X  

Ranjana x x x X X x 

Terri x x x X X x 
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to the education, and how we would work together. Amanda, curious about what is expected of 

social workers regarding animals by their code of ethics, was informed by Terri and Amy that 

there is no expectation or any recognition of animals as sentient beings or otherwise. Terri 

explained that generally animals are not included in social work education, but she felt there has 

been some recent change. For example, she is now offering a course on animal assisted 

intervention in which social work and other healthcare students learn of the link between animal 

abuse and abuse of humans. She pointed out that there is increasing awareness that women delay 

leaving situations of domestic violence because of concern for the safety of their companion 

animal. Now some shelters in this area are beginning to respond by providing a safe place for 

women’s animals. Amy added she feels social work values “provide a space” for hearing about 

animals. Erika expressed concern about how professions are siloed and do not typically 

collaborate. Workers in her field of animal protection are trained to report concerns about family 

violence to social workers but she and her colleagues have found that social workers generally 

do not report concern about an animal, to animal protection. Zilney and Zilney (2005) found the 

same in their study of child protection and animal protection workers. Erika said she would like 

to see the education address that problem. 

 At the end of this meeting, we decided to hold a sharing session where each team 

member would present their experience with animals and advocating for them. The intent was to 

learn from each other and to further develop the content of the education module. Due to 

unforeseen circumstances, Amy and Erika were absent at this education session, our second team 

meeting (Table 3). However, several important ideas were generated including: providing 

handouts, using videos and pictures of animals, showing videos of social workers talking about 
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animals and social work, and the need to focus on solutions – that is, what social workers can do. 

I organized the ideas generated at the first two meetings into a structure that I later shared.  

The team approved the organizational framework at the third meeting (Table 3) and 

augmented the content. Amanda suggested we identify the most important points we wished to 

convey since that would show us where we ought to spend the most time during the education. 

The team decided it was essential to address why the issue of speciesism is important, the 

relevance to the social work profession and what they can do about it in practice. Amy pointed 

out that it was important to use language and concepts that resonate with social workers such as: 

social justice and discrimination, impact on social values and culture, and the link to family 

violence. Although social work interests are anthropocentric, this terminology would highlight 

the similar logics of human and animal oppression. Based on their experience advocating for 

nonhuman animals, Amy and Amanda also felt, that it would be important to engage 

participants’ emotions. It was decided that pictures would be the best means of doing so. 

Animals’ expressions in these pictures would “tell their story”, disrupting the animal-human 

boundary iconographically (Cherry, 2010). Hence, we chose the symbolic boundary of emotion 

and decided to disrupt it by showing a common emotion expressed by obviously different species 

(including humans): caring. Moreover, the team intuited that these pictures would generate 

empathetic responses without causing distress. We wished to avoid this because in addition to 

being painful for the participants, distress might make it difficult to focus on the remainder of the 

content of the education. (Sutherland et al., 2017; Tipaldy et al., 2013; Hawthorne, 2008; Jenni, 

2005).  

 However, we did not intend to hide the suffering experienced by animals from the 

institutional violence inflicted on them by people, and so decided to also include a collage 
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showing the expressions of nonhuman animals experiencing different forms of exploitation. Amy 

felt strongly that we needed to bring attention to the existing hierarchy among nonhuman 

animals. For example, companion animals are valued more than farmed animals in Western 

society, as indicated by the greater (although minimal) legal protections afforded them 

(Bisgould, 2011). Amanda suggested this could segue into a discussion of veganism. From our 

experiences of discussing animal issues with other social workers, Amy, Terri and I suggested 

that, while we discuss oppression and exploitation of animals used for food, we leave discussion 

of veganism for another time since this one-hour presentation is packed with content. Also, the 

topic may reroute attention to an issue of food choice and distract and perhaps even distance 

participants from the remaining content of the education since veganism is often dismissed in 

Western society as nonsensical or a purview of the elite (Roeder, 2021; Rowley, 2015; Cole & 

Morgan, 2011). Also, the discussion of veganism can trigger the meat paradox – a state of 

discomfort arising from the dissonance between valuing animal welfare and meat-eating – often 

leading to defensiveness and rationalization of animal-based food choices (Bastian & Loughnan, 

2017; Buttlar & Walther, 2018). Erika agreed with this strategy. Amanda understood this 

reasoning saying she also agreed that it is important to have social workers consider the 

wellbeing of animals they encounter in their practice and link their treatment to issues of social 

justice. We postulated that once this change is introduced, further changes can be advanced at 

another time. 

 Team members agreed to send me pictures, references and any other content 

ideas/materials they find. It was also decided that Amanda and I would sort through these items, 

reassemble them and bring a fuller presentation to the next meeting. Terri recommended 

including the idea of the interconnectedness of the human and nonhumans worlds – that is, that 
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we are all a part of this planet and co-exist interdependently. Erika’s cat, Gus, joined us during a 

part of the meeting and generated greetings and considerable discussion at the end of the 

meeting. It should be noted here that each of our companion animals joined us at different times 

during team meetings and attracted a fair amount of attention! In this way, they, too, participated 

in our meetings. It is known that companion animals can facilitate human social relationship 

building by stimulating interaction (Wood et al., 2015; Wells, 2004) and catalyzing discussion 

about health and wellbeing (Smith, 2012). Furthermore, it has been found that companion 

animals at work group meetings can increase positive emotions felt by group members and 

prosocial behaviours (Colarelli et al., 2017), thereby facilitating the group’s work. Our 

companion animals, then, facilitated our work by promoting positive emotions and interactions 

between research team members. In this way, they, too, participated in the meetings and the 

work accomplished. 

 We had to make a decision about what nonhuman animals would be included in the set of 

pictures. Terri recommended we have pictures of nonhuman animals that social workers are most 

likely to encounter in their work. We identified these to be companion and farmed animals. As 

discussed in Chapter 2, companion animals are likely to be part of most families that social 

workers see. Social workers in rural communities may also encounter farm animals. For 

example, social workers who work with victims of domestic violence in rural communities may 

find that they delay leaving because of concern about the safety of their companion animals and 

farmed animals (Crawford & Clark, 2012; Wendt & Hornosty, 2010). While agreeing that these 

animals are important to include, Amanda contended that we should include wildlife to give the 

message that domestic and other animals are valued. After some discussion we agreed to include 
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some wild animals although the majority of the pictures would be of companion and farmed 

animals. 

At our subgroup meeting, Amanda and I sorted through materials received and developed 

additional themes from them. Afterwards she emailed to the group some pictures of animals she 

had found on the web and asked the team to send additional pictures to me. All team members 

made some submissions. Erika sent her thoughts on what should be included in the “what social 

workers can do section” while Terry submitted pictures and references to studies on dog 

behaviour and attachment as well as the link between abuse of animals and bullying behaviour in 

children. Amy sent a video and Amanda loaned me some of her books on humane education. I 

incorporated these materials and others I had researched into a multimedia (Powerpoint®) 

presentation based on our team discussions, our theoretical framework and the available time.  

Animal Justice joined our fourth meeting to present anti-cruelty legislation. In 

consultation with (lawyer) Camille Labchuk we decided to advise social workers to call the 

BCSPCA or RCMP with any concerns about the wellbeing of nonhuman animals they might 

encounter in their work, including abuse. During discussion with Camille, Amy shared a 

situation she had recently encountered at work. As the social worker with a mental health team 

for seniors in the community, she was on a home visit with an elderly individual who had been 

referred to her because of concern for his/her wellbeing. She was shocked to find that members 

of the family were running a puppy mill. During the visit Amy witnessed acts that were 

disturbing which triggered her to make a more thorough assessment of the senior’s care. After 

the visit she reported the incident to the BCSPCA. This was an example of the kind of situations 

involving nonhuman animals that social workers can encounter in their everyday work.  
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Amy said that she had no knowledge to draw on from her social work education that 

could guide her in dealing with the nonhuman animal situation and its impact on the elderly 

person she had come to assess. She was guided instead by her personal values and knowledge 

gained from being an animal advocate. She shared that one of the reasons she felt this research 

was important was that it had potential to reach social workers and social work educators about 

the need to consider nonhuman animals in practice and to equip social workers with knowledge 

and skills to do so. Amy’s experience and reflection is aligned with Ryan’s (2011) identification 

of social workers as often being first responders that enter homes of troubled families and, in this 

role, they are witnesses to animal abuse/neglect. He pointed to social workers’ lack of skills and 

knowledge to respond resulting in the vast majority taking no action with most not even 

recognizing this as a situation warranting a response. 

After Camille’s departure, I presented the draft multimedia presentation to the team. The 

outline was approved, and we continued to refine the content. There was disagreement about the 

wording of the results of the Costello and Hodson (2009) study of the relation between 

discriminatory attitudes towards nonhuman and those towards marginalized human groups. 

Amanda was concerned that the word “discrimination” might steer the discussion in the direction 

of racism, which was also related and important but, considering the short time available, she 

was concerned that it could take attention away from the plight of nonhuman animals. 

Discussion ensued in which Amy pointed out that it was a word well understood by social 

workers and, as such, may actually make the situation of animals easier to understand50. Terri 

                                                                 
50 The terms “oppression” and “discrimination” are relevant to discussions of social justice which, as 

discussed in Chapter 2, is a prevailing and guiding value of the profession. Further, the commitment to challenge 

“discrimination” is also a part of the Canadian Social Workers’ Code of Ethics (CASW, 2005 p.5). 
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attempted to find other wording that might also fit. In the end the consensus was that the word 

discrimination would remain with a slight modification of the surrounding words. This is an 

example that shows that our disagreements were worked through respectfully and, through 

discussion, decisions were reached by consensus, in keeping with PAR’s democratic principles. 

Other points of disagreements include discussions at the beginning about whether team should 

consist of 5 or 7 members, who should join the team, the decisions about which animals to 

include in the module’s pictures and whether to include veganism (both discussed earlier) as well 

as other content and delivery related issues. Angouri and Locher (2012) define disagreements as 

a range of verbal behaviours that are in opposition to a previously taken stance. Unlike uncritical 

agreements, these behaviours can help teams develop better solutions by incorporating different 

perspectives and stimulating new ideas (Lehman-Willenbroch & Chiu, 2018). Our team worked 

successfully because these disagreements were content based – that is, there wasn’t a focus on 

personal judgement (Lehman-Willenbroch & Chiu, 2018). At the end of this fourth meeting, it 

was decided that I would now prepare the final polished version of the slides. In the meantime, 

team members would email me with any other thoughts/ideas/pictures they wished included.  

While completing the multimedia presentation (between the 4th and 5th team meetings) I 

reviewed our meeting videos and notes for suggested ideas that had yet to be included. Three 

ideas found missing were: 1) video clips of social workers talking about animals and practice; 2) 

handouts; and 3) a case example for small group discussion. I discovered two videos on the 

internet and assessment ideas and templates in Thomas Ryan’s (2014) book Animals in Social 

Work that I realized could be used as handouts for the participants. With our education module 

almost complete, I emailed the handouts and link to the latest version to team members 

suggesting we review it and develop a case example at our next (5th) meeting. 
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At our fifth meeting all team members expressed real satisfaction with our multimedia 

presentation. Amanda stated it was even better than she expected and was pleased with what she 

considered to be its professional quality. After a discussion of team members’ availability, it was 

decided that I would lead the education session at the focus groups. We discussed ideas for a 

case example of a problem involving a companion animal that social workers might encounter in 

practice. Participants would be asked to discuss next steps in working with the case. This would 

be presented towards the end of the module to help participants apply and integrate their learning 

through an interactive experience. Inclusion of opportunities for discussion and the interactive 

exercise were based on a principle of adult learning that adults learn best when they are active 

participants in the learning (Collins, 2004). The interactive exercise provides an opportunity for 

“hands-on” learning (Steinberg & Vinjamuri, 2014), another adult learning principle, in which 

“doing” facilitates application and integration of knowledge gained. Furthermore, the case-based 

approach was identified by Dunst and Trivette (2009) as an effective mechanism for such 

integration. Since we needed to also work on the logistics of holding the focus groups, it was 

decided I would write up the example based on our work at this meeting. Since two possible 

scenarios were discussed, I developed two case examples and emailed them to team members 

requesting that they indicate their preference. After a modification suggested by Terri to one of 

the examples, a selection was made, and our education module was complete. 

The sixth meeting, focused on planning the delivery of the module. It was confirmed I 

would ‘present’ the module and facilitate the focus group discussion afterwards. Other team 

members took on the role of notetaker for focus groups. Amanda volunteered for both face-to-

face focus group for social work students and for social workers, while Amy offered to take on 

the online focus group. We would start the meeting by discussing our experiences with animals. 
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This would be an icebreaker while also providing some important baseline information about 

their attitudes towards nonhuman animals. From this we would be able to see if and how 

attitudes changed after the education. We marked when, during the education session, I might be 

able to encourage some discussion. However, it was also noted that since the session was 

information-dense, it would be a challenge to add much discussion. The case example exercise 

(Figure 1) was identified as an important means of providing an interactive experience as 

discussed above. After these details were determined, there was palpable excitement in the air as 

we waited to see how this education would be received. 

From the preceding, it can be seen that the production of the education module was, 

indeed, a collaborative effort. Every team member contributed ideas for process, education 

content and delivery. Discussion was respectful as we all facilitated the flow of ideas. There 

 

Figure 1. Case Example ExerFigure 1. Case Example ExerFigure 1. Case Example ExerFigure 1. Case Example Exercisecisecisecise 

 

  

Case Example 

A social worker working for the school board is seeing a family referred by a teacher.  A usually attentive 10 

year old girl in the teacher’s class has been coming to school late, leaving early and being distracted in class. 

When asked by the teacher about what is happening, the girl vehemently denies there is any thing wrong. 

The teacher has spoken with the parents and they have agreed to a home visit by the social worker.  The 

parents both work. They also have a son who is 8 years old. The social worker has had 3 visits with the family 

and the girl’s behaviour at school remains unchanged.  

 

At the meetings, the social worker noticed the girl holding on to her cat, not wanting to let it go. One day the 

cat had some scratch marks which the parents explained by an accidental fall. The daughter blurted out that 

the cat had experienced a few accidents. She believed that her brother has been hurting her cat.  The parents 

were shocked by this claim and told their daughter not to think such foolish things. Upon further 

examination, it was found that this claim was true. The parents had found their son throwing stones at the 

cat and had informed the social worker of this. 

Exercise 

1. Read case example 

2. Break into small groups and discuss how to proceed with case 

3. Come together again and share and discuss ideas from each group with the larger group 
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were some points of contention which were resolved through consensus. Team functioning, then, 

adhered to PAR principles which enhances research validity (McTaggart, 1997). My role was to 

develop a preliminary synthesis of the ideas presented at our meetings, create outlines, seek and 

incorporate feedback, as well as research and present additional content material for approval. 

By the end of this process, the team shared a strong feeling of accomplishment.  

Content and Delivery of Education Module 

At the beginning of the focus group meeting, I outlined the purpose of the research, the purpose 

of this meeting and the importance of confidentiality. We then took turns around the table 

introducing ourselves and responding to the first two questions from our research question guide 

that asked about the participants’ experience with animals in their lives and in their work. These 

questions were intended to be both icebreakers and part of data collection. Following this, I 

began the multimedia presentation we had developed. An outline of the content of the education 

module can be found above in Table 1. The link to the multimedia presentation is here: 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1mIpuDV2qwG4yGkG663ww2-

fvyTZm7F1M/view?usp=sharing. It consists of 42 slides, 7 of which are filled only with images 

while 3 slides contain one video each. The module also included two handouts related to 

assessments (Appendix 6), an interactive exercise with a case example (Figure 1 above) and 

three opportunities for discussion. During production of the module, we were always acutely 

aware of our 1-hour time limit. Hence, we decided to touch on the key points we wished to 

convey and present the module as a brief introduction to the link between social work and 

nonhuman animals. The sections listed in Table 1 comprise the main topics covered with details 

found in the multimedia presentation (link provided above). Figure 2 provides an overview of the 
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flow of the education session. Each section will now be discussed followed by some team 

reflections. 

Figure 2.  Education FlowchartFigure 2.  Education FlowchartFigure 2.  Education FlowchartFigure 2.  Education Flowchart 

 

 

 

 

Section 1: What is Speciesism 

The first section (Figure 2), aimed to show that the maltreatment of animals is a social 

justice issue. One definition of speciesism included the idea of oppression while the other used 

the word discrimination, both familiar concepts to social workers. These definitions began to 

bridge the frames of the treatment of animals in society with that of social justice. The decision 

to include definitions from both a feminist author (Lisa Kemmerer) and social work author 

(David Wolf) was strategic. We thought this would help to establish the credibility of the 

education’s subject matter. Firstly, feminist work is valued in social work education and practice 

(Sands & Nuccio, 1992). Secondly, the feminist theory of the intersectionality of oppressions is 

generally understood in critical social work (Lee & Brotman, 2013; Baines, 2011). Thus, a 

feminist viewpoint garners respect. Thirdly, a definition offered by a social work scholar 

confirms the relation and relevance of the topic to social work.  

To further an understanding of the social justice nature of the treatment of animals in 

society, we began the process of dismantling symbolic boundaries. We selected two boundaries 

 

Section 1 

What is 

speciesism? 
 

discussion 

 

Section 2 

Why is this a 

problem for 

people too? 

discussion 

 

Section 3 

Why is this 

relevant to social 

work? 

discussion 

 

Section 4 

What can social 

workers do? 

case example 

exercise 
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which are considered characteristics of humans: a) agency expressed through emotion51 (Slaby & 

Wüschner, 2014), and b) morality (Decety, 2014). We disrupted these boundaries by showing 

that some nonhuman animals share these attributes with humans. We began the disruption 

process by identifying a disconnect between what we know about nonhuman animals and how 

we treat them – that is, we know that they are sentient, but we treat them as if they are not. To 

establish that science (as well as our experiences) confirms nonhuman animals are sentient, I 

presented three experiments demonstrating sentience with the understanding that we do not 

condone subjecting nonhuman to experiments but are using the knowledge gained to make a 

point. The first showed emotion – that hens experience empathy (Edgar et al. 2011). The second 

demonstrated altruism (morality) in rats (Bartal, Decety & Mason, 2011). The third was a video 

demonstrating a sense of fairness, involving emotion and morality, in capuchin monkeys 

(Brosnan & de Waal, 2004). Unfortunately, we were not able to show this video due to technical 

difficulties. Instead, I explained the research verbally. Because this occurred at our first focus 

group meeting, we did not show the video again, opting to keep the same method for the 

remaining focus groups. Next followed a quote from biologist Mark Bekoff (2013) about 

evolutionary continuity52. He contended that arguments that value some species over others and 

the human species above all others, ignore evolutionary continuity resulting in false boundaries 

between different animals as well as between animal and humans.  

                                                                 
51 Slaby and Wüschner (2014) argue that emotions are active engagements with the world rather than 

experiences that are passively encountered. 
52 According to Darwin ‘s theory of evolution successful evolutionary traits such as physiology that gives 

rise to emotions, cognitions and reactions to pain, are shared by a number of organisms in some form or another 

due to natural selection – that is, those that have these traits survive and pass the traits on to progeny. Thus, there 

is evolutionary continuity in the animal kingdom which includes humans. See Bekoff, M. (2013). Who lives, who 

dies, and why? In R. Corbey & A. Lanjouw (Eds.), The politics of species: Reshaping our relationships with other 

animals, 15. 
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We continued dismantling boundaries through a series of four slides showing the emotion 

“caring” in various species of animals including humans. These pictures showed very different 

beings ‒ including humans ‒ feeling a similar emotion. The inclusion of humans was to indicate 

that humans are animals, too, thereby further disrupting the boundary. The first slide depicted 

caring between mother and child. The second was caring between partners in life while the third 

was caring between friends. The fourth and final slide in this series displayed caring in 

friendships across species. These slides, introduced as images that demonstrate the emotion of 

different kinds of caring, were shown in silence so that the representation of the animals was 

mostly through their pictures, unfiltered by the educator’s words. The emotion “caring” was 

chosen for three reasons: a) it is an understood, relatable and valued emotion (Buck, 2004); and 

b) it is not distressing as it is often linked with healing (Weiner & Auster, 2007); and c) it 

represents nonhuman animals as subjects with agency, capable of experiencing positive feelings 

(Balcombe, 2009), rather than as beings constituted merely through victimhood (Corman, 2020, 

2016). Expanding on each of these reasons, caring is considered a “higher level” emotion in 

humans (Buck, 2004). Buck explains that higher level emotions combine feelings and desire 

(considered biologically based) with some judgement of a presenting situation. Caring is a 

valued emotion since it is linked with morality (Buck, 2014; Sumner, 2012) as in, for example, 

the feminist ethic of care (Little, 1995). Since higher level emotions, especially those associated 

with morality, are associated with humans, showing they are also associated with nonhuman 

animals disrupts the animal-human boundary. Further, it does so in a way that avoids causing 

distress. As discussed earlier, we were concerned that distress could be debilitating (negatively 

affect mental health) and could distract participants from the remainder of the content of the 
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education (Rothon et al., 2009; Stallman et al, 2008). These are particularly significant concerns 

because of the limited time available to respond to negative side effects.  

Finally, to expand on the third reason for choosing the emotion of caring, animal rights 

activists generally represent nonhuman animals by focusing on the extreme suffering 

experienced by the vast majority (Corman, 2016, Cherry, 2010). However, as Balcombe (2009) 

points out, nonhuman animals are capable of experiencing pleasure and are, indeed, motivated by 

it. Corman’s (2016) analysis of the representation of nonhuman animals by advocates notes 

concern that by focusing only on their suffering, nonhuman animals are seen as victims (objects). 

However, they are also subjects with agency and have knowledge based on experience. They 

show relationality (Blue & Rock, 2014; Ohrem, 2017), participate in play and laughter (Willet, 

2014) and articulate resistance (Carter & Charles, 2013; Hribal, 2011) through their actions. 

Corman identifies a growing discursive shift in advocacy towards representation of their 

subjectivities that includes but also goes beyond being victims. Our choice to show relatable 

positive feelings is in keeping with this shift. It is also in line with philosopher Szytbal’s (2008) 

theorization of personal life experience as being a mark of subjectivity (which he calls 

personhood in a different sense from that used in law presently). The pictures in this module 

capture a personal life experience that is pleasurable and shows relationality. Thus, nonhuman 

animals and humans are shown to be subjects who find pleasure in caring for another. The 

images portray their agency as they are choosing to perform caring behaviour rather than being 

compelled to do so. These slides were also intended to stand in stark contrast to a subsequent 

slide showing the exploitation of nonhuman animals.  

After the slides depicting caring were shown, an opportunity to share reactions was 

provided. Following this came a presentation of how animals are treated. Having emphasized the 
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agency and relationality of nonhuman animals as expressed through emotion, we now turned 

attention to challenging their exploitation and oppression. A collage of nonhuman animals who 

are used for food, entertainment, experimentation, clothing, therapy and companionship was 

shown next. Prior to viewing this slide, participants were cautioned about upcoming disturbing 

images but were also reassured that no more would follow. From the expressions of distress on 

the faces of the animals and from the situations of indignity (bear wearing a tootoo performing in 

a circus), confinement, and force/coercion (factory farms, fur farms, experiments, rodeo, 

trapping) that they faced, the message was clear that speciesism is a problem for nonhuman 

animals. Images of animal assisted activity and companion animals were included to indicate that 

these activities (which are considered more mutually beneficial since they are based on valuing 

of the human-animal bond), too, are “uses” of nonhuman animals. Furthermore, images of 

companion animals in vastly different roles as subjects of science experiments and companions 

to humans were included to show the contradictions in how humans treat nonhuman animals. 

The same kind of nonhuman animal is respected as a companion (subject) in one situation but 

treated as an object in another. These are important points that can be explored in a longer 

education program to further establish the social construction of the categories “animal” and 

“human”. The next slide highlighted the differential treatment of and hierarchy between 

companion animals and farmed animals (Krings et al., 2021; Stewart & Cole, 2009). This further 

brought into question the justness of our relations with nonhuman animals.  

Strategy to Refrain from Mentioning “Vegan” 

As mentioned earlier, while we had made a conscious decision to show these images of 

the oppression of nonhuman animals, we chose not to use the word “vegan”. As Ko (2019) found 

in her experiences of talking about being vegan, that discussion was often deflected from being 
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about the oppression of nonhuman animals and its link to oppression of humans, to a discussion 

about food choices. This was similar to some research team members’ (including myself) 

experiences of talking about being vegan to fellow social workers. Also, there is considerable 

literature indicating the discomfort people feel (discussed earlier) with the contradiction in 

valuing nonhuman animal wellbeing and overlooking the harm to them in choosing to eat meat 

(Rothgerber, 2020; Dhont & Hodson, 2019; Piazza et al, 2015; Bastian et al., 2012). Resolving 

this meat paradox can lead to justifications for their choice and defensiveness when veganism or 

food choices come up. Further, bias against vegetarians and vegans can also lead to outright 

rejection of their messages (Cole & Morgan, 2017; McInnis & Hodson, 2017). Given the amount 

of material to be covered in a short period of time we made a pragmatic, strategic decision to 

avoid deflection that might be caused by using the term “vegan”. This strategy is consistent with 

philosopher, David Sztybel’s (2007), pragmatic view that advocates a “best care ethic” (n.d., p.1) 

that chooses actions which result in the best possible improvement in the lives of sentient being 

at a given point in time. This position holds unequivocally that rights/liberation of nonhuman 

animals is the goal. However, directing all action towards this aim is not a better choice than 

seeking to reduce suffering when achieving this aim “is not a choice at all”. That is, when, at a 

point in time liberation is clearly not attainable, action that significantly reduces nonhuman 

animal suffering in the present is best while continuing to strive towards liberation in the long 

term.  

Some activists (abolitionists53) argue that such a stance involves working with a system 

that oppresses nonhuman animals. As such, it is complicit with it and in fact maintains this 

                                                                 
53 According to Francione (2010), to achieve animal rights, nonhuman animals must be liberated from 

their property status and only the criteria of sentience should give access to those rights. Rights, then can only be 
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corrupt system by making people feel better about continuing to exploit nonhuman animals 

(Francione, 2012; Wrenn, 2012). People feel better because they think that nonhuman animals 

are being treated more “humanely” and thus become complacent (Francione, 2012). However, 

Sztybel (2007) counters, that by not taking the opportunity to reduce suffering of nonhuman 

animals today in the vague hopes of liberation in the future, their present dire circumstances are 

ignored. He claims that such an approach is actually, oddly enough, anthropocentric as it values 

abstract human principles over the present suffering of individual animals. He advocates an 

approach that is clearly aimed at rights/liberation and that chooses action that best improves the 

lives of sentient beings at a particular point in time. When liberation is a real option, actions 

towards this end is always the best choice. Sztybel’s idea is different from a purely animal 

welfare approach which does not question the system of animal exploitation, rather only the 

animals’ experience of it (Smith, 2014). While abolitionists would argue that paying attention to 

welfare would extend the period before liberation can be achieved, Sztybel’s historical review of 

legal gains made in social movements shows that they have been made incrementally. In other 

words, the process of legal change is incremental. He theorizes that each change helps to create 

conditions that are more favourable to reaching the end goal of liberation. While recognizing 

this, he also urges that “we skip the fragments of increments as much as possible” (Sztybel, n.d., 

p 2).  

                                                                 

achieved by rejecting their property. To do this we must concern ourselves with abolishing the institutionalized 

commodification of animal bodies, rather than be preoccupied with how well they are being treated within these 

institutions. He maintains that ethical veganism is the only moral stance that is consistent with achieving animal 

liberation from human exploitation. Dunayer (2004, cited in Smith, 2014) and Best (n.d.) are also abolitionists, 

although Best advocates anarchist approaches which are contrary to Francione’s adherence to the law. 
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In my conversation with Dr. Sztybel (2020) he explained his idea of incremental activism 

(Sztybel, 2013). In a spectrum of incremental actions ranging from mini-incrementalism to midi-

incrementalism to maxi-incrementalism, it is best to choose actions that will provide maximum 

possible benefit at that point in time, that is maxi-incrementalism. While criticism by 

abolitionists that incrementalism upholds institutionalized injustice to nonhuman animals is well 

taken, we felt that by not using the word vegan we would be achieving the maximum possible 

benefit to nonhuman animals that we could achieve at this time, knowing social work’s deeply 

anthropocentric focus (as discussed in chapter 3) and the brief time available for the education. 

Amy expressed this position as “creating a space for listening”. This may then create conditions 

that are more favourable to broader changes in the future (Sztybel, 2007) perhaps even during a 

longer and more in-depth education.  

Section 2: Why is Speciesism a Problem for People Too? 

The next series of slides, section two (See Figure 2 above), addressed the link between 

social justice for nonhuman animals and social justice for humans. Under the section heading 

“Why is it a problem for humans too?” I pointed out that speciesism is recognized by 

ecofeminists and others, as part of an interlocking web of oppression. Costello and Hodson’s 

(2010) finding that those who hold the deepest species divide (those who see the most difference 

between animals and humans) tend to discriminate against other marginalized human groups (are 

more likely to see human difference) was presented. Accompanying this information was that of 

a study which suggested the mechanisms of oppression of humans are similar to that of the 

oppression of nonhuman animals (Hyers, 2006).  Since these studies, several others have also 

shown a connection between animal and human oppressions (Everett et al., 2019; Jackson, 2019; 

Caviola et al., 2018; Dhont et al., 2016). The multiple psychological mechanisms that link 
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negative attitudes towards nonhuman animals to prejudice towards marginalized human groups 

is referred to in the literature as the “interspecies model of prejudice” (Kymlicka, 2018, p. 537; 

Costello & Hodson, 2014).  

Next, the relation of the treatment of animals to public health in terms of antibiotic 

resistance, pollution and climate change (Blanchette, 2019; Akhtar, 2012), was explained.  

Another opportunity for group discussion was provided at the end of the larger section which 

identified speciesism as a social justice issue. This critical view of how animals are treated in 

society is congruent with a critical humane education approach54 (Deckha, 2020) as is the 

exploration that follows of what can be done to enhance the wellbeing of nonhuman animals 

encountered in social work practice. 

Section 3: Why is Speciesism Relevant to Social Work? 

The remainder of the education focused on animals in relation to social work. The third 

section (see Figure 2 above) showed the relevance of animals to social work practice. The nine 

points listed in Table 1 were expanded upon as can be seen in slides 20 -32 of the multimedia 

presentation. References were given for claims made in this section. As well, two videos were 

played of leading social workers – Dr. Philip Tedeschi, Executive Director Institute for Human-

Animal Connection at the University of Denver and Dr. Elizabeth Strand, Founding Director of 

                                                                 
54 Deckha (2020) distinguishes critical human education from humane education, pointing out that the 

term humane has imperialist, colonial roots. It was conceived in the Victorian era when maltreatment of 

companion animals was considered “uncivilized” in contrast to the “civilized” status of dominant imperialist and 

colonizing groups who valued the “humane” treatment of animals. This term does not challenge human 

domination of nonhuman animals but refers to the need to attend to their welfare to minimize suffering (Smith, 

2016). Similarly, Deckha points out that humane education in Western society usually accepts harms to nonhuman 

animals that are deemed “necessary” by the dominant culture but encourages positive regard for the wellbeing of 

some animals (companion animals) and the welfare of others within the limits of their use to humans. These 

programs, then, are welfarist (Best, 2006). Whereas human education usually does not draw attention to the 

power dynamics that maintain anthropocentric systems, critical human education challenges the oppressive logics, 

practices and structures that maintain the oppression of both nonhuman animals and human outgroups. 
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Veterinary Social Work (VSW) at the University of Tennessee College of Veterinary Medicine –

explaining why nonhuman animals are important in social work. These demonstrated that there is 

conceptualization within social work, supported by some research and established social work 

scholars, that supports the consideration of animals in social work practice. Additional pictures 

were shown in this section when discussing the human-animal bond. This slide showed images 

of humans and nonhuman animal embracing in what was clearly friendship. We intentionally 

included companion and farmed animals to continue to disrupt the hierarchy between these 

groups of nonhuman animals.  

Section 4: What Can Social Workers Do? 

After a brief discussion period, we continued with the last section (multimedia slides 32-

43). This explored how animals can be included in practice, that is “what can social workers do”. 

The content was shaped by the experiences of the research team and supported by reference 

material obtained from Thomas Ryan’s (2014) book Animals in Social Work. Two assessment 

tools found in this book were provided to participants as handouts (appendix 6). Unfortunately, 

there was not enough time to actually discuss them (for which I apologized), but we hoped that 

participants would have learned enough to be able to begin thinking about if and how these 

might apply to their practice. The last part of this section was an interactive activity involving 

small group discussion. A case example (Figure 1 above) developed by the research team was 

read out as well as displayed on a slide and the participants were divided, according to proximity, 

into two or three small groups to discuss intervention strategies. I explained that the purpose was 

to apply their learnings in responding to this situation. Following this activity, the groups re-

united to share their experiences and thoughts. My and the notetaker’s observations were that 

participants were actively engaged with and interested in this activity.  
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The final slides following this exercise highlighted animals in relation to social justice. 

First was a slide showing pictures of animals involved in a study of domestic violence (Taylor & 

Fraser, 2018). The point was to show how recent research in social work has recognized 

companion animals as important members of a family and acknowledged them as victims of 

domestic violence too (intersection of oppressions). The education session ended with a quote 

from Faver and Strand (2008) writing of the need to break the species barrier (dismantle the 

animal-human boundary) in social work: 

“Yet even as social workers have sought to eliminate arbitrary distinctions 

between groups of people and to create an inclusive society, we have maintained a 

species barrier. This contradiction hinders our professional development. When 

we ignore the suffering of any being, we diminish our capacity for compassion. 

Our professional values demand that we think critically about artificial 

distinctions among those who suffer. Our mission of social justice requires that 

we reach out to help all vulnerable populations, regardless of species.” (p.176)  

A picture of a woman hugging a cow was included at the bottom of this slide to continue the 

breakdown of the hierarchy between companion and farmed animals as well as signify, again, the 

value of all nonhuman animals. 

Research Team Reflection 

As mentioned earlier, we had explored the possibility of having more than one presenter 

for the education, but members did not have time to take on this task. At our research team focus 

group (held after data was collected from focus groups and individual interviews) at which we 

evaluated the process of making and delivering the education module, Amanda suggested that 

rather than be a “fly on the wall” in the role of notetaker, she could perhaps have joined me in 
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the presentation. However, the role of the notetaker is prescribed by the focus group method and 

thus, rather than tamper with the method, it would be better if an additional team member had 

been able to attend. This would have given us a notetaker and a second presenter. As it was, 

working together with a notetaker was a positive experience for both of us. We were able share 

our experiences and confirm our impressions of what transpired. Having described the content 

and delivery of this module I will now adumbrate the discussions that emerged during the 

education session. 

Participant Discussion 

Generally, the participants did not discuss very much during the first three sections of the 

module. In a longer education program, I could have encouraged more discussion but, given the 

limited time, I did not. However, both I and the notetakers ‒ Amanda and Amy ‒ noted that 

participants were attentive to the presentation. The discussion we did have was rich and 

demonstrated engagement with the material covered. Important conceptual connections were 

made, and personal and practice experiences involving nonhuman animals were shared and 

affirmed. The next section will present participant discussion in terms of these conceptual 

connections, shared experiences and affirmation and the interactive exercise that was held 

towards the end of the module. This discussion will show that participants were actively 

engaging with the material covered and beginning to integrate it into their thinking about their 

own practice. 

Conceptual connections 

Discussion showed that several conceptual connections were made after we delivered 

section 1 (see Table 1, and Figure 2), concerned with speciesism. Several participants made the 

connection between treatment of animals in society with what they know about human 
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oppression. One social work student said that while she found the idea of speciesism new, the 

underlying concepts (related to oppression) were familiar. Another participant found the link 

between attitudes towards nonhuman animals to attitudes towards marginalized humans to be 

enlightening. She said, 

I didn't know that, but I'm glad I know that now. social work student, face-to-face group 

Another social work student realized the intersection of the oppression of nonhuman animals and 

humans in the dehumanization of marginalized groups. He said, 

I think about the common ties to dehumanization when it comes to the way that 

dominant groups will treat oppressed folks along the lines of race and gender 

specifically and ability and we can go much further with that, the whole laundry list 

but like the common terminology of dehumanization...looking at that is always the 

idea of like they are less than human therefore we have the right to carry on as we 

do so I think uhm yeah. whatever is not human gives us permission to carry out 

(what we please).  social work student, face-to-face group 

Group members agreed with this insight. Another student found another intersection of 

nonhuman and human oppression based on class when thinking about the injection of antibiotics 

in farmed animals. She pointed out that people living in poverty are not able to afford “healthier” 

(organic) food and are therefore more likely than those who have higher income to consume 

flesh from antibiotic-ridden bodies of these slaughtered animals and consequently also suffer the 

ill effects. This has also been suggested in the literature (Benie at al. 2017; French et al., 2010). 

In the online group, a social worker commented that the slide of the pig and dog showed the 

hierarchy of animals that had been created by humans. This observation led another group 

member to identify the broader hierarchy between humans and animals.  
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A social worker in the face-to-face focus group made a connection between the use of 

nonhuman animals in animal assisted interactions (AAI) and ethics. The inclusion of AAI in the 

slide on human exploitation of nonhuman animals prompted this social worker to ask whether I 

thought that the practice was unethical. I informed him that we would discuss the topic later but 

mentioned that we need to be careful that we keep the wellbeing of nonhuman animals 

paramount when thinking about AAI.55 A social work student found the information about 

antibiotic resistance to be new, saying she hadn’t known about the possibility of ingesting 

antibiotics from the flesh of factory farmed animals. Thus, she had now connected the harm to 

nonhuman animals in factory farming to harms in humans as well. Another social work student 

found the entire “relevance to social work” section completely new and discovered that it made 

sense to her. 

Several participants identified systemic issues that are barriers to inclusion of nonhuman 

animals. A social worker pointed out that laws need to change in order to be more effective in 

protecting the wellbeing of nonhuman animals – policy change is not enough. She explained how 

she had reported concern for a companion animal encountered during practice but was frustrated 

that no legal action could be taken. Another participant also spoke of the need for other systemic 

changes referring to hospitals, housing and child protection as being discriminatory towards 

nonhuman animals. She felt that these institutions do not value nonhuman animals, nor do they 

recognize the importance of relations between people and companion animals to the wellbeing of 

both. The resulting policies exclude nonhuman animals thereby creating systemic barriers to 

providing support to service receivers and their companion animal. A social worker became 

                                                                 
55 AAI literature cited in the Literature Review chapter (chapter 3) presents the nuances of this topic. 
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excited thinking about the possibility of taking action to change the housing situation which 

presently is hardly accommodating to people and their companion animals (Vancouver is 

Awesome56, 2020) 

Sharing Experiences and Affirmation 

Some members of the face-to-face group for social workers felt affirmed by the section 

on relevance to practice. One social worker commented that she included animals in her practice 

anyway but was pleased about doing it more “consciously” – that is, with clearer professional 

intent and academic support. Another social worker working in psychiatric care also felt affirmed 

and shared her experience of including nonhuman animals in assessments. She found enquiring 

about companion animals helpful in identifying some inner resources (strengths) of individuals. 

After all, she pointed out, caring for a companion animal requires a sense of responsibility and 

ability to do care work. Furthermore, she shared that asking about companion animals helps to 

establish rapport as the social worker acknowledges and shows her understanding that this 

relationship is important.  

Another participant shared his experience with a patient in a hospital who became very 

angry with the staff who did not understand her anxiety to get home. This was especially 

surprising to him since they were trying to see that her companion animal was cared for. He 

remembered clearly that she had said, “You just don’t get it. Like she’s not just a pet”. He 

wondered how to develop rapport with someone whose bond “is that much more”. I suggested 

that he consider the companion animal as a family member. That would help him understand her 

situation better and respond more effectively. This, then, would help her feel accepted and 

                                                                 
56 This is a news media organization dedicated to sharing news about Vancouver. The article cited here is 

a report on the BCSPCA’s launch of a campaign about the need for companion animal friendly housing. 
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supported. This seemed to strike a chord of understanding in him. It can be seen from the 

preceding description that even within the limited time available, there was rich conversation that 

demonstrated that the participants were engaging with the material covered in the education and 

tying it to their experiences. 

Interactive Exercise 

Considerable discussion took place during the interactive exercise at the end of the fourth 

section about “what social workers can do”. In this exercise (see Figure 2 above), in each of the 

three focus groups (face-to-face social work students, face-to-face social workers, online social 

workers and students) participants divided themselves into smaller breakout groups and then 

returned to the larger group to share the main points of their small group discussions. It was clear 

from the larger group discussion in this exercise that participants in all three groups were 

applying their learning from the education provided. They were stretching their thinking to 

incorporate the wellbeing of the companion animal involved and exploring the companion 

animal’s role in the family. There were some similarities across the three focus groups in the 

process and intervention approaches suggested in each of the small group discussions. 

Conversations were energetic and generally cooperative although there were disagreements. 

Only in the face-to-face group of social workers was there one small group in which a member’s 

choice of intervention overshadowed discussion of other options. This dynamic became evident 

when one of the members of this group indicated that she had had some other ideas of how to 

proceed and explained, 

 but then I think child protection took over the whole conversation. social worker, face-to-

face group  
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However, every small group planned to ask about relations between the companion animal and 

other family members as part of their assessment. Some groups considered probing each family 

member’s view of nonhuman animals to learn how it affected their relations with both the 

companion animal and with each other. 

I guess in an assessment if there was some questions related to the cat and how the family 

views animals, it might be helpful for getting a clear picture of what's going on and what 

the issues are.” social worker, online 

What I was looking at is if the daughter might be viewing the cat as more of a family 

member  maybe an animal that helped get her through a difficult time in her life ‒ 

whereas the parents might be coming from that perspective of seeing a pet as… property 

and something less valuable… so the minimizing that's happening in terms of the parents 

seeing this is… (as) not something to make a big deal about and how that has…  deeper 

layers influencing how the daughter feels treated or validated (by her parents because) of 

how she values this cat. social worker, face-to-face group 

Here, this social worker was wanting to also explore if the different views towards the cat held 

by the daughter and her parents influenced their relationship. That is, in addition to her worry 

about the cat, did the daughter feel less valued by her parents because of her strong feelings 

towards the cat? 

Most groups also said that the harm to the cat suggested they should explore the 

possibility of other family violence. All groups recognized a need to create a safety plan for the 

cat to prevent further injury even though this was evidently a new idea.  
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Oh, I think that comment about a safety plan for the cat that's awesome! I never thought 

of that but it's true, we always think about the humans but not the animals. social worker, 

online group 

Because if you look at it with equal rights - if the cat was a child that was getting 

dropped… chances are it might be taken away. Whereas we’re looking at the cat and 

even myself up until the very end went, oh well no the cat that cat will be fine, we'll work 

on the people. But that cat is getting hit and scratched so what are the solutions with 

that?  

We kind of thought maybe grandma can take the cat. The little girl can go to Grandma's 

house to visit the cat ‘cause the cat’s away on vacation! social work student, student only 

group 

Another commented that social workers are discouraged from thinking about the animals in a 

domestic violence situation.  

…say there's domestic violence going on in the home often animals aren't even involved 

in that part like… we’re often told that’s not our responsibility. social worker, online 

group 

One participant pointed out that how the social worker responds can affect the wellbeing 

of the companion animal.  

But I also think what you say is really important about the welfare of the cat because I 

think you actually have an influence just by directing your attention and your energy to 

that. Also, I’m concerned about that cat. Do you need help getting it to the vet? I think it 

should be examined. social worker, face-to-face group 
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The excerpts and discussion presented here show that the participants were indeed trying 

to integrate what they had learned as they grappled with the case example. The findings chapter 

will show that that while a few participants were aware of nonhuman animal oppression and 

ethical issues of AAI, the legitimization of considering the wellbeing of nonhuman animals in 

social work practice provided by education was new to most. In presenting the discussion that 

emerged in this exercise I have focused on the ways in which the companion animal was 

included in considerations about of how to proceed in working with the example case. Of course, 

these points have been selected from the broader context of developing a comprehensive 

assessment and intervention plan with this whole family. That is, strategies involving other 

family members were also discussed. 

We chatted about like all the complexities in terms of like arrows kind a goin’ 

everywhere. Like, what is the relationship between the girl and her parents? If there is a 

pattern of them not believing her when she when she says things such as here? They were 

shocked by her claim and told her not to think such foolish things. What's the dynamic 

between the brother and the sister? What's the dynamic between the brother and the 

parents? social work student, student only group 

 In this sense, this exercise did provide an opportunity for social workers and social work 

students to include considerations of a nonhuman animal in their general practice based on their 

learnings in the education provided. At the close of this exercise, one social worker declared that 

she had been profoundly affected by the education. She could now see how nonhuman animals 

can be included in day-to-day practice. 
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I think for me I had a very profound experience in how I intervene…  but I think we just 

exclude them (animals) from our scope and we shouldn’t do that. Like I did that too you 

know. social worker, face-to-face group 

After the education delivery a more robust discussion emerged based on predetermined 

questions which I asked participants. The results of this discussion will be explored in the 

chapter to follow (Chapter 7) which presents the findings from the second action cycle – a 

critical aspect of answering the research question aimed at understanding the impact of this 

education module on the willingness of social workers to advocate for nonhuman animals. 

Limitations 

There are several limitations to this education module – time being the most prominent. 

The one-hour duration covered considerable content necessary to make conceptual and 

emotional links between the oppression of nonhuman animals and the oppression of humans and 

its relevance to social work practice. One hour was practicable only by covering topics 

superficially. This superficiality was another limitation. A more nuanced and in-depth 

exploration of, for example, the germaneness of social justice to speciesism, anthropocentrism, 

and the role of the animal-human divide in producing and maintaining human difference would 

provide learners with a deeper understanding of the relevance of nonhuman animals to their 

practice. A third limitation was the constrained opportunity for discussion during the education 

session. In order to ensure that the content was covered I was unable to encourage further 

discussion beyond a pause between sections. 

 Relatedly, the opportunity for interactive, small group activity was also circumscribed. A 

longer time period would have allowed for more in-depth exploration and discussion as well as 

other interactive and experiential learning opportunities. While this would have been hard to 
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accommodate in a focus group format, the module, with enhancements, could be expanded into a 

full semester course. This much longer time frame would be able to accommodate more attention 

to each of the topics within the four sections. There would also be opportunity for more 

activities, experiential learning and guest speakers suited to a critical humane education approach 

(Deckha, 2020; Pedersen, 2010). With the addition of substantive topics such as our relations 

with wildlife and the animal rights movement as well as relevance of both to social work 

(discussed further below), this module can be developed into a full semester course. 

Another limitation is the lack of attention to the pluralities of or differences among 

nonhuman animals and humans. While we showed different species, we showed them 

experiencing the same emotion as humans to break down the animal-human boundary. While 

this was done to make a point, a longer education period would allow exploration of differences 

under the lens of recognizing, appreciating and respecting diversity. For example, in their 

assessments of families, social workers need to understand that, with respect to companion 

animals there are differences in behaviours both between species and between individuals within 

species. This knowledge will aid in arriving at a better understanding of nonhuman animal 

family members, their interactions and relations with other family members as well as the 

functioning of the whole family. The narrow field of topics covered in the education is also a 

limitation. As discussed above, our decision not to include discussion of veganism was related to 

pragmatic considerations related to the context of the education (e.g.,  time and purpose). A 

longer education program could permit a discussion of this topic from a critical animal studies 

perspective to arrive at a fuller understanding of its link with social justice (Ko, 2019; Giroux, 

2016). Other important topics include anthropocentrism, the animal rights/liberation movement 

and related animal exploitation issues. Another area of direct relevance to practice is discussion 
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of nonhuman animals as co-inhabitants in communities. As mentioned in the Literature Review 

chapter (chapter 3), Narayanan (2017) has highlighted the lack of consideration of nonhuman 

animals who live in our urban communities in urban planning. An understanding of nonhuman 

animals as part of our communities can bring greater depth to community development work in 

social work since the impact of suggested actions on the wellbeing of these inhabitants can also 

be considered.  

This discussion has outlined limitations to this module which stem mostly from its short 

duration of 1 hour. However, it was only intended to be a brief introduction. As such, the 

module, can be used as a basis for expansion that would allow a broader range of topics, more in-

depth discussion, interactive activities and experiential learning. 

Participants’ Suggestions for Improvement 

Focus group participants were asked to give suggestions for how to enhance the education 

module. Most of the responses related to the limitations identified above supporting the idea of a 

longer educational module. They included suggestions for both content and process. Expanding 

the session by at least one-half hour was suggested by one social worker, with others expressing 

agreement that the module could benefit from being even longer. Since the question asked of the 

participants referred to this module, the possibility of a whole course was not considered. 

However, the content expansions suggested, indicate a need for a longer extension than one half 

hour. More detailed information such as a list of resources and more statistics were proposed. 

Suggestions related to interventions included: more case examples involving a variety of settings 

and client groups; some indication of best practices; and presentation and discussion of real 

examples of interventions in the field. Working with the assessment tools (handouts) in class 
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would also have been helpful. A social work student felt it would be helpful to discuss examples 

in greater depth to reveal layers of systemic oppression.  

Speaking from experience with working in domestic abuse response ‒ like there it does 

go really deep. You’re saying they don’t go to shelter, that they delay going to shelters, 

but after their time‘s up, especially in Victoria, they can't find a place to live because they 

have a pet and they're not willing to give up the pet and sometimes SPCA fills up and 

everything. So, would have been neat to see just how much further that goes. You know, 

not just that one barrier ‒ all the barriers that are faced because of the institutionalized 

discrimination. social work student, student only group 

Another idea was to include an element of self-reflection. A social worker from northern BC 

said, 

I know social workers love self-reflecting and self-awareness… maybe just having a 

questionnaire at the beginning… maybe just a bunch of general questions around our 

own values around animals and how we view animals in our life… and then perhaps at 

the end…we can do a self-reflection around maybe how that it would have changed her… 

I'm not sure maybe something like that? social worker, online group 

Another social worker recommended considering wild animals in the picture set and discussions.  

I did just have one thought actually based on…the pictures…the conversations - we focus 

on domesticated animals ‒ and I would be interested to see it expanded to eagles... and 

bears (laughter). social worker, face-to-face group 

A nonhuman animal presence in the class was also suggested. 

I think you could have like bunnies in the room! social worker, face-to-face-group 

You could have, or let people bring their pets. social worker, face-to-face-group 
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The difficulty with several nonhuman animals coming to an unfamiliar group of humans and 

nonhuman animals at the same time is that it may cause stress for the nonhuman animals 

involved. However, there may be other ways of having a willing animal presence. For example, 

one learner at a time could bring their companion animal to class if they felt s/he would enjoy it. 

These suggestions, then, were related to time, more detailed information and in-depth discussion, 

skill acquisition activities as well as the addition of new elements. These involve extensions, 

additions, explorations and activities which can only be achieved within a considerably longer 

time frame. This supports my earlier contention that this module with enhancements can easily 

be extended into a course. 

Summary 

 The education module was produced within three months by the research team. Details of 

the process show that team members contributed actively to its development and delivery. This is 

an important feature in establishing the validity of the research. The three months was a period of 

intense activity which also included plans for delivery of the module to social workers. It was 

decided I would deliver the educational module while Amanda was the note-taker for the two 

face-to-face groups – one for social work students and the second for social workers. Amy was 

the note-taker for the online group. Along with a multimedia presentation we distributed two 

handouts (by email for the online group) and included an “in-class” interactive activity based on 

a case study. The content of the module was divided into four sections as shown in Table 1. In 

the first two sections we sought to disrupt the human-animals boundary iconographically through 

pictures of animals and human displaying the emotion “caring”. A pragmatic and strategic 

decision was made not to include the word “vegan” in this module to avoid deflecting attention 

from the oppression of nonhuman animals and its relation to the oppression of humans to a 
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discussion of food choices. However, the social (in)justice resonance of factory farming and the 

differential treatment of companion animals and farmed animals were identified. This critical 

understanding of the treatment of animals in society followed a critical humane education 

approach.  

The remainder of the content focused on the relevance of speciesism and 

anthropocentrism to social workers and what actions social workers can take to include 

nonhuman animals in their practice. Although there was little time for discussion, the discussion 

that occurred was rich and demonstrated an active engagement with the material covered. 

Furthermore, an interactive exercise showed an initial integration of the content of the education 

with practice. Limitations of the education module were then outlined and found to be mostly 

related to the short length. A full course was suggested in order to cover a broader range of 

topics in greater depth and provide more opportunity for discussion, activity and experiential 

learning. Participants’ ideas for improvement of the module were presented. These, too, 

supported the recommendation of a longer education program. More in-depth discussion of 

participants reaction and to the education and influencing factors will take place in the next 

chapter which outlines the findings from data collected through focus groups and individual 

interviews. 
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Chapter 7: Findings 

In this participatory action research project, there were two action cycles. The first was to 

develop an education module for social workers about speciesism and its relevance to social 

work. The second was to deliver this module to social workers and social work students in 

British Columbia in three focus groups where the impacts of the module were explored. These 

discussions were followed-up with individual interviews with three randomly chosen participants 

from each group. This chapter identifies the themes that emerged from the focus groups and 

interviews organizing them in terms of: a) impact of the education; and b) factors influencing 

this impact. The first set of themes is tied to norm activation theory (Schwartz, 1997), that is, to 

the activation of the moral norm of social justice. The second grouping relates to the constructs 

of the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1985), such as attitudes and subjective norms and 

perceived degree of control as discussed earlier in Chapter 3.  

This chapter57 begins by revisiting the research question and aspects of the theoretical framework 

to explain their role in guiding the analysis of the data. A description of the participants in this 

part of the research is included here in order to better understand the findings. Seven themes are 

presented in total. Three concern the impact of the education module: 1) a stronger connection of 

animals to social work practice, 2) an expanded sense of social justice that is inclusive of 

animals, and 3) changes in relations with animals individually and generally in personal life. 

Four relate to factors affecting the impact: 1) attitudes towards and experiences with animals, 2) 

social norms and the silencing of animal advocates, 3) undercurrent of activity, and 4) resources 

and barriers to inclusion of animals in practice. 

                                                                 
57 ‘animal’ is used in place of ‘nonhuman animal’ in this chapter for the sake of clarity since that was the 

term used in the education module and ensuing discussion. 
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Influence of the Research Question, Data and Theoretical Framework in Data Analysis 

Research Question 

The principal guiding question for this study was ‘How does education and facilitated 

discussion to raise awareness of the social justice issues facing animals in society affect the 

willingness of social workers to advocate for animals?’  With this in mind, analysis of the data 

focused on discussion related to awareness of a) the maltreatment of animals as a social justice 

issue; b) how this issue links with human injustices; and c) connections between animals and 

social work. The analysis honed in on evidence of a stronger connection of animals to practice 

that involved consideration for their wellbeing (advocacy). Further, we identified aspects of the 

education and discussion with other social workers/students that influenced the connection of 

animals to practice.  

Theoretical Framework  

The theoretical framework also played a significant role in guiding the analysis. The 

theory of planned behaviour (TPB) posits attitudes towards animals, subjective norms and the 

perceived degree of control a person feels s/he has to perform a particular behaviour will 

influence a person’s intention to perform that behaviour (Ajzen, 1985). The behaviour of interest 

in this research is advocating for animals in social work practice.  

Positive attitudes, important others who support that behaviour, and feeling one has the 

internal and external resources to perform the behaviour, strengthen intentions to perform it. 

Additionally, according to norm activation theory (Schwartz, 1977), making a connection 

between a behaviour and a personal/moral norm (in this case, social justice) will increase the 

likelihood of performing that behaviour (advocating for animals in practice).  These two theories, 

which formed the theoretical basis of this study, guided us to discussion related to their 



LINKING ANIMALS, SOCIAL JUSTICE AND SOCIAL WORK 368 
 

conceptual constructs a) attitudes, b) subjective norms (social norms), c) perceived behavioural 

control, and d) activation of the norm of social justice. Theory related to the animal-human 

boundary also guided the analysis by drawing attention to boundary disruptions and maintenance 

features indicated by the data. The reliance on the premises of these theories reveals the 

deductive nature of the data analysis (Pearse, 2019).  

Data 

The third guide to analysis was the data itself. As discussed in the methodology chapter, 

the frequency of certain words directed me to areas within the focus groups and individual 

interview transcripts that eventually led to theme development. Furthermore, the recurrence of 

certain ideas led to the emergence of the theme “undercurrent of activity”, which concerned 

existing work within the profession that already includes animals. This demonstrates an 

inductive component of the analysis (Thomas, 2006). 

These three guiding forces – research question, theory and the data – led to the 

emergence of themes listed in Table 4 and Table 5. The themes are organized according to: a) the 

impact of education and discussion with other social workers (networking); and b) factors that 

affect this impact. Before outlining the themes, a description of the participants of the focus 

groups and individual interviews will be presented. 

Participants of Focus Groups and Individual Interviews  

Data from twenty-two social workers and social work students (n=22) formed our data 

set (see Table 4). Additional data from social workers who participated in an online focus group 

that unfortunately was not recorded, was lost (see Chapter 5). However, data from three 

individual interviews from members of this unrecorded group was included. The rationale for 

this was that these social workers had participated in a focus group prior to their interview, as 
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had the other individual interviewees. Since the same method had been applied to these 

participants the data from all individual interview participants is comparable. 

Composition of the On-line Focus Group 

The composition of the online group included social workers and social work students. While 

social work students and practitioners were purposefully brought together in focus groups in a 

study by Morgaine (2014), in the current study this occurrence was mostly due to practical 

considerations. First, time was a factor since the period for holding focus groups needed to be 

extended due to the recording mishap with the first online group. Second, one of the 

organizations assisting with recruitment was a university in northern BC and most of the 

responses (three out of 5) came from this source. Third, this mixture provided an opportunity to 

include social work students from different areas of BC (northern, rural and urban, and 

Vancouver) in addition to practitioners. Two of the students were in the BSW program of the 

University of Northern British Columbia. The third was a graduating MSW student who had 

already practiced in the field as a BSW and thus was considered a social worker. Other two 

members of the group were social workers from the interior of BC. Since responses were similar 

across all three groups, it appears that the mixing of students and practitioners also did not make 

a difference in this group. Generally, geography also did not appear to influence the responses 

from participants other than in relation to the services available. This is interesting because rural 

communities are associated with conservative ideologies (DasGupta, 2020; Ashwood, 2019) 

which are linked to lower concern for animal welfare (Hoffarth et al., 2019). It was highlighted 

that there are fewer services available in a rural community versus urban locations. This will be 

discussed further later in the chapter. 
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Table 4. Number of Participants and Demographics 

Focus group 
Number of 

participants 

Gender Age Range (years) 

 
Indigenous Racialized 

F M 21-30 31-40 41-50 51-60 

Social work 

students 

6 5 1 2 2 2  1 1 

Social 

workers 

8 7 1  2 3 3  1 

(mixed 

race) 

Online 5 5   3 1  1  1 

Online 

unrecorded* 

3* 

(individual 

interviews) 

3   1  2  1 

Total  22 20 2 5 6 5 6 1 4 

Online - 

unrecorded* 

10  

Total + 

unrecorded 

group* 

29 

*no data for the focus group but individual interviews of three members from this group were  

recorded and are included in the data set  
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Demographics 

Participants were overwhelmingly female (table 4). This is not unexpected for two 

reasons. First, because social work as a profession is predominantly female (Mic, 2013; 

Sakamoto et al., 2008) the chances of recruiting female participants are much greater. Second, 

women generally have more positive attitudes towards animals than men (Phillips et al., 2011; 

Herzog, 2007), and therefore are more likely to be interested in participating in this type of 

research. Although there were only two male participants, there were no obvious gender 

differences in responses to the education module among the participants. The age range of 

participants was evenly distributed between the ranges of 21-30 yrs. and 51-60 yrs.. Only the 

face-to face group for social workers did not have a member in the 21-30 age range. This is 

perhaps because both of the other groups had at least some students who generally tend to be 

younger than practitioners. The face to-face group was only comprised of practitioners.  

Four participants identified as members of a visible minority with one being male. One of 

these four participants identified as mixed race with some indigenous racial heritage. One 

participant identified as indigenous. Again, there was no apparent difference in response to the 

education based on race. However, the study was not designed to explore differences based on 

social identities. At the time of design there was uncertainty about how many social workers 

would respond to a recruitment notice especially given social work’s anthropocentrism (see 

Literature Review chapter). To ensure that we would have enough participants, purposeful 

sampling for diversity was not attempted. In spite of this, the sample of social workers did 

exhibit some diversity, especially by age. 
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Differences Between Groups  

Four differences were noted between focus groups. First, in their group discussions 

members of the face-to-face group for social work students were able to identify more 

intersections of animal and human oppression than members of the other focus groups. For 

example, only the student group recognized the process of dehumanization of marginalized 

human groups as being related to oppression of animals58, demonstrating, in that instance, 

intersections of oppressions based on species and race. The refusal of most shelters to permit 

companion animals of homeless individuals to stay was an example of intersection of 

oppressions based on species and class. Intersection of class and species based oppressions was 

also identified in the differential impact of environmental degradation from factory farming on 

families that are poor. Students identified more intersections of animal and human oppressions 

perhaps because, being immersed in their education, theoretical aspects of practice are more 

prominent in their minds than for practitioners who may be temporally farther removed from 

their education program. Since students, then, likely have been thinking about intersections more 

recently, these ideas may be more easily accessed by them.  

 Second, only the student group did not have a member who was a self-identifying animal 

rights activist. This may simply be a matter of sample size. There were six participants in this 

group. It’s possible an animal rights activist member would be more likely to be present in a 

larger group. This idea relates to the nature of qualitative research in which sample size is 

                                                                 
58 Dehumanization refers to the animalization of marginalized human groups as described in Chapter 3. 

Since this is based on the animal-human boundary, it is an intersection of animal and human oppression. This term 

is used here because it was used by members of the student group. However, because of its implied higher valuing 

of ‘the human’ and the consequent reinscription of the animal-human divide, the term is anthropocentric. See 

Guenther, L. (2012). Beyond dehumanization: A post-humanist critique of intensive confinement. Journal of Critical 

Animal Studies. Special Issue on Animals and Prisons, 10(2). 
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generally smaller than in quantitative research since the goals are different. The former seeks 

depth of understanding while the latter is interested in generalizability over populations (Boddy, 

2016). Thus, qualitative research tends to have smaller sample sizes (Vasileiou et al. 2018). 

Boddy points out that small sample sizes are not representative of populations. Hence, it should 

not be surprising that an animal rights activist, unless purposefully sought, may not appear in a 

small sample size that is not representative of the whole population of social workers/students.  

The third difference between the groups was the face-to-face group had one participant 

who became less engaged during the discussion about the education because of an unresolved 

issue faced during the education (see Methodology chapter). Unfortunately, I did not facilitate 

this situation well and participation was low. Hence very little data was available from that 

participant to include in the analysis. 

The fourth difference was noted in the group with representatives from different parts of 

British Columbia (BC). A difference between rural and urban communities emerged when a 

participant discussed the especially limited emergency and longer-term housing resources 

available to service users with companion animals in smaller rural communities. Although 

residents of larger urban communities face similar challenges, these are more acute in rural 

communities because there are even fewer options available. For example, there was only one 

shelter for women in the participant’s community and it does not accept companion animals.  

The next sections will outline the results of the thematic analysis. In this chapter, participants 

have been designated pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality. Their pseudonyms are 

accompanied by the relevant focus group referents of face-to face for social work students 

(swsf2f), face-to-face for social workers (swf2f) and online for social workers (swo) and students 

(swso) from different parts of BC. An additional referent will be added when comments are 
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derived from individual interviews (ii). Table 5 shows the demographic characteristics of each 

participant. Themes have been organized as they relate to a) the impact of the education module 

and discussion with social workers (networking), and b) factors affecting this impact. 

Table 5. Participant Pseudonyms and Demographic Characteristics 

Pseudonym 

Social Work 

Status 
Gender 

Age Range 

(Years) 
Indigenous Racialized 

Social 

Worker 
Student F M 

21-

30 

31-

40 

41-

50 

51-

60 

Ann x       x   

Anika x  x   x    x 

Ava  x x   x     

Bob x   x  x     

Iris x  x     x   

Ivy x  x     x   

Jean x  x    x    

Jen x  x     x   

John  x  x  x    x 

Lily  x x   x   x  

Lisa  x x  x      

Lori x  x  x      

Lucy x  x     x   

Malia 

x  x   x    

x 

 (mixed 

race) 

Mia x  x    x    

Mona x  x    x    

Nina x  x    x    

Nora  x x    x    

Pia  x x   x    X 

Sarah 
 x x  x      

Sofie 
x  x     x   

Sue 
x  x  x      
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Impact of the Education Module and Networking 

Themes in this category and their descriptions are shown in Table 6 while Table 7 (see 

below) lists the themes alongside their sub-themes. These themes are directly related to the 

research question which seeks to explore the impact of the education module and the opportunity 

for discussion with other social workers on their willingness to advocate for animals – that is to 

include consideration of their wellbeing in practice.  

The themes that emerged are a) making a stronger connection of animals to social work 

practice, b) an expanded sense of social justice that is inclusive of animals, and c) changes in 

relations with animals individually and generally in personal life. Each theme will be elaborated 

and supported by quotations from participants. 

Theme: Making a Stronger Connection of Animals to Practice 

All participants left their focus group meeting making a stronger connection between 

animals and social work practice – that is, having a greater awareness of the relevance of animals 

and an intention to incorporate this knowledge in their practice. Prior to the education, most 

participants regarded their concern for animals as a personal interest. However, this new 

awareness of animals as valued individuals (not merely tools) whose wellbeing is directly 

relevant to practice, was different for different participants. Some described this connection in 

general terms, while others offered more specific descriptions in relation to practice theory, 

assessment, and intervention (Tables 6 & 7).  
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Table 6. Impact of Education: Theme Description 

 

Themes Description Example Topics 

 

Stronger 

connection to 

practice 

 

Now sees animals as part of 

social work practice, not 

only a personal 

interest/practice 

repertoire. Advocating for 

animals is part of social 

work 

 

A general connection  

Connection to theory 

Include in assessments 

Include in intervention (may involve addressing animal welfare 

concerns) 

Connection to populations served 

Hopeful that animals can be helped  

 

Expanded sense 

of social justice 

 

Sees speciesism as a social 

justice issue for social work 

to oppose.  

 

This is strong motivation for 

including animals in 

practice. 

 

Maltreatment of animals is unjust 

Animals are an oppressed group 

Link to social justice issues for humans 

Intersections of human and animal oppressions 

More sensitive to speciesism in practice 

Desire to act to recognize and protect 

 

Personal changes 

 

Intention to help animals 

more in personal life 

 

Donate (more) to animal causes 

Volunteer at animal shelter 

Give more attention to rights of animal family members 

Persist (more) with addressing welfare concerns 

Participate (more) in activism 
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Table 7. Impact of Education: Themes and Subthemes 

 

Themes Sub-Themes 

 

Stronger connection to practice 

(disrupting the animal-human divide) 

 

General connection: mindfulness, eagerness, legitimacy 

and hope 

Connection to practice elements: theory, assessment 

and intervention 

 

Expanded sense of social justice 

(disrupting the animal-human divide) 

(norm activation theory) 

Oppression of animals  

Intersection of oppressions  

Heightened sensitivity to speciesism 

Motivation to take action 

 

Personal changes 

(disrupting the animal-human divide) 

 

Diet and relations 

Activism and support for animals 

 

Subtheme: General Connection: Mindfulness, Eagerness, Legitimacy & Hope. 

Many participants referred to a heightened or new general awareness of animals in 

practice. For some, this precipitated a real shift in thinking while for others it was a ‘fine tuning’ 

of an awareness that already existed. Lisa, a social work student, claimed that the education 

changed her perspective of animals in practice. 

(the education) definitely has shifted... made me think of my future practice and I'm glad I 

did it. ...it's definitely gonna change how I practice for my next however many years that 

I'm a social worker. 

I think it's (considering animals) important in many different levels… the animals 

themselves, how they interact with humans and the environment.  Lisa, swsf2f 
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The heightened awareness of animals in practice was described in different ways. Sometimes this 

was characterized as mindfulness and at other times as an eagerness/excitement to explore 

further, or as a sense of legitimacy or a feeling of hope (Table 7).   

Mindfulness. Several participants shared they intended to be more mindful and 

intentional about including animals because they now realize the importance of viewing them as 

family members and because they encounter families with companion animals regularly in their 

practice. 

I think I learnt how relevant it is to consider animals within the social work field...  

I think for me it's being more mindful and conscious of the impact of animals and how in 

all of our work... we are encountering animals in lives of the people we work with. Pia, 

swso 

Lori (swo, ii, female, 20-29) explained that this intentionality means she will ask families about 

animals rather than wait until they are mentioned as she did prior to the education. This 

heightened awareness signifies a disruption of the animal-human boundary within the 

participants’ practice. Companion animals are now also beginning to be viewed as members of 

families and potentially valid recipients of service.  

Eagerness. Some participants found the education to be a starting point, catalyst or 

trigger for exploring further how to integrate animals into their practice. Ann (swf2f, ii) stated 

that she reflected on the education every day to see what she might do differently in her practice 

and in her life to incorporate what she had learned. Iris (swou, ii) found the education fueled her 

desire to advocate for animals in practice and stimulated her thinking on how to more concretely 

do so. 

I'm not totally sure what that will look like, but it's stimulated the thought process for me. 
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I definitely want to learn more about how to take this information and make it useful on a 

practical day-to-day level in social work practice. Iris, swou, ii 

Lily, an Indigenous social work student, was eager to examine in more detail the 

connection between animals and her practice and life. After the education module she became 

interested in how her indigenous belief in the interconnectedness of all things might help to 

change the power dynamics between animals and humans. Her assessment is that, in spite of that 

belief, there is a distinction made between species that views animals as peripheral to humans. 

She thinks it is important to arrive at an understanding of interconnectedness that isn’t only about 

being thankful and appreciative towards animals. She sees the need for a deeper understanding 

that is related to the idea of social justice in social work59.  

Lily finds considerable overlap between notions of indigeneity, social work and 

speciesism in her life. An example of this overlap she shared was that of an elder who had told 

her the health of the community is reflected in the health of animals (in that community) and 

how they are treated. She said that since health is affected by social factors such as physical and 

emotional abuse, it became evident to her that treating animals well is justice for animals and 

also is very important for community health. 

I’m really curious in my own world to see how that can overlap and just really get my 

hands into what it actually mean(s) to embrace the interconnectedness of all of things 

and really shift that (human-animal) hierarchy. What does that mean to employ it in 

                                                                 
59 The definition of social justice in social work is debated but has the common elements of redistribution, 

recognition and respect (Obrien, 2009). Baines (2011) makes references to social justice work as fighting 

oppressive conditions and power relations which limit access to power, resources and opportunities to develop 

affirming identities. Also see Chapter 2. 



LINKING ANIMALS, SOCIAL JUSTICE AND SOCIAL WORK 380 
 

practice and in research and in my studies? So, I think I'm just really excited to kind of 

figure that part out. Lily, swsf2f 

Jean spoke of exploring the significance of animals in the lives of youth with whom she 

worked and also expressed excitement about her heightened awareness of the importance of 

animals to her practice. She was beginning to see companion animals as meaningful members of 

families. 

...and it's interesting you know you think pets are kind of on the periphery, but they can 

really reflect some significant things which I think is really profound. It's cool. Jean, 

swf2f, ii 

Some participants were surprised to learn that veterinary social work (see Chapter 2) is a branch 

of social work that offers certification and were interested in exploring this further. For example, 

Anika (swou, ii) imagined that she would be able to empathize well with many clients at a 

veterinary clinic.  

Legitimacy & Hope. A few participants indicated the understanding of animals as an 

oppressed group was not new to them and that they already tended to consider animal-human 

relations in practice. However, the education had made this connection to practice more explicit 

and formal/legitimate. Nina (swf2f, ii), a social worker in a management position, felt that she 

could now better articulate the relevance of animals to social work and more clearly explain why 

she considers their wellbeing in practice. Jen (swo) explained that even though she had already 

considered animals in practice (mostly seeing this as a personal interest), the education brought 

animals more to the forefront. The connection to practice was strengthened by a greater feeling 

of confidence that her concerns are legitimate and by a sense of hope that she can better help 

both animals and people. 
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 Other participants also expressed feelings of hope. Both Mia (swf2f) and Iris (swou, ii) 

had felt frustrated that animals and animal rights were not recognized within social work 

because, to them, advocating for animals was aligned with social work’s mission. A new 

realization that some social work literature and practitioners now recognize this connection gave 

them a feeling of hope that their profession is evolving to become more inclusive of the 

nonhuman world. Ava, too, (swsf2f, ii) was excited to see the “growth” in her profession’s 

thinking and was more hopeful that more people and animals would be able to have better lives 

as a result. In an individual interview she shared that the education helped her to connect what 

she had thought were disparate interests – animals and people – in her practice.   

Subtheme: Connection to Elements of Practice: Theory, Assessment, Intervention.  

 Theory. Several participants linked consideration of animals to various elements of 

practice including theory, assessment and intervention.  Social work theory and practice 

approaches that are amenable to inclusion of animals have been discussed by Hanrahan & 

Chalmers (2020) and Risley Curtis (2010) some of which were identified by social workers and 

students across the three focus groups. While participants mentioned environmental social work, 

the ecological model of practice, feminist theory, citizenship theory, and indigenous world 

views, anti-oppressive practice theories (discussed in Chapter 2) were the most often voiced. 

Lucy, for example, referred to human species privilege when she said, 

Well, if you're looking from an anti-oppressive lens as well in your practice then 

immediately, you're looking at your places of privilege. Lucy, swf2f  

John, a social work student, thought that anti-oppressive practice should include the nonhuman 

world but that it hasn’t lived up to this potential: 
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Until you're ready to look at anti-oppressive as a truly holistic model which it purports to 

be – (it is not) unless you're actually willing to go there and that means tying in the 

environment…tying in every aspect beyond just the human centered focus of our work 

(then it is not being truly holistic). John, swsf2f 

Lily discovered the inclusion of animals in practice to be linked to indigenous worldviews. 

There's definitely like an indigenous undertone that I noted. And the continued use of 

interconnectedness of things, it's kind of startling I never made that connection. Lily, 

swsf2f 

Assessments and Interventions. Social workers and students also began to think about 

including animals in assessments and interventions. Jean thought that the prevalence of families 

with companion animals also warranted consideration of animals from social workers: 

With it being 56%...  it should be probably... incorporated into a lot of assessments.  Like 

that’s a high percent. Jean, swsf2f 

Some had not thought about including animals in practice before and were stimulated by the idea 

of doing so:  

I learned that looking at a person's relationship to animals can be a very critical 

assessment tool and I've never really considered that unfortunately. Anika, swou, ii 

The people who generally are coming to stay in long-term care have very complex health 

needs, often with significant cognitive impairment. So, talking to them about their pet 

companions is often not possible. I never thought about it before. That’s the main thing. 

Including pet companions as part of a risk assessment.  It’s interesting. Ann, swf2f, ii 

Iris was really thinking concretely about assessment: 
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Like using the assessment tools that you included...remembering even to ask the question 

are there animals in the home? Are you managing to care for them? Are you able to look 

after their health?  Iris, swou, ii 

Sofie saw value in including animals in both assessment and intervention and advocating for 

them in the process of charting in a healthcare setting: 

I think it fits into assessment and intervention like “what's the issue?” and “how to 

help?”. You know animals are part of both of those things... when we're doing a 

genogram or an eco-map or whatever and talking about those important linkages, you 

know the dog needs to be in there right? It’s a way of increasing visibility and meaning 

right? Sofie, swf2f 

  Lisa began to see the need to consider the wellbeing of animals in her placement at a 

women’s shelter. She had not understood the real danger confronting companion animals in a 

domestic violence situation and as a result had not understood the anxiety women experienced 

about the safety of their companion animal. She credited the education with that change: 

When someone calls again and has an animal and is worried about coming to the 

transition house, I think I am going to take that a lot more seriously. Yeah. 

The animal really... before I used to view this more as an attachment. It’s like if you want 

to leave you kinda have to make a few sacrifices. But really, it never really hit me that... 

well no, maybe this isn't a viable option or maybe the animal may really be in danger. 

Lisa, swsf2f, ii 

Sue saw a connection to her social work role as an advocate:  
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I think like we're social workers about advocating so I think that it's definitely a social 

workers role to advocate for animals as well because we do recognize that they are 

beings. Sue, swo 

Nina revealed her intention to use her learnings in mezzo level intervention to develop policy 

about companion animals in her workplace. She referred to this as her action item. In her 

individual interview following the education, Jean shared she had already tried to incorporate 

learnings from the focus group into her work with First Nations youth. She found exploration 

with them of their relationships with companion animals to be fruitful: 

I think it was really neat to consider the animal is part of the family group and 

when I got back to work that week, I would start asking kids (about) pets, you 

know. And actually, their pet ownership was indicative of important times in 

their life... Jean, swf2f, ii 

In particular, she had asked a youth whom she had been having difficulty reaching, about 

animals in her life. She was delighted to find that this opened up a pathway to meaningful 

conversation: 

Yeah. I felt she really did open to me because I was interested, and it was a 

safe way to talk about her life. Jean, swf2f, ii 

Connection of animals to areas of intervention tied to specific populations were also 

identified. These included mental health, healthcare, child protection, domestic violence as well 

as work with marginalized youth and the homeless. The following are examples of participants 

who discovered links to some of these areas. 

I hadn't thought about it from a public health perspective. But I think that the links that 

you made really made a lot of sense. Malia, swf2f 
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I think including animals in care plans is definitely something that stood out for me. 

Sarah, swso 

I worked in psychiatric emergency services. So, I think that using a person's relationship 

to animals would have been a wonderful tool. Anika, swou, ii 

If there is shelter (for homeless individuals) we got to think about the pet too. Jean, swf2f, 

ii 

When you're working for the ministry removing children like you want to think about 

what's going on for the animal when all of this is happening. Iris, swou, ii 

The connections to practice indicated some disruption of the animal-human boundary for 

those participants who had not before considered concern for animals as part of social work 

practice. They were beginning to see companion animals as family members – that is, as subjects 

with the same consideration as other (human) family members. To those for whom the animal 

human boundary had already been dismantled, the education reinforced this deconstruction and 

deepened their non-anthropocentric tendencies in social work.   

Theme: Expanded Sense of Social Justice 

All participants developed an expanded sense of social justice in social work practice that 

included an understanding of the oppression of animals. In this theme, speciesism was 

understood to be a social justice issue within the scope of social work. This understanding was a 

source of motivation to include animals in practice. As mentioned previously, a few participants, 

for example, Mia (swf2f), Lori (swo), Iris (swou) and Pia (sws) had understood speciesism as a 

social justice issue prior to the education. However, they had not linked this understanding to 

social justice in the practice of social work. Although they had felt it should be connected to 

social work, they understood that their profession did not. The education, then, affirmed this link 
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for these few or forged a new link to social justice in social work for others. The link made by 

participants between the treatment of animals and the concept of social justice was revealed in 

discussion related to oppression of animals and intersections with human oppression. It was also 

indicated in some discussions that reflected motivation to take action. 

Subtheme: Understanding Oppression of Animals and the Intersection of Oppressions 

Evidence of boundary disruption is found in understandings of the oppression of animals 

(seeing them as an oppressed group), the hierarchy between animals, and the intersection of 

animal and human oppression. Several social workers and social work students came to 

understand the treatment of animals in society as oppression. Lily (swsf2f) was struck by this 

revelation. She was a vegan for health reasons and made a point to explain she was not drawn to 

animal rights information which according to Lily was propaganda. However, through the 

education module she came to see the treatment of animals as a form of oppression: 

I would say the linkages to oppression are what really stood out for me. I know other 

people said we never really thought about it in this way but ... when it comes to the 

education piece and linking with social justice and social work... the oppression piece 

really encapsulated all of that and brought it back together.  

Recognizing animal sentience was important to Mona (swsf2f) especially in arriving at her 

understanding that the treatment of animals in society is unjust. Realizing many animals have 

consciousness, intelligence and emotions (as do humans) and juxtaposing that to how they are 

treated in factory farms and society generally, showed Mona that animals are oppressed. She said 

that this treatment revealed a disturbing hierarchy between humans and animals (boundary 

disruption). Relatedly, Ava (swsf2f) found that the facial expression of different animals in the 

pictures presented demonstrated their sentience. Thinking about how animals are treated 
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generally and how some animals are treated better than others, highlighted unjust human 

imposed hierarchies (boundary disruption): 

… when you're talking about pigs and chickens and even cattle… It adds a whole other 

layer of hierarchy again of animals and culture. Ava, swf2f 

Jen (swo) also recognized an issue of justice in the graphic comparing a pig and a dog – evidence 

of a dismantling of the boundary between companion and farmed animals. Furthermore, this led 

her to identify an intersection with racialized groups, noting the distinction that is made between 

the violence towards animals enacted by these groups and the naturalized violence in Western 

culture. 

The picture that you had of the dog and the pig. I mean that's really impacted me also 

because I'm so horrified that these other countries look at dogs or cats as food you know. 

Are we any better because we're looking at cows and pigs and chickens and what not? 

So, it's giving me a lot to think about for sure. Jen, swo 

Nina’s (swf2f) questioning of the ethics of humans’ relations with dogs showed a recognition of 

the exploitive nature of this relationship. Anika (swou) identified the belief in human 

exceptionalism as being problematic for animals. 

there are widespread ideas throughout society that people are more important and so 

animals end up suffering. Anika swou, ii 

In the same vein, Jean (swf2f) commented that Western culture is too heavily human focused. 

Sue’s comment reflected this same humancentric approach within social work. 

…social work is so focused just on humans, and it doesn't acknowledge animals yet we're 

encountering them every day… so there's (the issue of) equality there too, right? Sue, 

swo 
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Through the education, Lily had gained insight into the oppressive nature of the treatment 

of animals in society. This fitted with her understanding of social justice in social work. 

The stuff’s really a social justice issue for sure and I think it’s very much like the 

normalized institutionalized and I can't remember what the third one you said was 

[another student:  oppression]. yeah... it's not much different than other marginalized 

groups. It’s normalized, it's institutionalized, systemic. We’re capitalizing basically on 

those that we can control, and I think that that's directly in line with social justice. 

She expressed concern that after the focus group the participants might not be able to resist the 

strong normalizing influence of society. She thought it necessary to aim for larger scale change 

to counter this normalizing force. Unlike Lily, Ann had already understood that animals are 

oppressed by humans, but she had not connected this idea to the idea of social justice in social 

work. This was a new idea she had now grasped: 

The idea that animals are oppressed by humans is not new to me.  But you're focus on 

that (in the) focus group linking animals to social justice in social work was totally 

new...in the way that you taught. Never thought of it...in that (way)... But I could see it 

that way now. Ann, swf2f, ii 

Subtheme: Identifying Intersections of Oppressions 

Anika (swou) connected oppression of humans and the oppression of animals when she 

identified the institution of law as having a role in perpetuating oppression of humans (people of 

colour) and animals: 

Well one thing that I kept thinking about after our session was that... I was wondering 

about in the United States during prior to I think prior to 1964, were there a lot of laws 
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that allowed people to perpetuate discrimination and oppression of people of color?... I 

think our laws really perpetuate speciesism to an extreme degree. Anika, swou,ii  

Indeed, several legal scholars have pointed to law’s anthropocentric focus that upholds the white 

human male as the standard bearer for protections (Deckha, 2021, Eisen, 2020; Sankoff et al. 

2015; Fox, 2004; Naffine, 2003) and renders the abjection of animals to classification as 

property. Related to Anika’s point, they argue that law’s participation in the social construction 

of the animal-human divide is the basis for defining the ideal human and the marginalization of 

human groups based on race, gender and other markers of difference. 

John was intrigued to discover dehumanization to be an intersection between oppression 

of humans and animals. He felt that this revelation held significance for practice by providing a 

deeper understanding of the process and its relation to the treatment of animals. 

I would be curious, for my own practice, to dig deeper into the correlation between the 

dehumanization of other people along the lines of identity (agreement from others) and 

how that compares to dehumanization based on animals. John, swsf2f 

Other group members agreed with the importance of his discovery and Lily (sws f2f) in her 

individual interview referred to it as “profound”. 

Many participants uncovered intersections between animal and human oppressions and 

animals and the environment as encountered in social work. Intersections of the oppression of 

marginalized groups (such as the homeless and victims of family violence) with the oppression 

of animals were discussed in terms of barriers to service to members with companion animals, 

judgement of these members (how irresponsible it is to keep an animal when they can’t afford to 

take care of them) and discrimination towards these individuals and their companion animals. 

For example, Ava (swsf2f) relayed how in her experience of working with homeless people, 
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animals are considered disposable by social service workers. Moreover, a homeless person’s 

relation their companion animal is not valued.  

There’s a level of disposability. I think that even with the homeless population there's a 

level of disposability in the sense that well if you want to be housed you should give up 

your animal or if you want to go into treatment then you must give up your animals so 

there's a constant level of disposability even…  in my practice… Ava, swsf2f 

John (swsf2f) pointed out that historically companion animals have been associated with class. 

Only those who can afford it have companion animals. When a homeless person has a 

companion animal, then, they can be further marginalized (animalized) by being seen to be 

inhumane. He identified this scenario as a “two-sided coin” in which concern for the animal 

humanizes the animal while animalizing the human. This also serves to construct the human in 

terms of class – those who are middleclass or higher.  

In an individual interview a social worker, who identified herself as an animal rights 

activist, revealed that, since the education, she had come to a realization that by not recognizing 

speciesism as a social justice issue, social work is participating in oppression. In line with her 

feminist understanding of intersectionality she saw the oppression of animals as entwined with 

other human oppressions and so, this oppression, as all the others, should be recognized.  

If we don't think about speciesism as being a social justice issue, then that's just another 

form of oppression that we’re engaging in … it's not okay to just pick and choose our 

social justice issues. I think we need to look at all of them... be interested in and in 

support of feminist practice but you treat people of color differently or engage in classism 

or think about gay and lesbian people [differently] and not look at that as being a social 
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justice issue. We can't just pick and choose what social justice issues we should pay 

attention to cuz if we do that then we're engaging in oppression. Iris, swou,ii 

Mia’s (swf2f) concern about the use of animals in animal assisted interactions (AAI) also reflects 

linking social justice for animals and practice. She questioned whether this practice, by making 

use of animals, was actually reproducing the same normalized oppressive structures of 

speciesism in which animals are used for the benefit of humans. While other participants were 

concerned with treating animals well within AAI, Mia was questioning AAI itself. 

Subtheme: Increased Sensitivity to Speciesism in Practice 

Speciesism in social work was first recognized by Wolf (2000) and also discussed early 

on by Ryan (2011).  Heightened sensitivity to speciesism in practice was expressed by several 

participants. Iris (swou, ii), for example, linked her expanded sense of social justice in practice 

would lead her to include animals in assessments and interventions. Sarah (swso, ii) said the 

education gave her a greater sensitivity to the safety of animals within client systems. Pia (swso, 

ii) found the education helped her understand what she had seen while working with the 

homeless in the east side of downtown Vancouver. It made sense to her now why people with 

companion animals chose not to enter a shelter. She felt this new awareness of speciesism as a 

concern for social work would help her to raise awareness in organizations in which she will 

work. 

Sue (swo) intended to take her awareness of an expanded social justice into her work 

with animals in animal assisted therapy (AAT) to ensure she is respectful and cognizant of how 

the animals is faring. Nina was struck by the association between discrimination towards animals 

and discrimination towards marginalized human groups. Because of her professional 
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commitment to social justice (which she refers to as “something bigger”) she has expanded her 

circle of concern: 

My job as a social worker is to be compassionate, to be aware of [how] my practice 

models something bigger. And that means that I [can’]) turn a blind eye to that [i.e. harm 

to animal]). Nina, swf2f, ii 

Subtheme: Motivation to Take Action 

For some, establishing a link between speciesism and social justice was motivating. In 

the same way they had been inspired to work towards social change when becoming a social 

worker, they felt excited again, to take action. For example, Lucy declared that the passion she 

was feeling was like what she had felt when she was studying for her MSW 

…what struck me most was that it triggered that passion that I felt when I was going to 

school. So…hearing a lot of this was new and mixed with what I know and what I 

personally value and feel. And then caring about all the different parts of it… really 

triggered that passion. And the social justice part I think it's – [for] social workers – is a 

huge, huge thing. Lucy swf2f 

She began thinking about advocating for access to housing for low-income people with 

companion animals. Sarah, a social work student from northern BC, also envisioned herself as an 

advocate for more inclusion of animals in service organizations and low-income and emergency 

housing in her smaller rural community. Nina (swf2f) felt “sparked up” and intended to use her 

learnings to develop policy about companion animals in her workplace.  

Several others considered taking action to raise the visibility of companion animals and 

promote recognition of their roles in families. Ideas generated included changing how cases are 
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documented to show animals included in assessments and interventions, talking with other social 

workers and sharing knowledge gained from this module.  

…recognizing that our case notes are political documents. Recognizing that all these 

conversations that we have are actually what's propelling change. Malia, swf2f 

I think just talking about [speciesism] in general will hopefully bring some people more 

awareness around it. Mona, swsf2f, white female, 21-30 

Theme: Personal Changes 

This theme denotes the intentions of some participants to help animals more in their 

personal life as a result of the education. Generally, participants did not experience any change in 

their personal views of animals after the education but now see the need to consider the 

wellbeing of animals in their practice. For some, however, the education module inspired 

thinking about changes in their life such as a change in diet and in their relations with companion 

animals. Some intended to engage more with activism and support for animals. These areas of 

change will now be explored further. 

Subtheme: Changes in Diet and Relations with Companion Animals 

More members of the face-to-face group of social work students considered changes in 

their diet and relations with their companion animals than the other groups. This education came 

at a time in Lisa’s (swsf2f, ii) life that she had been thinking about the treatment of animals in 

society and making changes such as eating almost no meat. So, the education supported the 

changes she is already making and will continue to make. In addition, she now sees that she can 

integrate her respect for animals in her professional life as well. 

Lily (swsf2f, ii) has been vegan to cope with her food allergies. Recently, she has been 

veering from this diet in response to social situations where it was easier (less pressure) to 
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accommodate that insist on adherence to her diet. However, this changed after the education. 

Once she began to see animals as an oppressed group, her diet took on a different meaning – it 

became activism on behalf of animals. 

I had always made the choice to eat vegan because it's more of a dietary decision for me but um 

I had kind of fallen off the Bandwagon a little bit …I recently I decided oh I'm going to do this 

again starting the beginning of this semester, but I think the rationale for that has shifted it's not 

just oh this is a good dietary decision or it's… helpful for my allergies. It seems to have 

expanded now where it's …not just about I'm doing this for myself anymore… Lily, swsf2f, ii 

Lily also began to consider her relationship with her beloved dog. Although this would be a 

process, she wanted to look at how she can shift the hierarchy in her relationship with him. 

The education prompted Ava (swsf2f) to think about changing her diet. Like Lily, she is 

also examining her relations with her companion animals. 

I don't know, even in interaction with my own animals I think about speciesism. Ava, 

swsf2f 

Nina, (swsf2f), noted that the education reminded her of her discomfort with the idea of 

ownership of a companion animal and made her think again about her family’s relationship with 

their dog. She was re-examining to make sure the relationship was indeed mutual.  

Nina and Jean, both from the face-to-face group of social workers, also thought about diet 

after the education. Unprompted, Nina (swf2f), explained her choice for eating meat during an 

individual interview. Following the education, Jean (swf2f, ii) took steps to reassess her position 

on diet and concluded that she decided she preferred what she understood of indigenous views 

towards eating animals. Jean was, however, interested in my positionality which I disclosed 
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when asked at her individual interview. These discussions indicated some linking of the 

treatment of animals with the food we eat and the adoption of an animal welfare position. 

Subtheme: Activism and Support for Animals 

Anika (swou, ii) shared that she had really enjoyed a fundraising event she had attended 

for a program for a wildlife rehabilitation centre and decided she would like to continue 

supporting animals in this way. She, Jen (swo) and Sarah (swso) indicated that they regularly 

signed petitions circulated on the internet that aimed to help animals in distress or supporting 

animal rights in general. The education did not change their views but supported and reinforced 

them. Both Ann (swf2f, ii) and Lisa (swsf2f) thought they would volunteer with and perhaps 

donate more to animal charities as changes they are considering after the education. Ann had 

stopped volunteering and dropped her connections with animal welfare and animal rights 

organizations because she had developed a sense of hopelessness. However, as a result of the 

education module and the new awareness that this issue is taken seriously by some within 

academia, she now had a feeling of hope that change was transpiring. 

I stopped supporting a lot of those organizations because I felt a sense of hopelessness - 

that, “Oh! Is anything really ever going to change?” But now I feel that hope 

reinvigorated...renewed. Because of your research. Ann, swf2f, ii 

When asked to reflect on incidents in the past in which they had been concerned for the 

welfare of an animal, some participants indicated that the education had strengthened their 

resolve to help an animal in distress. For example, Anika (swso) feels she is more likely to report 

situations to the BCSPCA. Lori (swo) feels if she faces situations similar to one she had faced in 

the past, she will be more insistent with animal protection personnel that a solution be found to 

help an animal. Iris explained that she thinks she might be more tenacious even in difficult 
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situations because the education reinforced the gravity of the social justice issue that animals 

face. 

…it did really hit home and reinforce the idea that this is a major social justice issue and 

maybe you know I would have looked at being a bit more creative and problem-solving in 

how to protect the dog and stay safe… Iris, swou, ii 

 The findings about the impact of the education on study participants were that social 

workers and students: a) made a stronger connection between  animals and their practice which 

involved a heightened awareness of speciesism and an intention to incorporate their learnings in 

their practice; b) developed an expanded sense of social justice that included an understanding of 

the oppression of animals and entanglements with oppression of human groups; and c) made 

changes in intended behaviours towards or regarding animals in their personal lives. The 

following section will outline findings of the factors influencing the impact of the education. 

Factors Influencing Impact of Education 

This section will outline the themes related to factors affecting the impact of the education 

module as shown in Table 8. This table shows how the themes were derived. Table 9 lists the 

themes and corresponding subthemes. The first theme, attitudes and experience with animals, 

encompasses attitudes and underlying beliefs held by participants. The second, social norms and 

silencing of animal advocates examines views and behaviours of people who are important to 

participants and of people in their workplace. The third, undercurrent of activity, highlights the 

present experiences of participants with animals in their practice. Finally, the theme “degree of 

control” outlines resources – both existing and those gained from the education – as well as 

barriers to inclusion of animals in practice that were identified by participants. 
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Theme: Attitudes and Experience with Animals 

All participants had positive attitudes towards animals generally, although most held a 

welfarist position that accepts “necessary” harms, as for example, towards farmed animals. They 

were asked about their experiences with animals to get a deeper understanding of their attitudes 

towards them. Every participant demonstrated a belief in the inherent worth of animals through 

their comments about the positive role that some animals have played in their lives. Many 

participants described their companion animals as an integral member of the family (children) 

now and a part of their childhood growing up. Some stated that they had a special connection to 

animals while others described their companion and farmed animals as a source of support, 

comfort and healing.  Each of these topics will now be expanded further. 

Subtheme: Member of the Family and a Part of Childhood. 

There were differences in childhood experiences with animals among participants. Most had 

different degrees of positive experiences, but some had challenging memories. Nora (swsf2f) 

grew up on a farm and had befriended animals from many different species. She referred to the 

two dogs in her life now as her children. Her offer to show us pictures of them also demonstrated 

how important they are to her. Lisa remembers that her family had dogs while she was growing 

up. What stands out for her is that whenever her family moved, the dogs would be abandoned or 

given away “as though they were disposable”. This was traumatic for her and has shaped her 

determination to provide a lifelong home for a dog. Her more recent relation was with a love bird 

who was clearly family to her. She describes their close relationship: 

…we did everything together. It was one those things... I'd rather stay home on Friday 

night with my little bird than go out. 
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Lori (swo,ii) and Bob (swf2f) had companion animals as children but noted that they were not as 

valued by their families then as much as each values their companion animal now. Like Nora, 

Lori refers to her two dogs as her children. 

Jean had mixed experiences with animals growing up.  She remembers being wary of 

them after being attacked by a dog when she was little. Also, her parents were neglectful of their 

companion animals, 

…there was many incidents as kids where I remember the cat got locked outside and we 

lived in a very cold community and there was a worry about the cat dying. You know but 

that was because my dad was mad. 

However, when she was a young adult, she developed a close relationship with a cat who 

traveled everywhere with her. She was her “little companion”. Jean welcomed other companion 

animals to her home often on impulse because she really liked them but then had to find another 

good home for them when life became stressful. She did not want to neglect them as her parents 

had done. However, although considered important, these animals were not the same as human 

members of the family. 

All participants had at least one close relationship with companion animals. Many across 

the three focus groups described these relationships in two ways – as having a special connection 

or as a source of comfort.  Some spoke of their special connection to animals or referred to 

themselves as animal lovers. For example, Mia states 

guess I’ve just had special connection to animals and always have. They’re really 

important in my life. Mia, swf2f. 

Ann (swf2f) remembers rescuing animals since she was a little girl and has continued doing so 

throughout her life.   
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Table 8. Factors Influencing Impact of Education: Theme Description 

* Theory of Planned Behaviour 

Themes Description Example Topics 

 

Attitudes* and 

experience with 

nonhuman 

animals 

Attitudes and underlying 

values and beliefs 

that may be shaped by 

personal experiences with 

animals 

Belief in inherent worth of animals/animals are valued 

Belief in interconnectedness 

Special connection with animals 

Animals part of family 

Companion animals provide support /healing 

 

 

 

Social norms* 

and silencing of 

animal advocates 

Views and behaviours 

towards animals of people 

who are important to 

participants 

Views and behaviours 

towards animals at 

workplace 

New norms from focus 

group * 

Social climate that inhibits 

participant’s expression of 

concern for animals.  

Family/friends supportive  

Family/friends have different views but cares for companion 

animals 

Friends family defensive/resistant to considering animals  

Animals not valued by workplace beyond AAI 

Colleagues supportive of participant views 

Support from others in group 

No longer feels alone 

Feels concern for animals is legitimate (connected to social 

work values and practice) 

Colleagues defensive/ resistant/belittling /ridiculing/dismissive 

to considering animals 

Reluctant to speak/ careful about framing 

Feels alone/not valued 

Wants to share knowledge because it gives legitimacy 

 

 

Undercurrent of 

activity 

Experience with animals in 

practice but feeling this is 

not recognized by the 

profession  

AAT/AAI, needs standards 

Concern for welfare of companion animal of people served – 

not sure what to do 

Provided support for animal personally (shelter/food) 

Included in assessment /intervention out of personal interest 

 

 

 

 

Degree of 

Control* 

Resources gained from 

education, existing 

resources  

 

Barriers to inclusion of 

animals in practice  

Knowledge/information/raised awareness 

Learned from others 

Motivation 

Experience 

Education needed 

Community of practice needed 

Policies/organizational support needed  

Anthropocentism in social work 

Feeling overwhelmed by entrenched, entangled, intersecting 

systemic issues 
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Table 9. Factors Influencing Impact of Education: Themes and Subthemes 

Themes Sub-Themes 

 

Attitudes and experience with animals 

(TPB)* 

Member of the family and a part of childhood 

Beliefs 

Spectrum of positive attitudes 

 

 

Social norms and the silencing of animal 

advocates 

(TPB)* 

Family, friends and culture 

Workplace and silencing of animal advocates 

New norms (disrupting the animal human divide) 

 

Undercurrent of Activity 

 

Areas of practice 

Intervention 

Ethical challenges 

 

Degree of Control 

(TPB)* 

 

Resources: knowledge, empowerment & motivation 

Barriers: education, policy, anthropocentrism 

* Theory of Planned Behaviour 
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Several participants described their companion animals as a source of support, comfort or 

healing. For example, Lucy’s (swf2f) dog has accompanied her through several moves including 

the one to her present location. 

I've actually moved here just with my dog, and he's now moved (to) a few different cities 

with me (laughing). And he's like my main support… Lucy, swf2f 

Sofie explains of her relationships 

Some of the things that we see in social work can be pretty harsh and for me animals are 

my therapy. Like I seek out animals to sort of rejuvenate myself. Sophie, swf2f  

Lily went to her cats for comfort, support and forgiveness during her difficult childhood.  

I definitely had two cats growing up one after the other and they were… You know when 

you have a difficult childhood and when you have difficult experiences, they’re kind of 

like your grounding. So, they were definitely really pivotal, I think, to my upbringing to 

have that sort of like tangible soft forgiving creature that you could always go to for 

comfort. Lily, swsf2f 

Like Lily, Pia’s companion animals helped her through challenging times during her 

adolescence. She said that she has never forgotten the support they gave her.  

When I was in high school, I always had some form of issues. What teenager doesn't? 

And I just remember my dogs...they just… knew... They would come into my room and I 

don't know what it was... they would just feel that today wasn't a good day for me from 

school. ...I literally sometimes felt there was a human spirit in this dog...I never forgot 

that.  It was the best solace ever. Pia, swso, ii 
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The importance of animals in the lives of these participants and their feeling of gratitude and 

love towards the animals reflect their positive attitudes towards them. Personal experiences with 

animals were varied and seemed to shape or reinforce participant views. 

Two participants described traumatic childhood experiences involving animals. Lori 

recalled being very upset by the abandonment of companion animals by her parents. She vowed 

to have companion animals to whom she would give a forever home. Jean remembered being 

bitten by a dog as a child which made her wary of other nonhuman animals. However, later when 

she was older, she experienced companionship with a cat and her attitudes towards nonhuman 

animals became more trusting. Having witnessed some neglect of family companion animals, she 

too has taken care not to repeat those behaviours with her companion animals. The neglect she 

observed shaped her desire to treat companion animals differently. Thus, both positive and 

negative experiences with animals shaped participants attitudes towards them. 

Subtheme: Beliefs  

A belief in the inherent worth of animals in all participants was evident from their 

discussions about how animals should be treated, their grasp of the idea that animals are 

oppressed by humans, and from the affection with which they spoke of their friendships with 

them.  A belief in the interconnectedness of life and nature generally was demonstrated by 

several participants. For example, Lily (swsf2f) spoke of this belief in indigenous world views. 

Ann (swf2f, ii) referred to this idea as she talked about the importance of feeling connected to 

nature. Sarah’s belief was evident in her comment criticizing social work’s anthropocentric 

stance. 

… we put so much focus on humans, but we have such an interconnected role where... I 

feel like we should be taking into account every living being. Sarah, swso, white female 
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These beliefs also underlie the positive attitudes of participants. 

Subtheme: Spectrum of Positive Attitudes  

Although all participants came to the focus groups with positive attitudes towards 

animals, there was variance in each group that fell within a spectrum ranging between animal 

welfare to animal rights (AR). A few participants were clearly animal rights oriented while most 

fit somewhere in between. Iris (swou, ii), for example, self- identified as AR activist. Lori (swo) 

identified as a vegan for ethical reasons and showed a clear understanding of animal rights 

principles. Mia stated clearly that she had been raised not eating meat and had always been 

concerned with the oppression of animals. Others for whom the idea of the oppression of animals 

was new were more animal welfare oriented. There were also other participants for whom some 

of the AR material in the education was new whose attitudes can be considered to be like Nina 

who identified herself as “in the middle” of the spectrum.  

Theme: Social Norms and Silencing of Animal Advocates 

This theme (Table 8, Table 9) represents the construct “subjective norms” in the theory of 

planned behaviour. It covers the views and actual behaviours towards animals of family and 

friends who are important to the participants. Generally, these relations were found to be 

supportive of the participants’ positive attitudes towards animals. This theme also encompasses 

views and behaviours towards animals in the participants’ workplace which tended to be mostly 

negative and unsupportive of participants views. How participants have responded to difficult 

circumstances in their workplace is uncovered. Finally, some new social norms that began to 

take root through the education are identified. 

Subtheme: Family, Friends and Culture  
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Important personal relations identified by participants include parents, siblings, partners, 

children and friends. Generally, family and friends also valued animals although, in some cases, 

not to the same extent as the participant. Those who were the closest to participants were the 

most supportive of the participants’ views. These were mainly participants’ partners but often a 

parent, sibling, adult child or a friend were also identified. Participants who were the most AR 

oriented, found that most of their relations, while supportive, still valued humans more than 

animals. For example, Lori (swo, ii) pointed out this out about her relations. While she finds this 

disconcerting, it makes her appreciate the support of her partner all the more. Each of the two 

participants in individual interviews who were vegan each had one family member who shared 

their perspective. Some participants like Ava (swsf2f, ii) and Lisa (swsf2, ii) were pleased to 

note that their partner’s attitudes have become more positive during the course of their 

relationship.  

A few participants referred to the influence of culture. Lily (swf2f) referred directly to the 

importance of indigenous culture, with which she found the education to be in alignment. Others 

such as Lori (swo) and Iris (swou, ii), spoke of the negative influence of mainstream culture in 

BC. For example, Iris revealed that some bystanders have been verbally abusive to her and other 

activists at animal rights rallies. While this is upsetting, she is pleased to have support closer to 

home. 

Subtheme: Workplace and the Silencing of Animal Advocates 

Participants indicated it is normative within social work to generally ignore animals as 

confirmed by several social work scholars (Bozalek & Pease, 2020; Fraser & Taylor;2020; 

Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Matsuoka & Sorenson, 2014; Hanrahan, 2013, 2011; Ryan, 2011; 

Risley Curtiss, 2010). Comments about workplace indicated that while some colleagues are 
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supportive of participants’ views, the organization and vast majority of social workers and other 

professionals are not. The workplaces of most of the participants did not value animals other than 

for AAI. One setting that did welcome companion animals of staff and clients was a small rural 

office that had the flexibility to adopt its own informal rules.  

Many of the participating social workers and social work students alluded to pressures 

within their workplace to conform. Their comments reflected a cultural narrative that 

marginalizes animal advocates. This narrative frames those who represent perspectives of or 

concern for animals as emotional (therefore irrational), odd, ridiculous, irrelevant, unworthy of 

consideration and/or downright annoying. For example, Nina (swf2f, ii, white female, 41-50) 

who works in a management position, feels that colleagues can be belittling. Sometimes they 

react to her as though she is deficient or irrational because of her views towards animals in her 

work. 

… if I had this conversation with external people who are not part of this, or mainstream 

conversations (they) are going to go “What are you talking about? That’s stupid.” Or … 

they'll roll their eyes about it. Nina, swf2f, ii 

Mona (swf2f) thought she was viewed as too emotional (therefore, irrational) by her care team 

when she expresses concerns about needs of service users companion animals. Anika (swou, ii) 

reported feeling pressure from healthcare staff to focus on humans when it was discovered that 

companion animals of patients are left alone at home. Her concerns for the animal were 

considered irrelevant to the human centred objectives of the healthcare system. This led to 

tension at work and conflict with members of the team.  These tensions and framings of animal 

advocates in workplaces may also be partly a function of the bureaucracies of workplaces (Pugh 
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et al., 1969) whose structures aim to control employees and thereby inhibit creativity (Hurst et al, 

2011). 

Ava experienced resistance and silencing actions from colleagues when directing 

attention to the co-occurrence of violence towards animals and humans. 

 … people aren't aware about the link between violence and animals, and you try and say 

that in a team situation ... and you're looking for an answer in case management. You 

might find some push back saying, “Well you can't go in for just that,” or “We can't 

assess him like that for just because (of) the animal.” Ava, swsf2f 

Lori revealed feelings of self-doubt arising from dismissive responses from colleagues about her 

concerns for animals encountered in practice.  

In practice you feel often alone even with other social workers. It's not always thought 

about as being important and so you kind of feel like oh am I being petty and weird about 

this? Lori, swo, ii 

Other participants also shared that they feel alone at work because of their views about animals.  

You feel like you're sort of always the lone perspective on something. I think it's easier 

for people to ignore or disengage or be non-supportive if you're in ...your perspective is 

in the minority. Iris, swou 

With other people out there, I sometimes feel alone. Ivy, swou, ii 

Several participants (for example, Pia (swso, ii), Lori (swou,ii), Anika (swou, ii) who are 

vegetarian (Lori is vegan) indicated that they often found that social workers and others become 

defensive with discourse about animals used for food. Iris linked these reactions to reactions 

towards animal rights discourse in society at large. She shared that she has experienced hostility, 

from social workers and others, that is emotionally challenging. 
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I found in general talking about animal rights or veganism - a lot of people get pretty 

defensive around that stuff and... seem to really value their own autonomy… I’ve found 

that when you challenge that whether it's talking with someone or engaging in activism 

or... that it's not always met with sunshine and rainbows...Some people can be kind of 

mean actually… Iris, swou, ii 

Participants have responded to these pressures to conform (ridicule, defensiveness, 

exclusion) in different ways. Some have become reluctant to speak, while others try to frame 

their comments a manner that may be more acceptable to others. Feelings of awkwardness for 

valuing animals and a resulting reluctance to speak were alluded to by Ann when she claimed the 

education was validating. 

…realizing that my valuing of animals...is not something to be... I wouldn’t say ashamed 

but...reticent to just talk about with other people… the advocacy I have done within my 

workplace to continue to allow a couple of team members staff to bring their pets to 

work… After your focus group and the education module I felt that I was on track with 

that. I thought, “Oh! That was actually a good thing not just a Ann.” Ann, swf2f 

Her addition of “not just a Ann” implied that she had thought of herself as being peculiar. By “a 

good thing” she meant that she felt that what she had done was legitimate practice, not a 

peculiarity. 

Lori (swo, ii), too, revealed how difficult it is to speak about her views towards animals 

with her co-workers and others. She feels nervous about being judged or thought of as being self-

righteous. Nina (swf2f) explained that in her work, she tries to frame concerns about an animal 

wellbeing in terms of relevance to humans. She has learned that that needs to happen before she 
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can engage in any conversation about impact on animals. She was frustrated, though, when she 

asked 

...how do we engage in these conversations, so people aren't saying, “Your job is to work 

on humans. This is not this not your… interest. Stop it.”?  

From the education a new strategy emerged to counter dismissal from co-workers. Both 

Ann (swf2f, ii), Ava (swsf2f, ii) and Pia (swso, ii) spoke of sharing the knowledge gained from 

the education (especially sharing that their views are backed by some literature and other social 

workers) with others in their workplace. As discussed in the “stronger connection to practice” 

theme, this indicates that this new knowledge gave legitimacy to their views and a feeling of 

confidence in advocating for animals. Ava said that she now has words with which to express in 

a professional manner what she’s been feeling since she was a little girl. 

Subtheme: New Norms  

It was evident from comments from several participants that they felt support for their 

views on animals from the other focus group members. This connection and interaction with 

others who were like minded was a welcome experience and began a process of developing new 

norms. They now knew that they were not alone and felt validated.  

… it’s great to hear there are so many others that are so like-minded, and we recognize 

that it's part of social work. Sue, swo 

I've always known but it just reaffirms again and again like ok I can do even better you 

know? Pia, swso 

Affirming and also kinda seeing that they have that conflict too, you know? Jean swf2f 

And I felt really excited hearing that I'm not the only one that is thinking of this as being 

a social justice issue because it most definitely is. Iris, swou 
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Oh thank you thank you for bringing this to people's attention and for… enabling us to 

start these conversation(s). Anika, swou, ii 

While the group was reinforcing for many participants, for some it was also liberating 

and confidence building.  It felt liberating to express thoughts that participants generally 

suppressed in their work settings. For example, Lori (swo, ii) disclosed that talking in the group 

helped her feel freer to talk about issues that are important to her. The group also helped develop 

confidence to respond to criticism from colleagues about their concern for animals encountered 

in practice. Ava noted that prior to the education module she would have conceded and backed 

away in response to what she calls ‘push back’ from her team at her workplace. However, she 

now feels more confident to persist: 

So, I might at that time without this I might have gone, “Oh, okay” and sat back. But then 

now I would know that I could say “Hey there's this research that has been done and 

there's this course (I’ve taken) ... How about we take a look at that?” So, it will give me 

the language to be able to incorporate that into my team meetings. 

The validation and confidence building experienced in the focus groups have begun a 

process of developing new norms about inclusion of animals in practice, whereby participants 

see this inclusion as desirable and legitimate. 

Theme 3: Undercurrent of Activity 

Focus groups and individual interview discussions revealed that several participants 

already had some experience with animals in their practice. This theme (Table 8 and Table 9) 

highlights these experiences since learning is affected by what a student already knows about a 

topic (Svinicki, 2004). When knowledge gained through prior experience is consistent with new 

knowledge, the learning is positive. The education, then had a positive influence since it affirmed 
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participants’ experience that considering animals in practice is important. The activity shared by 

these participants also had a positive networking influence on other participants which will be 

discussed further in the Discussion chapter (Chapter 8). The term undercurrent reflects the 

understanding that participants have that this work is not recognized or formally sanctioned by 

the social work profession. These experiences involved areas of practice, interventions by social 

workers, and ethical challenges related to animals. 

Subtheme: Encountering Animals in Areas of Practice  

In the undercurrent of animal-related social work activity, participants encountered 

animals in a variety of practice areas and settings. Hence, they could see the applicability of their 

learnings from the education module. Areas of practice included: domestic violence; 

homelessness; low-income housing; disadvantaged youth; youth and children in care; schools; 

children with disabilities; hospitals; mental health settings; elder care in the community and 

long-term care; and animal assisted therapy and interactions.  

Animal-related issues encountered in practice include animal hoarding and lack of 

resources in rural communities. A participant was confronted by animal hoarding on a home visit 

to an elderly person’s home. Animal hoarding has been identified by Hanrahan (2013) as an 

issue that social workers should have knowledge of since they may encounter it in their practice. 

This participant’s experience shows that social workers may, indeed, face this problem but at 

present have no training to do so. Another participant was concerned about the lack of options 

for victims of domestic violence and for people with low-income in her rural community. The 

only shelter in their community has a no-animal policy. Low-income people with companion 

animals have very little access to living space that will accept companion animals.  
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Subtheme: Interventions Involving Animals 

The undercurrent of professional activity involving animals (prior to the focus group) 

included some interventions by participants. Two participants employed AAT as a modality of 

intervention, however other participants generally tended to respond to situations by following 

their personal values. For example, Sofie (swf2f) asked about the dog at a client’s home 

(informal inclusion in assessment) and included him in an intervention with the family. She did 

this out of her personal interest and understanding of the value of the human-animal bond rather 

than as a professionally directed action.  

…just that presence… this beautiful bulky soft rolly polly lump you know and what a nice 

energy that animal brought to that room. So, I think I do (include animals) because it's 

just who I am… I do in different ways bring it to my work. 

Lily (swsf2f, ii) helped youth at a group home rescue a cat they found in a field. They 

carefully disentangled the cat from her surroundings and brought it into the home where they 

waited for an animal protection worker to take the cat to safety. The other staff were wary of the 

cat and the possibility of lice, however Lily felt it was an important experience for the youth to 

learn about their role in caring for nonhuman others. Here, too, Lily’s intervention was guided by 

personal values and knowledge.  

Both Ivy (swou, ii) and Ann (swf2f, ii) have provided direct support to animals found to 

be in need of care during the course of their work. Ivy and another member of her community 

team provided food to animals found in a hoarding situation while they waited for the animal 

protection channels to take action. Ann, while working in a women’s shelter many years ago, 

provided a home to companion animals of women who sought refuge at the shelter. Both Ivy and 

Ann were clear that their help to animals was a personal response to their need.  
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Even though animal-related activities are not recognized by the social work profession, 

some are recognized by individual service organizations. For example, two participants were 

involved in developing policies about including animals in their work settings. Ava (swsf2f) had 

been involved in developing policies supporting inclusion of animals in a low-income and 

emergency housing organization while Nina was doing the same in services for disadvantaged 

youth. 

Subtheme: Ethical Challenges 

Some participants disclosed that they experienced some ethical challenges in practice that 

were related to animals. These challenges generally involved value conflicts with their 

profession, service users or other institutions. For instance, Pia (swso, ii) and Ava (swsf2f) 

encountered situations where homeless people did not accept services because they could not 

bring their companion animal. Although conflicted, both determined that their professional 

commitment was to the organization’s compliance policy rather than the service user’s wish to 

keep her/his companion. This understanding changed through the education and both Pia and 

Ava resolved to advocate for their client.  

Lucy (swf2f) feels conflicted when mental health service users talk about abusing an 

animal in the past.  The challenge is to maintain her professional role of helper while being 

horrified by the client’s violent actions. Pia (swso, ii) imagined that she may come across value 

conflicts with clients related to their cultural perspectives of about treatment of animals – 

especially since she is vegetarian. 

 Value conflict with society’s anthropocentric values reflected in how social institutions 

function was experienced by Anika (swou, ii) and Lori (swo, ii). Both experienced some 

difficulty reaching companion animals of patients admitted to hospital. Current legal 
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requirements left animal protection unable to enter the premises without the presence of a family 

member. Furthermore, neither were supported by their workplace personnel. These hindrances 

resulted in a delay in reaching the animal/s. In Lori’s case, an animal was without food and fresh 

water for a couple of days leaving her feeling frustrated and helpless.  

Theme 4: Degree of Control 

This theme is related to the concept “perceived behavioural control” in the theory of 

planned behaviour. It refers to a how strongly a person believes a behaviour is within her control 

to perform. In this case the desired behaviour is to consider the wellbeing of animals in practice. 

This concept was used to identify internal and external resources that are supportive of that 

behaviour as well as inhibiting barriers. These are shown in Tables 8 and 9. 

Subtheme: Resources: Knowledge, Empowerment & Motivation 

The focus group discussion and individual interviews suggest that some new resources 

were gained from the education session, and that some were preexisting. This subtheme 

introduces new elements – knowledge and motivation. It also captures the cumulative force of 

some pre-existing elements – experience with animals, and for some, experience with animals in 

practice that have been discussed separately earlier.   

Knowledge. All participants indicated they gained some new knowledge. What was new, 

however, differed between participants. For some, although the content about the treatment of 

animals in society was not new, it was connected in new ways. For others, the understanding of 

the oppression of animals was new. Information about the inclusion of animals in social work 

practice, however, was generally new to everyone. While gaining new knowledge and making 

new connections with prior knowledge may be considered an impact of the education, this 

subtheme is included as an influence because of the role the new knowledge and connections 
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play in influencing behaviour is more meaningful than simply gaining knowledge. The latter is 

not an unusual occurrence but the power of this knowledge to influence change holds great 

significance. 

New Connections with Familiar Knowledge.  The issues of antibiotic resistance and 

pollution from animal agriculture were not new to Malia (swf2f), but she hadn’t seen them linked 

together through public health. 

I've thought a lot about treatment of animals and the number of antibiotics that we 

pumped into them because of the horrible conditions and the effect that has in terms of 

who consumes that meat. And then also the impact on water and soil but I just hadn't 

really put it together in that package…I hadn't thought about it from a public health 

perspective. But I think that the links that you made really made a lot of sense.  

Lily was always interested in the environment but hadn’t connected these issues to the treatment 

of animals. She was surprised to find the new connection between familiar pieces of knowledge. 

So, I think that was what was really shocking because I mean you’ve heard about the 

documentaries, about the methane, and you know seeing the documentaries about how 

animals are treated but I guess all these pieces lived in very different regions of my mind. 

Lily, swsf2f 

She discovered another new link between these topics and her interest in indigenous health and 

wellness. Through this she learned how important it is to look at how different pieces connect 

with each other in order to arrive at deeper understandings, in this case of, animal and human 

wellbeing.   

You know, I think it's really easy to get stuck in your way of thinking. You study one 

thing, or you make your focus of study ‒ for me indigenous health and wellness. So, you 
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start maybe seeing it in a minimal way instead of seeing all of these layers and all of 

these ways that connects to other things. So, I think that’s what the important piece is. It's 

not just critical thinking - in general we need to think critically about this as well as how 

it connects to the other pieces. Lily, swsf2f, ii 

Lori hadn’t connected speciesism with social work prior to the education. 

This is the first time I've ever seen... a connection of speciesism and social work together. 

So, I always have thought of it separately. So, the education that you provided really 

connected the two together…Lori, swo, ii 

While Sarah had been aware of the link between violence towards animals and violence 

towards people, the idea of domestic violence being an intersection of oppression of women, 

children and animals was new. 

... going into this I thought it was gonna be talking more about the hierarchy but going 

into how animal abuse is related to human abuse - it's something that I've learned about 

but just making those connections together really helped. Sarah, swso,ii 

New Knowledge. As mentioned, what constituted new knowledge varied among 

participants but, for most participants, this new knowledge was a resource for considering 

animals in practice. Several participants learned about speciesism. For example, Mona remarked, 

I didn't know anything about speciesism going into this, but I think learning about it now, 

it makes sense. Mona, swsf2f, ii 

Ivy (swf2f, ii) noted that she hadn’t heard the term “companion animal” before and now has 

begun to use it. The literature related to animals in social work was new and welcome knowledge 

for all participants. For example, Mia was very familiar with the material about animals but the 

existence of social work literature on the topic was new to her. 
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I'd have to say just that you're talking about it… the information is not really new to me. 

It’s something I think about a lot. I felt that all through getting my social work degree - 

that it was just wasn't a thing. And so, it's interesting to hear, coming out of the studies. 

So that's just in itself really nice to think. Mia, swf2f 

Each focus group asked for access to references made and the presentation slides indicating 

interest in the knowledge acquired. 

Participants also learned how animals might be included in assessments and 

interventions. For instance, to Anika, the idea of using knowledge of the link between animal 

abuse and abuse of humans in assessments was new.  

It's so interesting to think that cruelty towards animals can be indicative of potential for 

cruelty to people. Anika, swou, ii 

Lisa remarked that she hadn’t thought about reporting concerns about the wellbeing of an animal 

to animal-protection services as a practice intervention. 

I think what struck me most… just how simple it would be just to include it in your 

practice and…it didn't even occur to me something as simple as calling the SPCA if you 

think something's up. Lisa, swsf2f, ii 

Some participants mentioned that they valued learning from others. For example. Ava 

(swsf2f, ii) felt that Lily’s insights into connections with indigenous views added more “layers 

to what we learned.” Lisa (swsf2f, ii) too, found that discussion interesting and stated that it 

“expanded my mind”. Lori (swo, ii) and Sarah (sws,ii) valued other group members’ ideas 

during the case example exercise which they considered broadened their thinking, making it 

possible to think about animals in their practice. 
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Prior Knowledge. Participants who were supportive of animal rights – Iris (swou,ii), Mia 

(swf2f), Anika (swou, ii) and Lori (swo) – came to the focus groups with knowledge about the 

oppression of animals. All participants came to the focus group with some prior knowledge 

about animals that had been acquired through varying kinds of lived experience with them. Two 

participants had also taken courses related to AAT. This knowledge, combined with a general 

interest in the wellbeing of animals, are other resources available to participants that can support 

them in advocating for animals in practice. Interest in animals would make it more likely a social 

worker would notice animals. Experience would give a heightened awareness of animal needs as 

well as, for some, knowledge of resources to help service users care for a sick/injured animal.  

Empowerment and Motivation. The terms “inspired” (Nora, swsf2f), “sparked” (Nina, 

swf2f, ii), “excited” (Lily, swsf2f, ii; Iris, swou, ii), “uplifting” (Lori, swo, ii) “hope” (Mia, 

swf2f) were used by different participants to describe their response to the education. These 

suggested that they felt motivated to act. This motivation is an internal resource that can be used 

by participants to include animals in their practice.  

Several participants also used the words “emboldened” (Ann, swf2f, ii), “affirmed” (Pia, 

swso, ii; Jean, swf2f; Jen swo), and “validated” (Ava, swsf2f, ii; Ivy, swou, ii) in portraying the 

impact of both the education and discussion with other social workers. These words connote a 

feeling of empowerment experienced by some participants which is another internal resource that 

is now available to them.  

Subtheme: Barriers: Education, Policy and Anthropocentrism 

Responses to questions about the need for education about animals and practice and the 

need for policies to support inclusion of animals in practice highlighted that a lack of education 

and a community practice as well as the need for policies and organizational support are barriers 



LINKING ANIMALS, SOCIAL JUSTICE AND SOCIAL WORK 418 
 

to inclusion of animals in social work practice. Social work’s anthropocentrism is another 

subtheme of participant discussions related to barriers. 

Lack of Education and Community of Practice. Several participants pointed out that 

they had not received any education about speciesism or animals in their social work training.  

When asked whether speciesism should be included in social work education participants 

responded affirmatively without hesitation. For example, Anika (swsou) asserted that it is 

necessary and can have far reaching impact. 

I think it (education) definitely should (be included) … just based on my experiences of 

there being no information about speciesism or nonhuman-centered practice. I think 

there could be tremendous opportunity to incorporate that, and it would be beneficial for 

practitioners, animals, society as a whole 

Although participants agreed that it should be a part of social work education, two 

different ideas about how to include the topic emerged. Most were adamant that the topic of 

animals and animal rights needed to be part of the core curriculum while a few others suggested 

offering specialty courses instead. Lisa (swsf2f) wasn’t sure what to expect before the education 

but having experienced it she now felt the topic should be a core requirement. Lori (swo) argued 

that it needs to be part of the core curriculum because all social workers will encounter families 

with companion animals.  

Ivy (swou, ii) thought how animals are treated in society should be included as part of the 

core curriculum related to social justice. Malia (swf2f) suggested that the treatment of animals 

might actually be “a pathway” to understanding social justice. Her reasoning was, because of the 

prevalence of families with companion animals, social work students, too, are likely to have 

experienced friendships with companion animals in their family. Animals, then, may be a 
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common ground from which students could relate to ideas of oppression and social justice. Mia 

(swf2f) also felt that knowledge of this topic should be part of the requirements for the degree 

while Lucy (swf2f) added it should be included in all schools of social work. 

Lily (swsf2f) suggested a specialty course would be more feasible to implement. Given 

the present anthropocentric stance of social work education and the students in her cohort, she 

argued that a specialty course would be more likely to be acceptable to the education system. 

Based on her experience, the majority of students would not be interested, but the course should 

be available because the students who are drawn to the topic can benefit from it.  She feels the 

topic of the treatment of animals is vital, but others in the education system do not yet feel this 

way.  John (sws) agreed with Lily’s assessment, but Ava (swsf2f) pointed out that interest among 

students has been increasing at her university based on the growing waiting list for a course on 

AAT. She thought this might indicate more widespread support from the student body for the 

topic. Lily agreed that times are changing as evident from social work’s new interest in the 

natural environment. 

I see that there is a shift happening to embrace this kind of learning. Lily swsf2f, 

Ann (swf2f, ii) also suggested the time might be right for introducing education about speciesism 

as she senses more general awareness of the interconnectedness of life on this planet.  

Despite these differing views on how to include animals in education, there was general 

agreement among participants that the topic of the oppression of animals and implications for 

practice needed to be included in social work education to raise awareness of speciesism and 

incorporate considering the wellbeing of animals in practice. Pia stated clearly and emphatically, 

Yes! 100 percent! It should be a class for sure! Pia, swso, ii 
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Some participants also indicated a desire to discuss cases involving animals with other 

social workers. However, presently they are not aware of any avenues for doing so. This suggests 

that a community of practice about animals and social work is another resource that is lacking. 

For example, Lily would like to be able to know how others are dealing with issues related to 

homeless people and their companion animal. 

…there's a lot of people in Vancouver with animals who are struggling and I'm just 

curious ‒ I have experience with one outreach location but what's everybody else doing 

with their clients when they approach that situation where the person is struggling with 

housing because… they won't give up their animal…? Lily, swsf2f 

Lori (swo, ii) noted that opportunities to talk with other social workers about advocating for 

animals in practice “don’t seem to come up”. Nina felt that there was a need for a community of 

practice to share ideas and experiences and have a common perspective (shared values) on 

animal-human relations. Given the value placed on a community of practice and education about 

speciesism and animals in social work, the lack of these may be considered barriers to the 

inclusion of animals in practice. 

Lack of Policies. When asked if there was a need for policy that supports inclusion of 

animals in practice, most participants felt strongly that there is a need while a few were not sure. 

The functions of policy as gleaned from participant comments are to: 1) set standards for practice 

(e.g., include questions about animals in assessment, ethical standards); 2) offer guidance and 

support to practitioners; 3) provide information (e.g., signs of abuse and neglect); 4) provide 

messaging that reflects a valuing of animals and their relations with humans and recognition of 

speciesism and its link with social justice.   
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Sue expressed concern that there are no policies about what to do in cases of animal 

abuse or ethical standards for AAT. Both Sarah (swso) and Lori (swo) felt that reporting of 

animal abuse should be required. Pia (swso, ii) thought that setting up a policy would help an 

organization examine how to include service users and their companion animals in programs and 

set some standards for doing so. Iris (swou, ii), Anika (swou, ii), and Lisa (swsf2f, ii) expected 

that having a policy would help them feel more confident in speaking up for animal issues and 

generally include animals in practice. Lori (swo, ii) stated a policy would make it easier to take 

actions such as liaising with animal protection workers (since this work would be accepted). 

Indeed, Hoy-Gerlach and Wehman (2017) and MacNamara and Moga (2014) point to the 

importance of social workers collaborating with animal protection in order to intervene more 

effectively with individuals and families especially in cases of family violence. As well, a policy 

that identified indicators of abuse and how to respond would be helpful. Lisa noted that a policy 

that affirms that animals are valued would be especially important to new social workers like 

herself. 

 …’course you’re going into the field and you’re feeling lost in confidence and 

everything… So, it’s nice to have anything that will help you feel that this is an important 

subject and you’re not going to be just outright rejected. Lisa, swsf2f, ii 

Jean and Ann felt strongly that a policy should recognize rights of animals in the frame of social 

justice. 

I think if it was included in the advocacy piece. Like the right of the animal… (so that) we 

realize that they can benefit and should benefit (from our services). Jean, swf2f, ii 
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I think it would be helpful in moving forward and illuminating speciesism and its linkages 

to social justice in social work…But not animals just as instrumental …But for their 

intrinsic... being. Ann, swf2f 

Ivy (swou, ii) pointed out, however, that policies alone are not enough. People need to 

follow them as well and they may resist. While recognizing the value of policies that support 

inclusion of animals – especially for the service user – Lily cautioned that they can also just add 

a layer of “red tape”. While some concerns about policy such as these were expressed, generally 

participants thought that policies would be valuable in supporting social workers to consider the 

wellbeing of animals. However, the flip side of this is that the lack of policy is a barrier to 

inclusion of animals in practice. 

Anthropocentrism. Anthropocentrism and the belief in human exceptionalism were 

implied in comments by several participants as barriers to inclusion of animals in social services 

and individual practice. Several participants identified social work’s exclusive focus on people as 

a limiting factor. Sue (swo) found that her experience in the focus group made this limitation 

clear to her. She stated that this was the first time she had talked with other social workers about 

animals and social justice. She is certain that many social workers encounter animals every day 

in practice “but we just don’t talk about it”. Jean, (swf2f) also feels that social work’s “too 

heavy” focus on humans can limit one’s understanding of a situation. She realized that the 

relevance of a companion animal to the situation facing a service user can be easily overlooked 

to the detriment of both the human and animal. Anthropocentricism was also implied in 

comments about the topic of animals being “not actually… prevalent in social work” (Pia, swso) 

or as there being “no normalization” (Sofie, swf2f) of considering animals encountered in 

practice. 
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Lily identified the human-animal hierarchy underlying anthropocentrism as being 

problematic. She feels that social work has not made the connection between the oppression of 

animals and the oppression of people. 

People are still first and that's the most important thing. So, I think that hierarchy is what 

makes it (speciesism) a less than important issue to deal with or makes it seem like okay 

well we’ll address the human allergies and throw away the rest - because there’s still this 

disconnect… Lily, swsf2f, ii 

Lori identified the irony of social work’s attention to anti-oppressive practice while 

neglecting (discriminating against) animals. 

what I think it is so fascinating… that is we as social workers try to have an anti-

oppressive practice and you know fight discrimination. And yet that is what happens 

when we consider speciesism… it is neglected… Lori, swo 

Participants identified that anthropocentrism in social work and society underlies 

institutional barriers such as policies of social service organizations that exclude the companion 

animals of service users and policies of other organizations/sectors (e.g., healthcare) that expect 

human-centred service. These anthropocentric policies serve to bolster the animal-human divide. 

Summary 

This chapter presented the findings from this participatory action dissertation research. 

How this analysis was guided by the research question, theoretical framework and the data itself 

was outlined. A description of the participants of three focus groups and twelve individual 

interviews was given in order to better understand the findings. Although there was some 

diversity, especially by age, this study was not designed to investigate differences based on 

different social identities. Uncertainty about response rate based on social work’s known 
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anthropocentric stance, led to a decision not to attempt purposeful sampling for diversity. Only 

geography was considered in the design which prompted recruitment of participants from 

different parts of BC for one focus group. Geography was a consideration because of the distinct 

regions of BC. Rumney (2001) describe the province as a “region of regions” with the bulk of 

the population inhabiting Vancouver and the lower mainland as well as the capital region on 

Vancouver Island where the researchers in this study are based.  No differences were found 

based on geography. However, one difference was found based on age. More participants in the 

younger age group (21-30) made a connection between the oppression of animals and diet. 

The findings were divided into two sections. The first was the impact of the education 

module on participants and the second was factors affecting this impact. The three themes that 

emerged about impact were a) a stronger connection to practice; b) an expanded sense of social 

justice; and c) personal changes. Generally, participants experienced a stronger connection of 

animals to their social work practice. They intended to consider the wellbeing of animals 

encountered in practice. This connection was largely based on an expanded sense of social 

justice. Animals were recognized to be an oppressed group and this oppression was seen to 

intersect with the oppression of human groups. As such, there was a willingness to advocate for 

them. Although the education did not change participants’ personal view of animals, it did 

inspire intentions to make changes in participant’s lives such as changes in diet and engaging in 

more activism and support for animals. 

Four themes related to factors influencing the impact of the education were mostly based 

on the constructs of the theory of planned behaviour a) attitudes; b) subjective norms; and c) 

perceived behavioral control. One theme emerged directly from the data alone. Accordingly, the 

themes were a) attitudes and experiences with animals; b) social norms and the silencing of 
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animal advocates; c) undercurrent of activity (emerged from data); and d) perceived behavioural 

control. All participants had positive attitudes towards animals prior to the education. For most, 

these were based on positive experiences with animals in the past as children as well as in the 

present. Friends and family members who were closest to participants of individual interviews 

also tended to have positive attitudes towards animals and were supportive of their views. 

Although some colleagues of participants were supportive of their views, most were not. Most 

participants experienced pressure to conform to anthropocentric expectations of their workplace 

and many participants became reluctant to express their views or tried to frame them in ways that 

might be acceptable to their workplace.  

Several participants had encountered animals in their practice. Some had included them 

in their assessments and interventions. This activity is not recognized by the profession and so 

has happened “under the radar”. Finally, the theme perceived degree of control identified the 

resources available to participants before and after the education. Some resources such as 

knowledge and motivation were gained from the education module. Barriers to the inclusion of 

animals in practice included a lack of education and policies supporting animals in practice and 

strong anthropocentrism within the profession. The next chapter will discuss the implications of 

these findings. 
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Chapter 8: Discussion and Conclusion 

This final chapter discusses the findings, limitations and implications of this research. 

The purpose of this study was to contribute to the elimination of speciesism and the concomitant 

reshaping of animal-human relations by raising the awareness of social workers of this social 

justice issue. Nibert’s (2002) theory of oppression recognizes speciesism as a form of oppression 

that is economically motivated, achieved through the exertion of power and maintained by a 

widely dispersed ideology that devalues nonhuman animals. Ecofeminism and critical animal 

studies show this oppression to be based on the animal-human divide and entangled within a 

matrix of human oppressions that are based on markers of difference such as race, gender, 

sexuality, ability and age. The animal-human divide is the site for intervention in this research.  

This study sought to answer the research question: How does education and facilitated 

discussion to raise the awareness of social justice issues facing animals in society affect the 

willingness of social workers to advocate for animals? The answer was pursued using 

Participatory Action Research (PAR) – a methodology grounded in cycles of action aimed at 

liberation. A group of animal advocates, including social workers, joined me to form the research 

team which developed an education module about speciesism and delivered it to social workers 

via three focus groups. A more in-depth understanding of the effects of this action was obtained 

through individual interviews of three participants from each group. A thematic analysis of the 

data followed. In keeping with the research purpose, the discussion of the findings will proceed 

within a liberation frame outlined by Lofland et al. (2006). The intent of this frame is to be useful 

to an oppressed group which, in this case, is nonhuman animals. This emancipatory aim is well 

suited to PAR (Lofland et al, 2006).  
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The findings that all participants gained a stronger connection between nonhuman 

animals and their practice of social work and developed an expanded sense of social justice 

suggest that the education and networking had its intended impact. The discussion in this chapter 

will focus first on this impact and then on the factors influencing it. The latter section will 

elaborate on the combined influence of the theory of planned behaviour (TPB) (Ajzen, 1985) and 

norm activation theory (Schwartz, 1977) introduced in the previous chapter to understand 

participants’ willingness to advocate for nonhuman animals. The findings will then be discussed 

in terms of the animal human boundary highlighting the significance of some disruptions of this 

boundary that occurred in the participants’ change process and the role social work plays in 

maintaining the divide.  

The trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of this research has been attended to in a 

number of ways. First, credibility has been maintained through the reporting of a) engagement 

with participants, b) methods used and c) an audit trail that explains the research decisions made 

(Cope, 2014). These are decisions about research design, data collection and data analysis 

outlined in the methodology and findings chapters. Additionally, evidence has been provided in 

the methodology and education module chapters that demonstrates appropriate use of 

participatory action research (PAR) methodology which includes democratic functioning of the 

PAR research team and intersubjectivity in data analysis (McTaggart, 1998). Authenticity of the 

findings have been supported by continued reference to the data through the use of participant 

quotes and stories (Cope, 2014). However, as with all research, there are limitations which will 

be outlined later in this chapter. This will be followed by a discussion of the implications of this 

study for change in social work institutions, suggestions for future research and 

recommendations for action.  
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Impact of the Education and Networking 

 This section discusses the findings that participants developed a stronger connection to 

practice and an expanded sense of social justice. Each of these findings indicated a willingness to 

advocate for nonhuman animals in practice. After the education and networking all participants 

became more willing although the degree of change varied among them.  

A Stronger Connection to Practice  

The finding that all participants left the focus group feeling a stronger connection 

between nonhuman animals and their social work practice indicates that, overall, the education 

and discussion with other social workers had a positive impact on the participants. Change in 

attitudes or behaviour have been discussed in the literature in terms of type (kind of change), 

degree (magnitude of change) and significance (how meaningful or desirable the change is to an 

individual) (Bothe & Richardson, 2013; Shinkfield & Graffam, 2009; Harris & Crane, 2002; 

Hecht, 1984). The changes in participants’ views and intentions ranged from a) a complete shift 

in a participant’s thinking about nonhuman animals and practice (high degree of change) to b) 

gaining a sense of professional legitimacy for their pre-existing (before the focus group) interest 

in nonhuman animals and considering their wellbeing in practice (medium degree of change), to 

c) feeling generally more hopeful that the profession is changing so that both animals and people 

would be better served (low degree of change). It was apparent from the interest and enthusiasm 

of participants that, regardless of the magnitude of the change, its significance or meaningfulness 

to most participants was quite high. 

Although the degree of change varied among participants, it is striking that the direction 

of change (towards a stronger connection to practice) was not affected by age or geography of 
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the participants or by their status as student or social worker60. It may be because of participants’ 

shared values and experiences which include a) professional social work values (Miller, 2010), 

b) personal values (since studies show convergence between personal and personal values of 

social workers (Valutis and Rubin, 2016)), c) a valuing of nonhuman animals. Dynamics in the 

focus group and individual interview may also have had some effect. For example, since there 

may be a desire for focus group members to conform (Asbury, 1995; Wooten & Reed, 2000; 

Dilshad & Latif, 2013), it is possible that positive responses by other group members may have 

made it difficult for some who thought differently to speak. It is also possible that in the 

interactive and performative act of individual interviews, participants responses may have been 

shaped by a desire for researcher approval (Collins et al., 2005).   

However, the findings show that the group experience was generally an empowering one.  

Madriz (1998) and Frith (2000) (cited in Hollander, 2004) suggest that participants may find that 

their experiences are shared by others and may have their feelings and opinions validated as was 

the case in this study.  Participants are likely to feel comfortable sharing in this context 

(Hollander, 2004). Also, if a participant in this study did feel uncomfortable speaking in the 

focus groups, this may have been caught in the individual interviews when other group members 

were no longer present. Kaplowitz and Hoehn’s (2001) found, when they compared focus groups 

and individual interviews, that participants discussed more controversial topics in individual 

                                                                 
60 Although there was some information about ethnicity, the research was not designed to explore its 

influence. Hence no inference about this important factor is included here. However, this would be useful to 

explore in another study. Also, there was insufficient data to comment on gender. Since social work is known to be 

predominantly female, chances of having male social workers is less especially in the small samples of qualitative 

research. One male social work student came late and so missed the first question about experience with animals. 

Another male social worker became distracted in the discussion period and thus did not participate fully as 

explained in Chapter 4 and Chapter 7. Therefore, their participation was not complete. Although a male participant 

had been randomly selected for an individual interview, he was unable to participate. 
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interviews (since they did not feel constrained by a group). However, this discrepancy did not 

appear here. In accordance with Lambert & Loiselle (2008), then, the convergence of the 

individual interview data with the focus group data in this research enhances the reliability of the 

findings.  

The pragmatic, theoretical and/or value-based connections made by participants are also 

reflected in the literature. The high prevalence of companion animals in households is a 

pragmatic reason given by many for including nonhuman animals in assessment and 

interventions (Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Wenocur et al., 2018; Hoy-Gerlach & Wehman, 

2017; Hanrahan, 2013; Risley-Curtiss 2010). Participants’ identification of anti-oppressive 

practice theory (AOP) (Baines, 2011) as theoretical support for the inclusion of nonhuman 

animals also aligns with several social work scholars (Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Legge, 

2016; Matsuoka & Sorenson, 2014; Hanrahan, 2013).  Although Hanrahan (2013) criticizes 

AOP’s inability to account for human privilege (privilege based on species), Hanrahan & 

Chalmers identify its potential for doing so. Their assessment also matched participants’ 

interpretation of this theory and its potential fit with nonhuman animal inclusive practice. 

The above discussion of the type and degree of change and kind of connection to practice 

after the focus group, signal an increased willingness among participants to consider the 

wellbeing of nonhuman animals in practice. A value-based connection to practice related to 

second finding of an expanded sense of social justice among participants will be discussed 

below.  

Expanded Sense of Social Justice 

Participants’ expanded sense of social justice has both conceptual (expanded 

understanding of social justice in social work) and motivational elements (desire to act for 
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change). This section will show that each of these elements played a role in increasing the 

willingness of social workers to advocate for nonhuman animals in their practice. 

Significance of Conceptual Aspect of the Expanded Sense of Social Justice 

The conceptual understanding of speciesism and its entanglement with human 

oppressions (expanded understanding of social justice in social work) is indicated by the link 

several participants made between nonhuman animals and AOP mentioned above. Since this 

theory (or group of theories) views social problems as embedded in inequities arising from a 

patriarchal, racialized, homophobic, colonial capitalist society (Baines, 2011), linking it to the 

circumstances of nonhuman animals indicates a recognition of both nonhuman animals as a 

marginalized group and a need to counter the forces that marginalize them. This understanding 

manifested in an intention to take action to advocate for change.  

In addition to advocacy for individual nonhuman animals, participants suggested actions 

aimed at systems change. Maylea et al. (2020) distinguish between worker-led and person-led 

advocacy where worker-led strategies are undertaken by the social worker and person-led 

advocacy is guided by the individual using the services of a social worker. They argue that 

person-led is most important in both individual and system-oriented advocacy because it 

counters forces of oppression by empowering the service user. Strategies suggested by 

participants in thus study can be considered ‘worker-led’ since they were developed by the 

participants. This is not unexpected, though, given today’s pervasively anthropocentric social 

service systems which do not provide any means for nonhuman animals to participate in using 

services let alone in decision-making (Bozalek & Pease, 2020; Fraser & Taylor, 2020; Laing, 

2020; Hanrahan, 2011). Effective ‘person-led’ strategies with nonhuman animals have yet to be 

developed (Meijer, 2019). However, this does not mean that attempts to include nonhuman 
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animals in decisions about them cannot be made.  As discussed in the Methodology chapter, it 

remains important to involve nonhuman animals as much as possible in these decisions61 

(Deckha, 2021, Meijer, 2019). 

Although worker-led, the systemic advocacy suggested by participants did nevertheless 

reflect an expanded sense of social justice because of a) the understanding of speciesism that 

underlay the strategies identified, and b) participants’ intention to observe companion animals in 

their circumstances, and thereby use more direct information from animals, in order to determine 

their needs. From the preceding discussion, then, it can be seen that understanding speciesism as 

a social justice issue contributed to increasing participants’ willingness to advocate for animals.  

Significance of Motivational Aspect of the Expanded Sense of Social Justice 

 The motivational aspect of participants’ expanded sense of social justice was evident in 

participants’ desire and enthusiasm to take action towards ensuring the wellbeing of animals 

encountered in practice and, for some, in their personal lives as well. Schwartz’s (1997) norm 

activation theory explains that when personal/moral norms are brought to people’s attention, 

these norms can strongly influence behaviour due to a feeling of personal obligation to perform 

that behaviour. One intention of making the connection between the treatment of animals and 

social justice was to activate the professional and personal norm of social justice. Since social 

justice is a professional value in social work, it is reasonable to expect that it will be important to 

the participating social worker/students. Indeed, the literature shows congruence between 

personal and professional values in those entering social work (Valutis & Rubin, 2016) and that 

social workers and students are motivated by values such as social justice (Campanini & 

                                                                 
61 The issue of representation of nonhuman animals by advocates is discussed in the Methodology 

chapter. 
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Facchini, 2013; Bradley et al., 2012). The motivational influence of the value of social justice 

has also been recognized by others (Karunaratne & Koppel, 2016; Jiranek et al., 2013; Bradley et 

al. 2012; Malti & Buchman, 2010).  

Since the expanded sense of social justice in participants was associated with a desire to 

counter speciesism (advocacy), it can be surmised that the social justice norm had, indeed, been 

activated in the participants. The activation of this norm had a motivational influence making 

participating social workers and social work students more willing to advocate for animals in 

their practice.  

Understanding the Impact of the Education Module and Networking with the Theory of 

Planned Behaviour and Norm Activation Theory 

Concepts of the theory of planned behaviour (TPB) - attitudes, subjective norms and 

perceived degree of control – and norm activation theory are used to understand the impact of the 

education module and networking explored in this study. These concepts are reflected in themes 

identified in the Findings chapter. Their influence on the willingness of participants to advocate 

for animals are presented in an emerging model shown in Figure 3. This section will discuss how 

these factors combine to understand the impact of the education and networking on participating 

social workers and social work students. The added effect of the activation of the norm of social 

justice will also be highlighted. It will be seen that the education and networking changed 

attitudes towards the inclusion of nonhuman animals in social work practice and developed 

additional internal resources of participants to consider nonhuman animals in their practice. 

Networking helped to initiate development of a new group norm among participants – a potential 

norm that considers the wellbeing of animals in practice.  
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Figure 3.  Influence of Theory of Planned Behaviour and Norm 

Activation Theory on Social Workers’ Willingness to Advocate for 

Nonhuman Animals 
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Attitudes 

The influence of attitudes on the willingness of social workers to advocate for nonhuman 

animals can be seen in Figure 3. All social workers and students who participated in this study 

already had positive attitudes towards nonhuman animals. Some reasons for this finding may be 

related to features of the population sampled as well as the nature of voluntary sampling. First, a 

large portion of the population have companion animals ‒ 56% (Perrin, 2009) of households in 

Canada and more recently assessed, 68% in the US (The 2017–2018 National Pet Owners 

Survey, American Pet products Association, 2018)), and most consider them part of the family 

(Walsh, 2009, 2009a). Furthermore, Canadian attitudes towards animal welfare are more positive 

than in the past (MacLeans, 2009). These two circumstances made it likely that a substantial 

proportion of the sample would hold positive attitudes towards animal welfare. This likelihood is 

magnified when considering that females tend to have positive attitudes towards animals 

(Apostol et al., 2013) and that the profession of social work is largely female (Albrithen, 2019; 

Schilling et al., 2008). Since people are more likely to respond to surveys about topics that are of 

interest to them (Groves et al., 2004; Roster et al., 2017), the positive attitudes of participants 

may also be explained by the possibility that responders to the voluntary recruitment notice were 

especially interested in the topic of this research. 

Although all participants had positive attitudes towards animals, their views differed, 

ranging between animal rights and animal welfare positions. Animal welfare positions accept the 

‘use’ of animals but advocate ‘humane’ treatment whereas animal rights positions do not accept 

‘use’ of animals by humans and hence seek their liberation (Deckha, 2021, Smith, 2016; Munro, 

2012; Wrenn, 2012; Hamilton, 2011; Freeman 2008; Francione, 1995). Animal rights activists 

may be classified according to how they promote their goals. Where some seek more immediate 
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radical change working against conventional systems, others are willing to work within the 

system for incremental change if system-wide change is not immediately possible (Inbar-

Frohlich, 2020; Smith, 2016). The two vegan animal rights activists held the latter position while 

the other participants gravitated to the middle of the spectrum strongly supporting ‘humane’ 

treatment of nonhuman animals and, perhaps, even rights for some, especially companion 

animals. A few participants understood the treatment of nonhuman animals generally as 

oppressive prior to the education but, after the education and networking, all participants came to 

see their treatment in this way. Thus, the attitudes of some shifted closer to an animal rights 

position, meaning that their attitudes towards advocating for companion animals62 in their 

practice of social work became more favourable than they were before the education. 

Effect of Experiences with Nonhuman Animals on Attitudes Towards Them 

Past and more recent experiences with companion animals have influenced participants’ 

attitudes towards animals. As found in other studies, positive past experiences developed and 

reinforced positive attitudes (Fonesca et al., 2011; Prokop & Tunicliffe, 2010; Serpell & Paul, 

2002; Yore & Boyer, 1997). Negative experiences while growing up, in which companion 

animals were neglected, prompted a determination in two participants to treat them better when 

they were older and had more personal control. The impact of witnessing passive harm to 

animals as children on development of positive attitudes is not generally discussed in the 

literature. Rather, Monslave et al. (2018) claimed that children exposed to animal neglect or 

aggression may learn that such situations are acceptable ways of treating companion animals 

                                                                 
62 Social workers are most likely to encounter companion animals in their practice (Hoy-Gerlach & 

Wehman, 2017). Several of the participants interviewed were prompted by the education to think about farmed 

and wild animals as well. 
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since it is within the family environment that children internalize social rules and customs 

(Darie, 2015). 

 As outlined in the Literature Review Chapter, there is considerable literature showing 

that witnessing violence to others can be harmful to children. Such situations include witnessing 

abuse of companion animals (Akhtar, 2019; Ladny & Meyer, 2019; Newberry, 2017; Girardi & 

Pozzulo, 2015) and family violence (Nouer et al., 2014; Howell, 2011; Adams, 2006; Stiles, 

2002). These experiences may also lead some children to abuse animals (McDonald et al., 2018; 

Thompson & Gullone, 2006; Baldry, 2005). However, witnessing another type of harm – their 

parents’ neglect of companion animals – had a different effect on two participants’ attitudes (and 

behaviours) towards animals in their youth. It motivated them to decide to provide better care to 

companion animals when they were able. Their choice to behave differently from their parents 

may be the result of a process of value acquisition by adolescents which involves either 

accepting or rejecting values of their parents (Prioste et al., 2017; Barni et al., 2013; Barni et al., 

2011). The intention to behave differently may stem from participants (as adolescents) rejecting 

their parents’ valuing of animals. This warrants further investigation as there is no literature 

known to this author on the effects on children of witnessing neglect of nonhuman animals.   

Present experiences with companion animals also influenced participants’ attitudes 

towards nonhuman animals. A participant’s close bond with a companion animal as an adult 

changed a participant’s attitudes toward nonhuman animals. Previously, although she and her 

family cared for companion animals they were not as valued as human family members. She had 

witnessed and accepted physical disciplining of them as normal. Akhtar (2019) and Raupp 

(1999) point out that harmful behaviours such as hitting are deeply normalized in Western 

society. This normalization reinforces and reproduces the overarching structure of oppression of 
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all nonhuman animals (Akhtar, 2019). The participant’s more recent experience with her 

companion animals positively changed her attitudes towards nonhuman animals and these 

previously normalized behaviours. Her dogs are now equally valued and respected members of 

her family. Knight et al. (2004) explains that positive experiences with nonhuman animals – that 

is, becoming more emotionally attached to them – can promote positive attitudes towards them 

and influence attitudes towards their use. Indeed, this participant’s close relations with her 

companion animals influenced her view of the treatment of other nonhuman animals in society as 

well since she is now vegan. Experiences with animals, then, are helpful in understanding 

participants’ positive attitudes towards nonhuman animals prior to their participation in this 

study.  

 In summary, TPB posits that positive attitudes in combination with other factors 

increases the intention to perform a particular behaviour. Thus, the positive attitudes of 

participants in this study towards nonhuman animals (prior to participation) and the positive 

attitudes developed towards considering them in practice (after the education and networking) 

had a positive influence on their willingness to advocate for nonhuman animals in their practice 

of social work (see Figure 3.). 

Subjective Norms  

The second main concept in TPB, subjective norms, is concerned with an individual’s 

beliefs about the attitudes and actual behaviours of people who are significant in her life (De 

Leeuw et al., 2015). Their support for an intended behaviour increases the likelihood an 

individual will perform it. This study explored participants’ beliefs about the attitudes and 

behaviours towards nonhuman animals of people who are important to them. 
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Favourable subjective norms 

It was found that, generally, participants believed important family and friends to be 

supportive of their positive attitudes towards nonhuman animals. Their support was valued by 

participants. This was particularly evident in narratives in which a close family member (parent 

or spouse) who had initially been critical or less understanding of their views, converted. 

Participants were especially pleased to mention this type of positive change and the greater 

support and closer relationship they now have as a result. The stress experienced through a lack 

of support versus the greater ease that is experienced with positive subjective norms come into 

sharp relief in these stories and the literature. Hamilton (2011) points out that there are 

psychological and social costs of a lack of support from family and community that animal 

activists can experience. These work as counter incentives in a process by which dominant 

norms about the treatment of nonhuman animals, exert control and reproduce themselves.  

Support from family, on the other hand, can make an activist feel legitimized and even 

motivated to confront society (Watts et al., 1969 cited in Inbar-Frohlich et al., 2021).  Two 

animal rights activists in this study were disappointed that, although caring about animals 

generally, their friends and family still valued humans more than nonhuman animals. They were 

notably pleased, though, to have at least one family member who held compatible views. Both 

found this support invaluable in helping them withstand negative experiences of mainstream 

culture. These experiences are consistent with Palotta’s (2005) finding that going vegan can 

cause strain in existing relationships and estrangement of the dominant culture. They are also 

consistent with Gaarder’s (2008) study of women AR activists that found that having the support 

of likeminded people helps cope with emotions arising from animal issues and negativity from 

others. Studies of vegans also point to the importance of family and friend support (Crimarco et 
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al., 2020; Greenebaum, 2018; Cherry, 2015). Overall, the subjective norms of people close to 

participants were generally positive and thus supportive of their willingness to advocate for 

nonhuman animals, particularly companion animals encountered in their daily work.  

Unfavourable Subjective Norms  

Resistance to participants’ valuing of and views towards animals comes largely from 

their workplace and professional colleagues. The findings indicate that this resistance takes the 

form of derision, defensiveness and exclusion and has the effect of silencing or marginalizing 

animal advocates.  This aligns with Hanrahan (2021) identification of the derision of animal 

advocates in social service work settings. Challenges faced by animal advocates in Western 

culture generally are recognized as several researchers have noted how they are derided, 

devalued and/or represented as a form of extremism or even terrorism (Hanrahan, 2021; Fraser & 

Taylor, 2016; Freeman, 2015; Sorenson, 2009). However, literature about how animal advocates 

are treated in their workplaces, especially in social services and healthcare settings, is scarce.  

Studies on general workplace dissent show that expressing a differing point of view can 

be risky in terms of workplace relationships and status within the organization (Waldron & 

Kassing, 2011) and can be stressful (Payne, 2014; Garner, 2013; Kassing, 2011). Similarly, this 

study reveals that participating social workers experience stress when attempting to express a 

different point of view (one that values nonhuman animals) in their workplace. Since the 

findings show that social workers either are reluctant to speak or tend to “tone down” their 

advocacy to make it more acceptable, the social norms of colleagues and managers in their 

workplaces negatively influence the willingness of participating social workers to advocate for 

animals. 
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Initiation of New Norms 

By challenging dominant norms and supporting new practice behaviours, new group 

norms began to develop during the education and discussion among social workers. The 

education provided support for animal advocacy efforts by giving a) a rationale for their 

inclusion in practice, b) some academic support for points made (in the form of references) and 

c) an expectation that nonhuman animals be included in practice. The resonance of this message 

with the group encouraged animated discussion that was consistent with this expectation. Feeling 

empowered and validated by the education and finding like-minded social workers, participants 

began to develop a new group norm of considering the wellbeing of nonhuman animals 

encountered in their work (mostly companion animals) and, for some, in their personal life 

(including farmed and wild animals). This is similar to processes of consciousness raising and 

activist development in which individuals find they are not alone in their experiences and find 

support and strength from being with others in taking action aimed at social change (Raithby, 

1997; Palotta, 2005; Van Dyke & Dixon, 2013; Lindblom & Jacobsson, 2014).  

 Friedkin’s (2001) theory of norm formation in social influence networks may also 

explain the norm development here. A normative evaluation of a thought or action is likely to 

occur when an influential other shares a similar viewpoint. Since other social workers were 

found to be influential in social worker’s inclusion of nonhuman animals in practice (Risley-

Curtiss et al., 2013), it may be that the presence of other social workers sharing similar attitudes 

towards nonhuman animals in practice initiated Friedkin’s norm development process. Indeed, 

several participants identified how eye-opening and satisfying it was to find other social workers 

who have similar views about nonhuman animals and now, nonhuman animals in practice. 

Networking and discussion with other social workers/students in the focus groups, then, were 
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important in instigating the possible development of new norms that support the willingness of 

participants to advocate for animals in their practice. 

Perceived Behavioural Control 

The concept of perceived behavioural control in the theory of planned behaviour (TPB) 

refers to the perception of the ease or difficulty with which an action may be taken. The more 

confidence and resources a person has available to take action and the fewer barriers perceived, 

the greater the perceived behavioural control (Hardin-Faning & Ricks, 2017). This study 

identified both resources (internal and external) and barriers to participants’ willingness to 

advocate for nonhuman animals. Participants came to the group with some resources and also 

gained resources from the education and discussion with other group members. Resources gained 

from the education and networking with other social workers provided knowledge, legitimation 

of considering animals in social work, validation of participants’ lived experience and support 

for taking action to enhance the wellbeing of nonhuman animals. The confidence and motivation 

generated from the resources gathered prior to and in the focus groups, are internal resources that 

make it easier to perform a behaviour (Van Dyk et al., 2016; Bertholet et al. 2012; Bandura, 

1977) – in this case advocating for nonhuman animals in practice.   

While these resources support participants in considering nonhuman animals in practice, 

substantial barriers were also identified including a) a lack of education about speciesism and 

social work practice that pays attention to needs of nonhuman animals, b) no community that 

connects social workers who advocate for nonhuman animals in their practice, c) policies that 

exclude animals, and d) the anthropocentric beliefs that underlie these barriers. The need for 

education was highlighted by all participants. Similar to previous studies by Risley-Curtiss 

(2010), Hanrahan (2013), Ferriera et al. (2018), and Chalmers et al. (2020) this research found 
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that practice activity involving nonhuman animals already exists and much of this occurs without 

specific education. Additionally, participants desired but lacked a community of practice with 

whom to consult and exchange information. Community of practices are known to allow 

practitioners to interact socially and become more effective in their practice by sharing 

experiences and learning together (Kilner & Hoadley, 2005; Gallager et al., 2011).  

Participants identified a need for policies in support of inclusion of nonhuman animals as 

well as a need to dismantle policies that actively exclude consideration of nonhuman animals. 

Several researchers have also criticized the lack of animal friendly policies in social work 

agencies (Bozalek & Pease, 2021; Fraser & Taylor, 2020; Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; 

Matsuoka & Sorenson 2018., 2018; Ryan, 2014, 2011; Hanrahan, 2013, 2011; Risley Curtiss, 

2010). For example, most homeless shelters do not accept the companion animals of their clients 

(Cleary et al., 2019; Kim & Newton, 2014). As a participant pointed out, while concerns about 

safety and health are legitimate, the solution to these problems has been complete exclusion of 

nonhuman animals from service settings rather than a commitment to finding other alternatives. 

Akhtar (2019) discusses a similar attitude towards nonhuman animals in the prison system where 

animals were not permitted until recently. All these barriers are manifestations of the deep-rooted 

anthropocentricism in social work that was also identified by several participants and discussed 

by several scholars (Bozalek & Pease, 2020; Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Matsuoka et al., 2020; 

Hanrahan, 2013, 2011). These significant obstacles undermine participants’ confidence in 

advocating for animals, especially in a social climate that is not accepting of animal advocates.  

While some resources are available to participants, these substantial systemic barriers 

may be difficult to overcome in the workplace since they are pervasive and powerful. One would 

think that this low perceived behavioural control, combined with the subjective norms in the 
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workplace that seek to silence animal advocates would inhibit participant’s willingness to 

advocate for animals. Positive attitudes towards nonhuman animals, positive attitudes towards 

the connection of nonhuman animals to social work practice, and some subjective norms have a 

favourable influence. However, they seem to have fairly large obstacles to overcome. Why is it, 

then, that participants were so willing to include animals in practice? The answer lies in the 

additional influence of bringing to participants’ awareness (activation of) the moral norm of 

social justice discussed earlier. The salience of this norm in combination with other factors, then, 

is reflected in the increased willingness of social workers to advocate for nonhuman animals (see 

Figure 3). 

In addition to studies involving the environment (Setiawan et al., 2020; Han & Hyun, 

2017; Park & Ha, 2014) and the social sciences (Brayley et al., 2015; Warburton & Terry, 2000), 

this study affirms the effectiveness of the combination of TPB and norm activation theory in 

explaining behavioural intentions. Further, this research extends their use into the new domain of 

animal-human relations since they have been useful tools in understanding the impact of 

education and networking on the willingness of social workers and social work students to 

advocate for (consider the wellbeing of) nonhuman animals in their practice. Having discussed 

the findings in terms of the constructs of TPB and the activation of the norm of social justice, 

attention will now be turned to discussing the findings in relation to another foundational 

theoretical component of the research – the animal-human boundary. 

Understanding Findings in Relation to the Animal-Human Boundary 

The animal-human binary defines humans as exceptional and justifies their subjugation 

of nonhuman animals (Glick, 2018; Anderson, 2000). This same divide is the basis of 

hierarchical differentiation and oppression of human groups (Deckha, 2021; Kim, 2015). The 
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animal human boundary, then, is intimately related to social justice, a key value in this research 

and in social work. This discussion then will reveal more about the influence of social justice in 

the change process and about the role social work plays in maintaining this unjust divide. The 

theory of change in this research centres on disruption of this boundary (Cherry, 2010) through 

education (Dinker & Pederson, 2016; Pederson, 2010) and networking (Risley Curtis et al., 

2013; Read, 2003; Schaffsma ,1997). The idea was that disruption might cause a localized 

(limited to the research participants) change in ideology whereby participants would come to see 

the treatment of animals in society as unjust and therefore be more willing to advocate for 

nonhuman animals. Disruptions of the animal-human boundary, then, are seen as movement 

towards greater social justice. The findings chapter highlighted disruptions where participants 

viewed nonhuman animals as an oppressed group and began to connect nonhuman animals to 

their practice. This section will identify social work itself as a symbolic boundary between 

nonhuman animals and humans, which began to be disrupted in this research. Two further 

disruptions have also been selected for further examination because of their high relevance to 

social work and/or society at large: a) situations of household violence, and b) “meat” eating. 

This discussion will be followed by examining what the findings reveal about social work’s role 

in maintaining the animal-human boundary. 

 The stronger connection of nonhuman animals to participant’s practice (in particular, to 

social justice work) signals change in participants’ understanding of the practice of social work. 

While the information about the oppression of animals was not new to some participants, the 

understanding of how speciesism is a relevant social justice issue for social work, was. Thus, 

participants’ understanding of social work practice changed. Through the education and 

networking, they came to see nonhuman animals encountered in the context of their work with 
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people as legitimate (even if their needs conflict with humans) recipients of a service that had 

previously been viewed as ‘for human only’. This change suggests, social work itself is a 

symbolic boundary63 dividing nonhuman animals and humans that was partly crossed in this 

study.  

 Another boundary disruption is a change in the conception of victims of household 

violence to include nonhuman animals. Several participants referred to a new understanding and 

imperative to consider safety plans for nonhuman animals. Before the education, only human 

victims of violence were part of safety planning. However, a new intersectional understanding of 

family violence disrupted the animal-human boundary. This view aligns with emerging literature 

in the field that recognizes nonhuman animals as victims in cases of domestic violence rather 

than merely as indicators of human abuse or as supports to humans and/or tools of coercion. 

(Taylor & Fraser, 2019; Matsuoka & Sorenson, 2018; Tipaldy et al., 2015, 2012). Other studies 

also recommend including nonhuman animals in safety plans by considering them in risk 

assessments and building appropriate supports (Stevenson, 2018; Wuerch et al., 2017; Kreinert et 

al., 2012). 

The education inspired changes also in the personal lives of several participants who 

were prompted, for example, to think about the practice of eating meat. The disturbance 

stemmed from thinking about human constructed hierarchies among animals and recognizing the 

differential treatment to be a justice concern. One participant stated that she was rethinking her 

views on how farmed animals are treated. Another participant who had been vegan for health 

                                                                 
63 As discussed in the Theoretical Framework Chapter, symbolic boundaries are markers that are seen to 

distinguish between groups. They are symbolic because they are culturally derived and have subjective meaning as 

discussed in Lamont, M., & Molnár, V. (2002). The study of boundaries in the social sciences. Annual review of 

sociology, 28(1), 167-195.   
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reasons only, shared that the link to oppression and social justice was now her primary reason for 

being and staying vegan (before the focus group she had been slipping away from her vegan diet, 

for ‘social convenience’ reasons). In contrast, however, two others found justifications for 

continuing to eat meat although there was intention to avoid factory farmed animals. 

While for at least one participant the disturbance was life (diet) changing for others it 

triggered the meat paradox (Buttlar & Walther, 2018; Bastien & Loughnan, 2017). As mentioned 

in Chapters 4 and 6, this refers to a state of discomfort arising from dissonance between an 

awareness of the negative consequences of eating meat (to nonhuman animals, environment and 

health) and the continued consumption of meat. To ease discomfort, this dissonance must be 

resolved (Bastian & Loughnan, 2017) by a) reducing the perception of harm by denying animals’ 

ability to suffer, b) avoiding responsibility through rationalizations such as the harms are 

necessary for our survival, or c) detaching one’s identity from the harmful act (Buttlar & 

Walther, 2018). The second of these applied to the two participants mentioned above who were 

clearly uncomfortable with the idea of animal suffering but found reasons why it still made sense 

to eat their flesh and were comfortable with their decision. As with all other boundary 

disruptions and as discussed earlier, the different actions/positions in response to thinking about 

eating meat, show that the degree of disruption and corresponding change varied among 

participants.  

Social Work’s Role in Maintaining the Animal-Human Boundary: Keeping Nonhuman 

Animals Invisible 

The preceding section discussed how key disruptions in the animal-human boundary for 

the participants in this research contributed to change in their views towards the treatment of 

nonhuman animals in society generally and towards the inclusion of concern for nonhuman 
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animals in social work practice and life. I will expand this discussion of the findings in relation 

to the animal-human boundary by examining what this study exposes of social work’s role in 

maintaining this boundary and therefore the systems of oppression this divide underlies. The 

rampant anthropocentrism and speciesism in social work institutions and services identified in 

this study is consistent with previous studies (Matsuoka et al., 2020; Legge, 2016; Hanrahan, 

2013). These forces shape social work’s role. It will be seen that social work maintains the 

animal-human boundary by keeping nonhuman animals physically, conceptually, politically and 

morally invisible. 

Physically Invisible 

 Physical invisibility here refers to both the lack of acknowledgement of the presence of a 

nonhuman animal and the exclusion of nonhuman animals from services. Most participants in 

this study did not routinely ask questions about nonhuman animals in their assessment of 

individuals and families. The idea of doing so was new because the expectation of participants 

from their education and workplace was to be concerned only with the wellbeing of humans. 

Since, as mentioned Chapter 3 nonhuman animals are considered family members in many 

households (Walsh, 2009), the exclusion of nonhuman animals from assessments misses the 

significance and influence of these relationships (Fraser & Taylor, 2020; Hanrahan & Chalmers, 

2020; Hoy-Gerlach & Wehman, 2017; Hanrahan, 2013; Ryan, 2011; Morely & Fook, 2005).  

Furthermore, their care work (Coulter, 2016), also identified in Chapter 3, in the form of physical 

(e.g., , providing safety (Johanson et al., 2014)) and emotional (e.g., , emotional support (Bradley 

& Bennett, 2015)) labour is concealed. Indeed, although study participants showed awareness of 

the supportive role of companion animals, conceptualization of companion animal labour was 

not apparent. Adams (1990) referred to the invisibility of the living body and being of a 
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nonhuman animal when she identified them as the absent referent in the term ‘meat’ (see 

Chapter 4). Similarly, the omission of companion animals in family assessments by study 

participants shows that the companion animal is an absent referent in the term ‘family’ as 

presently used by social work. By excluding nonhuman animals from family assessments and 

understanding of ‘family’ their embodied (physical and emotional) presence is made invisible. 

Furthermore, participants identified policies that exclude nonhuman animals at homeless 

shelters and women’s shelters – exclusions, which, as pointed out in Chapter 3, have also been 

identified by others (Cleary et al, 2020; Lindsay, 2018; Stevenson et al. 2018; Lebrecque & 

Walsh, 2011). As a result, nonhuman animals cannot be present in the facility and so remain 

physically invisible to service providers. This exclusion was most acutely felt, for example, in 

the rural community of a participant in northern BC where the only shelter for women has a no-

animal policy. This lack of safe haven for companion animals in cases of domestic violence in 

rural communities is recognized (Zorn et al., 2017; Doherty & Hornosty, 2007). Additionally, the 

paucity of housing for low-income persons with companion animals in rural communities 

identified by this participant was also noted by Edwards et al. (2009). Less access to services in 

rural communities compared to urban communities has been attributed to the unique challenges 

in rural settings of transportation, limited financial and human resources as well a lack of 

confidentiality and stigma associated with being a service recipient (Zorn et al., 2017; Brems et 

al., 2010; Skinner et al., 2009; Belanger & Stone, 2008). This discussion shows that social work 

(social services) generally and especially in rural communities keeps nonhuman animals 

physically invisible by making them an absent referent in families and blocking access to social 

services.  
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Conceptually Invisible  

Conceptual invisibility refers to the absence of nonhuman animals in knowledge systems 

including social work practice theories and paradigms. As discussed earlier, almost all 

participants stated that nonhuman animals had never been mentioned during their social work 

education. Even though there are full programs about nonhuman animals and social work in at 

least two universities in the US these have not spread to the multitude of other schools of social 

work. As identified in Chapter 2 there are only three elective courses about nonhuman animals 

and social work available in all of Canada.  

Although, participants identified theories which could include nonhuman animals in their 

conceptualizations, none of these theories, as taught to these participants, included nonhuman 

animals. Hanrahan and Chalmers (2020) identify a historical resistance in social work to 

considering the nonhuman animal as a theoretical construct and relational being. This omission 

in education programs and practice theories has been criticized by many (Bozalek & Pease, 

2020; Fraser & Taylor, 2020; Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Bretzlaff-Holstein, 2018; Matsuoka 

& Sorenson 2018; Hoy-Gerlach & Wehman, 2017; Hanrahan, 2016, 2013, 2011; Legge, 2016; 

Ryan, 2014, 2011; Risley Curtiss et al., 2013; Wolf, 2000). The deliberate absence of nonhuman 

animals in social work’s knowledge systems is a form of epistemic violence (Wadiwel, 2016) in 

which harms arising from not recognizing and conceiving of nonhuman animals in general 

society, communities and families, are elided. An example of such harm is the problem arising 

from a guardian of a companion animal being hospitalized, leaving the companion animal alone.  

A dog was left without food and water for two days when a participant was not supported in her 

efforts to reach him. While the separation from companion animals during hospitalization has 

been recognized as an issue for the guardian (Quackenbush & Glickman 1983 in, Morely and 
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Fook, 2005), harms to companion animals have not been addressed in social work literature. This 

demonstrates how social work makes nonhuman animals conceptually invisible.  

Politically Invisible   

‘Political’, as used here, concerns “everyday struggles over meaning, resources, survival 

and wellbeing” (Baines, 2011, p. 5). The silencing of participants when advocating for needs of 

nonhuman animals is an example of such struggle, reflecting a cultural narrative that 

marginalizes and even criminalizes animal advocates (Yates, 2011; Clark, 2009; Sorensen, 

2009). Several participants experienced resistance to their views about nonhuman animals and 

pressures to conform. This silencing of animal advocates in social work makes nonhuman 

animals politically invisible within the profession and beyond as the needs and interests of 

animals are actively ignored.  

 The finding that there is an undercurrent of activity involving nonhuman animals in 

practice is also evidence of the political invisibility of nonhuman animals in social work. 

‘Undercurrent’ signifies that these activities are not recognized by either the education or 

professional practice arms of social work. As Risley Curtiss (2010), Hanrahan (2013), Chalmers 

(2019) and Ferriera et al. (2018) have also found, there is considerable activity among social 

workers on the ground with 25- 30 % of social workers either asking about nonhuman animals in 

assessments or including them in interventions. By keeping this work under their radar, the 

institutions of social work make the daily concerns and struggles of nonhuman animals 

politically invisible. 

Morally Invisible  

Moral invisibility refers to a lack of ethical and moral consideration of the treatment of 

nonhuman animals in social work and society generally. Participants reported that there is no 
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requirement to report abuse or concerns about the wellbeing of companion animals they 

encounter in practice giving the message that the wellbeing of nonhuman animals does not 

matter. This is a denial of their subjectivity and moral status (Glick, 2013) which makes them 

morally invisible. One social work student reported that she is actively discouraged from 

considering the wellbeing of nonhuman animals in domestic violence cases based on the 

rationale that only humans are of concern to social work. This same anthropocentric and 

speciesist filter was operating in Zilney & Zilney’s (2005) findings that social workers working 

with victims of family violence tended not to make referrals to animal protection agencies even 

when they may have suspected some maltreatment. This kind of attitude and practice is not only 

ill-informed, given the preponderance of literature and studies showing the co-occurrence of 

nonhuman animals’ abuse and domestic violence (Hanrahan, 2016, 2013; Matsuoka & Sorenson, 

2014; Ryan 2014, 2011; Risley-Curtiss, 2010; Faver & Strand, 2003), but also demonstrates a 

complete moral disregard for nonhuman animals.  

An absence of moral accountability regarding the treatment of nonhuman animals is also 

apparent in a participant’s difficulty in finding ethical standards for AAI. Others (Hanrahan & 

Boulton, forthcoming; Serpell et al., 2020) have found that while there are many organizations 

devoted to AAI in Canada and the US, there are no generally accepted ethical guidelines for 

practice. Social work’s failure to recognize the vulnerability of nonhuman animals and their need 

for protection (Faver & Strand, 2003) keeps nonhuman animals morally invisible. This moral 

exclusion has been sternly criticized by Ryan (2011). His call for the inclusion of nonhuman 

animals in the social work code of ethics has been joined by many (Buck & Rauscher, 2019; 

Eaglehawk, 2019; Walker &Tumilty 2019; Smith et al., 2018; Wenocur et al., 2018; Taylor et 

al., 2014; Hanrahan, 2013).  
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The above discussion has outlined how social work plays a role in maintaining the 

animal-human boundary which, as seen in Chapter 3, undergirds the oppression of both 

nonhuman animals and human groups. Social work performs this role by making nonhuman 

animals physically/materially, conceptually, politically and morally invisible. 

Limitations 

There are, some limitations to this research. First, all the participants of the focus groups 

had positive attitudes towards nonhuman animals and so it was not possible to understand the 

impact of the education on social workers with negative attitudes towards animals. While this 

might indicate a sampling bias, the recruitment notice did point out that experience with animals 

was not required in an attempt avoid bias. It has been noted earlier that those who are interested 

in a topic are more likely to respond than those who are not (Tolmie et al., 2011). In fact, 

Robinson (2014) points out that self-selection bias is unavoidable in qualitative research: 

The self-selection bias is not possible to circumvent in interview-based research, as 

voluntary participation is central to ethical good practice, therefore all a researcher can do 

is be aware of the possibility for bias and consider its possible impact on findings and 

generalizability. (p 11) 

Hence, the findings of this research are limited to social workers and social work students who 

have positive attitudes towards nonhuman animals. The likelihood of recruiting such participants 

in this research was high for other reasons as well. As identified in the Findings Chapter, social 

workers are predominantly female (Knight, 1991; Albrithen, 2019) and females generally have 

more positive attitudes towards animals than males (Herzog, 2007). Since the population 

sampled is social workers it was likely that participants would be female and would have 

positive attitudes towards animals as was found to be the case. 
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The second limitation is that this study did not have a longer-term component. That is, 

behavioural intention was observed shortly after the education. Observation a few months later, 

though, would have given a clearer impression of the lasting impact of the education on the 

behaviour of the participants. This was difficult to incorporate in this study for practical reasons. 

Given the participatory nature of and action cycles involved in the study, considerable time (8 

months) was devoted to these features. Adding another action cycle would have exceeded the 

time parameters of dissertation research and the participants of the research team and thus was 

not feasible. This would be a feature to incorporate in future research. 

A third limitation arises from the nature of focus groups. A criticism of focus groups is 

that they are contrived social settings and as such people may not respond as they would in a 

natural (not contrived for research purposes) setting (Lezaun, 2007). Thus, the positive responses 

to the education may have been a product of this particular social arrangement rather than 

education and networking in a natural setting.  However, these effects were intended to be 

somewhat mitigated by triangulation, the combining of methods (Caillaud & Flick, 2017), with 

the inclusion of individual interviews in the research design. Although lack of convergence does 

not mean that the results are “wrong” (Caillaud & Flick) the convergence observed in this study 

(similarities in understanding of the impact of the education) does enhance the trustworthiness of 

the findings (Lambert & Loiselle, 2008). 

Implications and Recommendations for Future Research 

 This section will outline the implications of this research for a) social work education and 

education provided by animal rights activists to social workers, b) professional organizations and 

grassroots groups of social workers, c) social work’s complicity in the oppression of nonhuman 

animals. This discussion will be followed by recommendations for further research. 
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Implications for Social Work Education and Education by Animal Rights Activists 

The findings of this research have implications for both the education and practice arms 

of social work as well as for animal rights messaging to social workers. This study has joined 

several others in Canada in showing that social workers are encountering nonhuman animals in 

practice and including them in various facets of practice. Participants had not received any 

education about human relations with nonhuman animals in their social work training although 

they have encountered service users who have companion animals. After the education provided 

in this research, social workers and students felt a stronger connection between nonhuman 

animals and social work practice and, for many, a primary motivation for this connection was a 

desire for social justice. They had come to understand the treatment of nonhuman animals as 

oppression and thus speciesism as a social justice issue. All participants indicated they wanted 

and needed more education about nonhuman animals and practice.  

These findings point to a glaring hole in social work education related to systemic change 

(to counter oppressive conditions) and work with individual families. By omitting nonhuman 

animals from its purview, social work education is not attending to the realities of the 

relationships between nonhuman animals and humans confronting social workers in their day-to-

day practice leaving practitioners ill-equipped to deal with situations that arise (Fraser & Taylor, 

2020; Hanrahan & Chalmers; 2020; Matsuoka & Sorenson, 2018, 2014; Hanrahan 2013; Ryan, 

2011; Risley-Curtis, 2010). The study points to the need for social work to incorporate a critical 

study of animal-human relations in education programs offered at schools of social work and its 

professional associations in order to recognize speciesism, anthropocentrism (both in society at 

large and within the profession itself) and their entanglements with the oppression of 

marginalized human groups. This will advance a deeper understanding of social justice (as 
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shown with practitioners and students in this study) and thereby help the profession work more 

effectively against these intersecting oppressions at all levels of practice (Fraser & Taylor, 2020; 

Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Matsuoka & Sorenson, 2018). Chapter 6 noted that the education 

module developed in this research can easily be expanded into a full course. 

Another implication of the findings is for education programs offered by animal rights 

activists. Since linking the treatment of nonhuman animals to social justice for both nonhuman 

animals and humans proved to be successful in this research, it may be a useful strategy for 

animal rights groups to employ when targeting a social work audience. Furthermore, the tactic of 

highlighting the subjectivity and agency of nonhuman animals in linking speciesism with social 

justice employed in the education module may also be useful to the animal rights movement. The 

messaging employed by animal rights activists tends to use moral shock at the suffering of 

nonhuman animals (Fernandez, 2021; Leuven, 2017; Wrenn, 2013; Cherry, 2010). However, the 

of emotion of caring was effectively used in this study. 

Professional Organizations and Grassroot Groups 

This study also points to a need for social work’s professional organization to seriously 

grapple with the issue of speciesism and animal-human relations generally in order to better 

support practitioners, respond to a changing population and advance its mission of social justice. 

Practitioners who are already recognizing the importance of this issue and the relevance of 

animal-human relations to their practice64 have no theoretical framework, community of practice 

or supporting policies to turn to for guidance (in terms of conceptualizing inclusion of nonhuman 

                                                                 
64 Inclusion of nonhuman animals in practice is supported by a growing number of social work scholars 

and practitioners (Bozalek & Pease, 2020; Fraser Taylor, 2020; Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Matsuoka & Sorensen 

2020, 2018; Bretzlaff-Holstein, 2018; Hoy-Gerlach & Wehman, 2017; Ryan, 2014, 2011; Risley-Curtiss, 2010)   
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animals in their practice and utilizing best practices and ethical standards) in their work. This is a 

concern for both social workers and the institutions of the profession in ensuring quality of 

practice (Hanrahan & Chalmers, 2020; Hanrahan, 2013; Risley-Curtiss, 2010). It should be noted 

that several participants in this study were struck by the high proportion of the population who 

now have companion animals in their households. They felt this change (increase) in the 

population also warrants a response from social work. Social work’s professional organizations, 

then, have an important role to play in developing a community of practice related to animal-

human relations. 

The study showed that networking is an important aspect of learning and change. 

Participants of this research expressed appreciation for the opportunity to meet with other social 

workers who also valued nonhuman animals. While this points to the value of a community of 

practice, it also has implications for the potential of networks formed by grassroots social 

workers to propel change. By organizing themselves, interested social workers (and academics) 

can share knowledge and experiences to improve practice that is inclusive of nonhuman animals, 

and also advocate for change in social work institutions of education and practice. 

Implications for Social Work’s Complicity in the Oppression of Nonhuman Animals 

Finally, by revealing social work’s role in maintaining the animal-human boundary – that 

is, making nonhuman animals physically, conceptually, politically and morally invisible – this 

study highlights the need for social work to accept responsibility for its complicity in the 

oppression of nonhuman animals (Fraser & Taylor, 2020; Hanrahan, 2016, 2013, 2011). This 

idea appeared in a participant’s comment when, after the education, she realized that by not 

acknowledging speciesism as a social justice issue, social work contributes to the oppression of 

nonhuman animals in society. By reinforcing the animal human boundary through its 
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anthropocentrism and speciesism, social work also reinforces the oppression of human groups 

which, critical animal studies theory explains, rely fundamentally on this boundary (Ko, 2019; 

Glick, 2018; Deckha, 2021, 2018, 2012, 2006; Kim, 2015). 

 As mentioned in Chapter 2, although well-intentioned, social work actually has a history 

of actively participating in the oppression of human groups. In the case of indigenous persons, 

social workers removed children from their homes to live and be educated in residential schools 

(Sinclair, 2004). Even today, concerns remain about the high percentage of indigenous children 

in care (Cowie, 2010). Social work has also been criticized for its lack of diversity in education 

programs (Ghose et al, 2018; Warner, 2011) and exhibiting racism in social work organizations 

which are influenced by the same hidden biases embedded in wider society (Walter et al.; 2017; 

Dominelli, 1989; Burgest, 1973). Critical animal studies scholars have linked the oppression of 

animals to oppression of humans based on markers of difference such as race (Glick, 2018; Kim, 

2015; Deckha, 2012; Bailey, 2007), gender (Adams & Gruen; 2014; Gaard, 2011; Adams, 1990) 

and ability (Taylor, 2017). Hence, social work’s complicity in the oppression animals exposed in 

this study has profound implications for nonhuman animals and people. The irony of the 

discrepancy between social work’s mission of advancing social justice and its complicity in the 

oppression of nonhuman animals did not go unnoticed by study participants. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

As mentioned in the limitations section, this study was not able to include a longer-term 

view of the impact of the education provided and networking with other social workers/students. 

It would be useful to incorporate this feature in future research. It would also be worthwhile to 

see if the findings in BC would be the same in other provinces across Canada. Furthermore, this 

research focused on students and social workers on the ground. It would be helpful to investigate 
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the impact of this education on staff and volunteers in social work professional organizations, 

management staff of social work agencies and educators in schools of social work. These studies 

would provide a broader picture of the impact of education on the different institutions of social 

work in different regions of Canada.  

The area of family violence is ripe for research since this is a vast area of social work 

intervention (Arkow, 2020, Risley Curtiss, 2010). It would be fruitful to examine what relation 

paying attention to the wellbeing of companion animal members of families may have to the 

incidence of violence within families. For example, is there a reduction? The disturbing 

revelation in this study that considering the safety of nonhuman animals in domestic violence 

was new to participants and that a participant was told not to consider nonhuman animals in 

these situations warrants investigation of how social work educators and practitioners are 

attending (or not) to needs of nonhuman animals in family violence. Furthermore, as mentioned 

earlier, the finding that two participants’ experiences of witnessing passive harm to their 

companion animals in their youth by their parents led to a desire to treat companion animals 

better when they were older (rather than the more common finding that children who witness 

violence to nonhuman animals may also harm nonhuman animals) is not generally discussed in 

the literature. It would be useful to explore this phenomenon further to better understand the 

effect of this type of witnessing on children and to explore whether these unfortunate 

circumstances can also offer potential to transform animal-human relations. 

Another area of future research suggested by this interdisciplinary study is the 

exploration of the experiences of animal advocates in their workplaces. There appears to be little 

knowledge of how different workplaces treat animal advocates and what role animal advocacy 

plays in the work lives of these advocates. Studies may further illuminate institutional 
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mechanisms involved in the oppression of nonhuman animals and marginalization of their 

advocates. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this dissertation research was to contribute to the elimination of 

speciesism and the concomitant reshaping of animal-human relations. It sought to do this by 

raising the awareness of speciesism – a social justice issue – among social workers to reshape 

their relations with nonhuman animals encountered in their practice. Social workers were chosen 

for this study because of their commitment to social justice and their concurrent interest in social 

justice issues. This study is relevant within the current climate of interest in animal welfare in 

Canada and in animal-human relations in academia. Furthermore, it builds on social work 

research that has been conducted in Canada and the US that has demonstrated the need for 

education of social workers about animal-human relations. This study explored the impact of 

education and networking on social workers’ willingness to advocate for nonhuman animals. It 

was hypothesized that education and networking among social workers would make them more 

willing to advocate for nonhuman animals. 

PAR methodology was used to take action towards the liberation of nonhuman animals 

from oppression. Nibert’s theory of oppression ‒ a part of the study’s theoretical framework ‒ 

understands the oppression of nonhuman animals to be the economically driven subjugation of 

nonhuman animals that is maintained by a widely distributed ideology of discriminatory beliefs 

and practices. Ecofeminist concepts also informed the theoretical framework by pointing to the 

intersectionality of oppressions including the oppression of nonhuman animals. Critical animal 

studies provided an understanding of the foundational role of the animal-human boundary, 

identifying it as sight for change. Animal advocates were recruited to form a research team with 
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me and to develop an education module that reflected needs and interests of nonhuman animals. 

This module was then delivered to social workers and students in three focus groups. One group 

included social workers in the local area of southern Vancouver Island. The second group was 

comprised of social work students from the two Vancouver Island universities. The third group 

consisted of social workers and social work students from different regions of BC. Follow-up 

interviews with three randomly chosen participants from each of these groups were conducted to 

further understand the impact of the education and networking with other social workers. A total 

of 19 social workers/students participated in the focus groups. A thematic analysis of transcripts 

of the focus groups and individual interviews was conducted. The trustworthiness of this 

research is based on a clear audit trail of research decisions made, evidence of appropriate use of 

PAR methodology, and links to participant data in support of the findings. 

A major finding was that after the education and discussion with other social workers 

who were interested in nonhuman animals, all participants felt a stronger connection of 

nonhuman animals to social work practice. That is, they became more willing to advocate for 

nonhuman animals in practice. A combination of the concepts of the theory of planned behaviour 

(TPB) – attitudes, subjective norms and perceived degree of control – and norm activation theory 

were useful in understanding the process of change. Although participants came to the group 

with positive attitudes towards nonhuman animals, most did not feel it was within the scope of 

social work to consider nonhuman animals in practice, even though many encountered 

nonhuman animals in some way on the job. However, the education led to positive attitudes 

towards including nonhuman animals in practice by providing a rationale and academic support 

for doing so. It also validated their personal inclinations to attend to the wellbeing of nonhuman 

animals.  
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While participants were supported by at least one family member or close friend for their 

views towards nonhuman animals, most workplaces were not receptive to considering nonhuman 

animals. The normative views of colleagues and other professionals at work valued the 

instrumental use of animals in animal assisted interactions in some instances but generally did 

not consider concern for nonhuman animals relevant to their work. The ideas presented in the 

education along with discussion with other social workers/students who valued nonhuman 

animals, seemed to initiate development of group norms which supported inclusion of nonhuman 

animals in social work practice.  

Analysis of the perceived degree of control participants felt they had to advocate for 

animals in practice revealed some resources but also significant barriers. Resources supporting 

this behaviour – knowledge, motivation and support – increased notably through the education. 

Previous experiences of some participants with nonhuman animals in practice were also 

resources that could help participants feel more confident about including animals in practice. 

The considerable barriers identified included a lack of opportunities for education about 

speciesism, no community of practice, and rampant anthropocentrism which manifests in other 

barriers. 

Activation of the moral norm of social justice was determined to be an important 

influence in the change process. The linking of the treatment of animals in society with 

oppression and thus, with social justice, provided strong motivation to advocate for animals in 

practice. Since social justice is a guiding value in social work, it became clear to participants that 

considering the wellbeing of animals in practice is a valid social work activity. The strength of 

this factor along with the other elements of the TPB were enough to overcome the considerable 

barriers identified since all participants became more willing to advocate for nonhuman animals 
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in practice. While the degree of willingness and extent of change varied among participants, the 

change process itself consistently involved disruptions of the animal-human boundary. An 

examination of examples of disruptions provided a deeper understanding of the influence of the 

value of social justice in the change in participants’ willingness to advocate for nonhuman 

animals. The successful impact of the education and networking indicates that these can be 

useful in animal rights endeavours to reach social workers. The strategy of highlighting the 

subjectivity and agency of nonhuman animals in linking speciesism with social justice may also 

be useful to the animal rights movement. 

The findings of this research also illuminated social work’s role in maintaining the 

animal-human boundary. Critical animal studies scholars have shown that this boundary is used 

in marginalizing human groups based on markers of difference such as race, gender, sexuality 

age and class. These are the very groups with whom social work is engaged. Thus, supporting 

this boundary not only supports the oppression of nonhuman animals but also enables the 

oppression of human groups. Social work’s complicity in the oppression of nonhuman animals is 

evident in how social work keeps nonhuman animals invisible. 

This study has important implications for social work education, policy, code of ethics 

and research. It has pointed to the need for a) education about speciesism and considering the 

wellbeing of nonhuman animals in practice, b) professional organizations to support a 

community of practice related to inclusion of nonhuman animals, and c) grassroots mobilization 

to propel change in social work institutions. It is recommended that social work recognize trans-

species social justice and make nonhuman animals whom the profession has kept physically, 

conceptually, politically and morally invisible, visible. 
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Appendix 1 

Linking Animal, Social Work and Social Justice 

Collaborative Research Team Agreement About Privacy and Working Together 
 
Privacy is important because it protects people’s wellbeing by preventing unwarranted intrusions 
in their private space or personal matters. People have a right to control any flow of information 
about themselves.  
Also, it is important to understand how we will work together in our research project. 
 
As such, this agreement includes the following. 
 
A. Generally I understand that we: 

1. Value and have respect for the privacy of all participants in the research 
2.  Must respect the privacy of our fellow co-researchers understanding that full 

confidentiality cannot be maintained because we are visible to the public. However we 
can strive to maintain as much confidentiality as we can e.g.,  not divulge any personal 
information, must have team member approval of any information distributed about them 

3. Inform others around us of our meetings (held by video conferencing) so that they 
do not appear inadvertently at our meetings if they do not wish to be seen. 

4. Respect the privacy of all project participants involved in interviews and focus 
groups by:  

a. ensuring any identifying information is not available to people outside of the 
research team 

b.  never discussing their information outside of team meetings, 
c. storing data safely, granting access to this data to team members only and only for 

the purposes of this research project 
d. ensuring agreement to participate and right to privacy, confidentiality and 

withdrawal form is signed by all future participants. 
  5.   Recognize that confidentiality cannot be maintained at any public meetings/presentations 
  
B. About our meetings I understand that: 

1. 1.5 hour-long meetings will take place monthly.  
2. Discussions will be respectful of all team member; disagreement is welcome and 

healthy; process for dealing with conflict involves expression of points of view and 
facilitated discussion (facilitators will be team members agreed upon/chosen by the 
team). 

3. In making decisions we will work towards consensus, but consensus is not forced, 
we will vote if necessary. 
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4. Who will do tasks will be decided on a volunteer basis, members can suggest 
other team members but agreement to take on a task must be voluntary. 

5. We will have rotating meeting chairs; at the end of team meetings the following 
meeting’s chair will volunteer for this task; chairs will be responsible for preparing the 
agenda for the meeting after receiving input from team. 

6. Meetings will be recorded in written minutes and by audiotape; how minutes will 
be taken will be decided by the team at the first meeting; minutes will be distributed to 
team members only. 

7. Meetings will be held online using a video conferencing service provider. 
8. We will have a “check-in with members” time on the agenda of our meetings as 

needed to ensure the process of working together is working well. 
 
C. About membership on the research team I understand that: 

- We all are equal members and have an equal voice in decision-making. 
- We will make every effort to attend meetings but will inform the chair we are ever 

unable to attend. 
- We value equitable participation - people will contribute what they can - it is not 

expected that anyone will do more than what they are able - all participation is valued. 
-  If there are concerns about participation, these can be discussed during check-in 

at team meetings. 
- It is expected that members will do what they say they will do and will inform the 

team right away if unable due to unforeseen circumstances. 
- Research actions taken must be those agreed upon by the team. 
- We will evaluate the process of producing the education module by participating 

in our own focus group (facilitated by one of our members) and this will be videotaped. 
- We will evaluate the process of conducting focus groups and individual interviews 

by participating in our own focus group (facilitated by one of our members) and this will 
be videotaped. 

- The team has "ownership" of the data, will participate in dissemination of results, 
all members will be listed in any journal publications. 

 
I also understand that we will ensure the inclusion of the voices of animals on our research team.  
Risk involved in joining the research team will be no more than what any team member would 
experience their daily lives. As a team we will need to consider the risk level for any participants 
in our study. 
As a co-researcher, I agree to these terms. 
Name 
Date 
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Appendix 2 

 

Notice to be mailed or posted by assisting organizations. 

Social workers and social work students wanted! 

A research project - Linking Animals, Social Justice and Social Work - is looking for participants 

for focus groups and individual interviews. 

The purpose of the project is to contribute to the reduction of speciesism by raising the 

awareness of social workers of the issue. 

At the focus group an education module about speciesism and its connection to social work will 

be launched and participants will discuss their experience of it. The meetings will last 2 hours. 

No experience with animals is required. 

Participants will receive an honorarium. 

Some of the focus group participants will be contacted to set up a follow-up one hour individual 

interview. 

Please call us at 250-709-5856 or email ranjanatf@gmail.com 

 

If you have any questions or concerns you are invited to contact my supervisor, Dr. Michael 
Young, Director, School of Humanitarian Studies, Faculty of Social and Applied Sciences, at 
250-391-2600, ext. 4172, or emailing him at michael.young@royalroads.ca. 
 

Thank you! 

From  

Ranjana Basu, social worker and Doctoral Candidate at Royal Roads University 

On behalf of The Research Team 
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Appendix 3 

Linking Animals, Social Justice and Social Work 

Focus Group Guide 

Date       Location 

Facilitator Name     Note-taker Name 

Group facilitator tasks 

- Welcome the group members 

- Remind that the meeting will be videotaped and obtain consent - sign forms 

- Open the meeting with introductions, purpose of the research (reshape animal-

human relations); purpose of the meeting (provide education about speciesism and its link 

with social work); discuss the impact of this education 

- Ask opening questions (see questions below) 

- Introduce education facilitators 

- After education, facilitate discussion (see questions below) ask questions 

according to the flow of discussion 

- Intervene if one person dominates discussion by thanking her for sharing her 

perspectives and saying we need to hear from others now 

- Show openness to differing perspectives being expressed by expressing interest in 

the discussion; when appropriate can ask what the fact we have different perspectives 

tells us 

Note-taker tasks 

- Welcome individuals as they come in 

- Record interactions between people, any special quotes 
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We value your contribution to this project! 

 

 

Opening Questions 

1. How many of you have animals in your life now in some way? 

2. How many have come across clients who have animals in their lives? 

 

Discussion questions 

1. What struck you most about this education? 

2. Do you see speciesism as a social justice issue now? Why or why not? 

3. Should this education be available to social workers?  

4. How can it be enhanced? 
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Appendix 4 

 

After Completion of the Education Module, Focus Groups and Individual Interviews: 

Research Team Focus Group Guide   
  

The facilitator’s role is to facilitate discussion. Since everyone’s experience and ideas are valued, 
all team members must participate in the discussion, including the facilitator. 
 
Questions 
Education module 
 

1. What message did you hope it would give? Did it live up to your hopes? 

 
2. How well do you think the voices of animals have been incorporated in the 

module and in our work generally? 

 
3. What was the process of putting it together like? 

 
4. Do you feel your ideas and thoughts were heard and valued?  And those of others? 

What made you feel that way? 

 
5. What could improve the process of working together? 

 
Focus groups and individual interviews 
 

6. How successfully were they managed? 
 

7. What was the best thing that happened? 
 

8. What would we do differently if we could? 
 

9. What was the process of organizing these activities like for you? 
 

10. Do you feel your ideas and thoughts were heard and valued?  And those of others? 
What made you feel that way? 

 
11. What could improve the process of working together? 
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Appendix 5 

 

Individual Interview Guide 

      

Date:  
Location:  
Name:  
Interviewee:  
Is release form signed?  
 
      

This document is intended to be a guide for you to use as you interview study participants. The 
purpose of this study is to raise the awareness of social workers of the issue of speciesism. The 
purpose of the interview is to follow-up on the focus groups discussion and gain an 
understanding of social worker’s relations with animals by exploring their experiences with 
them. The questions contained here are starting points of exploration in various areas where 
social workers and animals might cross paths. Please follow up on answers when you feel further 
exploration would be helpful. Also, please feel free to follow the flow of the interview. The 
sequence of the questions/areas of exploration can vary according to the interview 
circumstances. 
 
There is no scripted introduction so that you can introduce yourself and the study in words that 
you are comfortable with. Here are some points to include: your name, purpose of the study; 
questions are all about the participant’s thoughts and experiences of different areas of relations 
with animals, their experience of the education at the focus group meeting, and their thoughts 
about animals and social work; their experiences are valued; the interview should last about one 
hour; their responses will remain confidential. 
 
We value your contribution to this project! 
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Questions   

   

Now that you’ve had some time to reflect on your experience in the focus group: 

1. What if anything did you learn from the education provided? 

2. What significance, if any, does this have in your life and in your practice? 

3. Has there been any change in your thoughts about animals? If so, what has 

changed?  

4. Did talking with other social workers about this issue make any difference to your 

thinking about animals? How? Or why not? 

5. Should social work include speciesism in education and practice? 

6.  Now, some questions about your experiences. What are some things you 

remember about your experiences with animals? How do other people in your life who 

are important to you feel about animals? 

7. Have you ever been in a situation in practice or your life where you have been 

concerned about the welfare of an animal? 

8. What was that like? 

9. After the education about speciesism, would you do anything different now if you 

were in the same situation? 

10. Would it help you if your workplace had a policy about animals in practice - for 

example, including a question about them in your assessments? what should that policy 

look like? 
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Appendix 6 

 Handouts 

Linking Animals, Social Justice and Social Work 

Include companion animals in assessments 

� Immediate indicator health of family system may be age and 

number of animals in a home (Loar, 2014) 

� Want to know: 

� Place of animal in the family system (how people relate 

to them; where animal eats, sleeps, spends most of 

their time; opportunity to interact routinely and 

positively 

� How animal functions in the system and to what end 

(what does the animal do, how does the animal’s 

presence/absence contribute to family processes,) 

can ask: 

 How would you describe the relationship between 

yourself and your companion animal and other 

member of your family?  

Who holds the responsibility for animal caregiving? 

 To what extent are your companion animals 

considered in important family decisions? 

� Analyze how animals’ location and functions can be 

leveraged to provide/enhance client interventions 

(MacNamara & Moga, 2014) 

 
MacNamara, M. and Moga, J. (2014). The place and consequence of animals in 

contemporary social work practice. In T. Ryan (Ed.). Animals in Social Work: Why and 

how they matter. London: Palgrave Macmillan 
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Linking Animals, Social Justice and Social Work 

How 

annoying do 

you find? 

 

On a scale 

of 1 (low) 

to 5(high) 

Animal Animal Child Child Adult 

partner 

Other 

Noise 

 

       

Messiness 

 

       

Disobedience 

 

       

Eating 

problems 

 

       

Toileting 

problems 

 

       

Level of 

activity and 

need for 

supervision 

 

       

Total 

 

       

 

How isolated are you? __________________________________________________________________ 

What resources do you have? ____________________________________________________________ 

What else matters most? ________________________________________________________________ 

Know Your Hot Buttons (Loar, 2014) 

 

 

Loar, L. (2014). How is Fido: What the family’s companion animal can tell you about risk assessment and effective 

interventions – if only you would ask. In T. Ryan (Ed.). Animals in Social Work: Why and how they matter. Palgrave 

Macmillan 
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Linking Animals, Social Justice and Social Work 

 

What 

pleases you 

most about 

your? 

 

On a scale 

of 1 (low) 

to 5(high) 

Animal Animal Child Child Adult 

partner 

Other 

Sounds 

 

       

Sights 

 

       

Touches 

 

       

Total 

 

       

 

What resources do you have? ____________________________________________________________ 

What else matters most? ________________________________________________________________ 

Know Your Warm Buttons (Loar, 2014) 
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