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In 1990, an attitude survey was conducted of 402 animal rights activists attending a national 
march in Washington, DC (S. Pious, 1991). The present article reports the results of a 
follow-up survey of 372 activists attending a similar event in 1996. A comparison of the 1990 
and 1996 surveys suggests that during this time a significant shift took place in the priorities of 
the animal rights movement. Whereas a majority of activists in 1990 saw animal research as 
the most important issue facing the movement, activists in 1996 tended to identify animal 
agriculture as the most important issue. The 1996 survey also found a modest decline in 
support for laboratory break-ins, and it found majority support for a 10-point proposal to 
reduce tensions between activists and researchers. Although these results are subject to certain 
limitations, they suggest that there may be more room for dialogue between activists and 
researchers than previously assumed. 

For all its growing resources and considerable energy, the 
[animal rights] movement is barely scratching the surface of 
animal suffering . . . .  Looking at the universe of animal 
suffering in America today, we see pain dominated by the 
more than eight billion farm animals, who suffer roughly 95% 
of all animal misery.... Let's get out of the past and quit 
ignoring the vast majority of animal suffering. 

--Henry Spira, Coordinator of Animal Rights International 

These words, penned by one of America's leading animal 
rights activists (Spira, 1996), raise some intriguing ques- 
tions: Is the animal rights movement shifting away from its 
historical focus on animal research? Do most animal rights 
activists agree that animal agriculture is responsible for the 
majority of animal suffering? And if so, do they share Spira's 
view that the animal rights movement is misdirecting its 
efforts by "ignoring the vast majority of animal suffering"? 

Seven years ago, Nicoll and Russell (1990) content- 
analyzed several thousand pages of animal rights literature, 
and they found that of the pages expressing concern about 
animal use, nearly two thirds focused on animals in research 
and teaching. After adjusting for the fact that 96.5% of the 
animals consumed in the United States are used for food-- in 
contrast to 0.3% for animal research Nicoll and Russell 
calculated that the animal rights "concern-to-use ratio" was 
659 times higher for animal research than animal agricul- 
ture. That is, on a per-animal basis, the animal rights 
movement published 659 pages discussing animal research 
for each page discussing animal agriculture. 

A similar emphasis on animal research was found in an 
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attitude survey of animal rights activists conducted during 
the 1990 "March for Animals" in Washington, DC (Plous, 
1991). In this survey, more than 400 activists were asked to 
identify which issue the animal rights movement should 
focus on most. The majority answer, given by 54% of 
respondents, was "animals used in research." Only 24% of 
respondents identified animal agriculture as the most impor- 
tant issue--a result consistent with the findings obtained by 
Nicoll and Russell (1990). 

Thus, it seems that as recently as 1990, the foremost 
concern of the animal rights movement was animal research. 
This emphasis is not surprising given the historical connec- 
tion between the modem animal rights movement and earlier 
antivivisectionist movements in England and the United 
States (Jasper & Nelkin, 1992; Rowan & Loew, 1995). 
Moreover, during the past few decades the animal rights 
movement has been fueled in large part by a number of 
well-publicized protests concerning animal research, includ- 
ing cat research at the American Museum of Natural History, 
primate deafferentation experiments by Edward Taub, and 
head injury research on baboons at the University of 
Pennsylvania. No comparable event has ignited concern 
over farm animal welfare. 

One of the central questions explored in the present study 
is whether the animal rights movement has, for the first time, 
begun to shift its focus from animal research to animal 
agriculture. To examine this question, the study took advan- 
tage of a natural opportunity for following up the attitude 
survey mentioned earlier. In 1996, a "March for the 
Animals" was held in the same location as the 1990 "March 
for Animals," occurring at roughly the same time of day and 
during the same time of year (mid-June). As with the 1990 
march, the event was sponsored by a coalition of animal 
rights organizations, and it drew thousands of animal rights 
activists from around the country (Lipton, 1996). In the 
study reported in this article, several hundred of these 
activists completed a survey parallel to the one used in 1990, 

48 


