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Foreword 

Submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements of the BSc Psychology degree, Reykjavik 

University, this thesis is presented in the style of an article for submission to a peer-reviewed 

journal.  

This thesis was completed in the Spring of 2021 and may therefore have been 

significantly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. The thesis and its findings should be viewed 

in light of that. 
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Abstract 

Many people who consider themselves animal lovers also consume meat, which often results in a 

conflicted psychological state that has been termed the meat paradox. Research has examined the 

psychological processes that lie behind this phenomenon, but the current study examined animal 

empathy, meat consumption, carnism and moral disengagement. The research questions 

investigated the relationship between animal empathy and meat consumption and the possible 

mediating effect of moral disengagement. Participants (N = 708) were recruited through the 

internet using a convenience sample and answered an online study questionnaire. The results 

showed that there was a significant correlation between type of diet and animal empathy, moral 

disengagement and carnism. Mediation testing showed that moral disengagement significantly 

mediated 94.58% of the relationship between animal empathy and meat consumption, meaning 

that higher empathy for animals appeared to reduce people’s capacity to morally disengage 

which resulted in lower meat consumption. People with more carnistic beliefs also consumed 

more meat. Future research opportunities include the examination of gender, age, and cultural 

differences in relation to moral disengagement, animal empathy, and carnism. 

Keywords: meat paradox, moral disengagement, animal empathy, meat consumption, 

carnism, mediation effect 

Útdráttur 

Margt fólk sem álítur sig dýraunnendur neytir einnig kjöts, oft hefur þetta misræmi þær 

afleiðingar að fólk upplifir andlega togstreitu sem hefur verið kölluð kjötþversögnin. Rannsóknir 

hafa kannað þau sálfræðilegu ferli sem liggja að baki þessu fyrirbæri, en þessi rannsókn kannaði 

samkennd með dýrum, kjötneyslu, karnisma og siðferðilega aftengingu. 

Rannsóknarspurningarnar könnuðu tengslin á milli samkenndar með dýrum og kjötneyslu og 

möguleg miðlunaráhrif siðferðilegrar aftengingar í því sambandi. Þátttakendur (N = 708) voru 

valdir með hentugleikaúrtaki í gegnum samfélagsmiðla og svöruðu spurningalista á netinu. 

Niðurstöðurnar sýndu að það var marktæk fylgni á milli tegundar mataræðis og samkenndar með 

dýrum, siðferðilegrar aftengingar og karnisma. Miðlunarpróf sýndu að siðferðileg aftenging 

miðlaði á marktækan hátt 95.58% af sambandi samkenndar með dýrum og kjötneyslu, sem þýðir 

að meiri samkennd með dýrum virtist minnka getu fólks til að hafa siðferðilega aftengingu og 

leiddi til minni kjötneyslu. Framtíðar rannsóknir á þessu sviði gætu til dæmis skoðað kynja-, 

aldurs- og menningarmun í tengslum við siðferðilega aftengingu, samúð með dýrum og 

karnisma. 

Lykilorð: kjöt þversögnin, siðferðileg aftenging, samúð með dýrum, kjötneysla, karnismi, 

miðlunaráhrif 
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Moral Disengagement in Relation to Animal Empathy and Meat Consumption, and 

Carnism: People Behaving Contrary to Their Moral Values 

Despite most people claiming they love animals; most people also eat animals (Loughnan 

et al., 2014). More specifically, most of the approximately 56 billion land animals that are killed 

globally each year end up on people’s plates (Gullone, 2017). In recent years, research has begun 

to examine the psychological processes that are behind people allowing themselves to negotiate 

this “meat paradox” (Loughnan et al., 2014). The meat paradox is a term for the obvious 

disconnection between not wanting animals to suffer yet paying others to kill them for food 

(Dowsett et al., 2018). The concept is used over the conflict some people face when they 

recognize that although their meat consumption is associated with tradition and sensory pleasure, 

it is also linked to moral, ecological and health-related issues (Buttlar & Walther, 2018). 

To resolve this conflict, one of two routes is taken. Either people bring their behaviour 

into alignment with their moral values by rejecting meat consumption, or they use various 

psychological manoeuvres to match their attitudes and beliefs with their behaviour (Piazza et al., 

2015). The last-mentioned route is most commonly selected (Ruby, 2012). It has been suggested 

that people develop strategies such as avoidance, denial of animal pain and dissociation in hopes 

that they broaden both the psychological and physical distance between meat production and 

meat consumption and therefore minimize the psychologically uncomfortable state of conflict 

(Earle et al., 2019; Rothgerber, 2014). 

In order for people to be able to eat the animals they claim they love, a belief system has 

to be underlying (Monteiro et al., 2017), but there is a dearth of research that has examined these 

belief systems. One of the belief systems that has been proposed to underlie the behaviour of 

eating animals is “carnism”, a term by social psychologist Melanie Joy that can be divided into 
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two parts; carnistic defense and carnistic domination (Joy, 2020). This means that the 

measurement of carnism is both comprised of defensive beliefs as well as beliefs that support 

human hostility towards animals (Monteiro et al., 2017). Studies have shown that carnistic 

defense predicts meat consumption and carnistic domination is a predictor for having slaughtered 

an animal. The belief system makes people more likely to eat certain animals compared to others 

(Monteiro et al., 2017). Carnism is an oppressive system as it only exists through the harming 

and killing of animals. Most people who witness this violence often become seriously distressed. 

People do not want to cause suffering to other sentient beings, and it does not matter if it is a 

human or non-human, it is hard for them to justify inflicting intensive and unnecessary suffering 

upon others (Joy, 2020). Therefore, it is necessary for violent ideologies like carnism to use a 

variety of defense mechanisms that enable good and compassionate people to take part in 

harmful and cruel practices, often without even realizing that they are taking part in such actions. 

(Joy, 2020). 

One way people display their compassion is through empathy, which has been described 

as the capacity to understand and feel what others are experiencing from their standpoint, or the 

capacity to place oneself in the position of another (Stueber, 2020). An emotional state of 

concern different than human-directed empathy, is empathy for animals, which is aroused when 

witnessing the suffering of an animal (Rothgerber & Mican, 2014). Animal empathy can be 

understood as a stable trait but in reality, it occurs in variations that depend for example on the 

context or the animal of concern (Camilleri et al., 2020). Perhaps when people start to look at 

non-human animals as worthy of their moral attention, because they can emphasize with them as 

beings, they stop being seen as merely food (Rothgerber & Mican, 2014).  
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Empathy has been identified as a powerful mediator of effects on willingness to eat meat 

(Kunst & Hohle, 2016). According to research, greater animal empathy has been shown to be 

correlated with reduced meat consumption (Zickfeld et al., 2018). It has also been associated 

with more vegan values and behaviour (Earle et al., 2019). Additionally, research shows that 

vegetarians and vegans exhibit greater activity in brain areas that are associated with empathy 

compared to meat eaters (Filippi et al., 2010). Since around 97% of people in the Western world 

consume meat and a similar percentage exhibit animal empathy, it is clear that animal empathy 

does not consistently predict meat consumption (Camilleri et al., 2020). The meat paradox can 

explain this to some extent, since some people often experience a conflict between having 

empathy for animals and simultaneously enjoying eating them (Bastian & Loughnan, 2017). 

However, something else has to be at play.  

A phenomenon termed moral disengagement (MD) has been suggested to play a role in 

explaining the relationship between animal empathy and meat consumption (Camilleri et al., 

2020). Social cognitive theory has suggested that the vast majority of people have developed 

standards of moral behaviour that are personal to them and present a self-regulatory role (Detert 

et al., 2008). The theory of moral disengagement explains how people are able to engage in 

detrimental self-serving behaviours without experiencing any sort of negative emotional reactions 

(e.g., guilt) by selectively deactivating the process of moral self-regulation (Bandura, 2007). This 

is done as an attempt to reduce the dissonance people experience when faced with conflicts 

regarding their beliefs and behaviour (Bandura, 2007). Environmental sustainability, human 

health, and animal welfare would all benefit from people eating less meat, yet when people are 

informed about this, it does not often lead them to change their beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours 

accordingly. As a matter of fact, moral disengagement often prevents these dietary changes if 
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information evokes a conflict regarding meat (Buttlar et al., 2021). It has been suggested that moral 

disengagement increases unethical behaviour, since reasoning that is morally disengaged tends to 

disconnect an act from the feeling of guilt, that would, under other conditions, prevent it (Detert 

et al., 2008). 

Research proposes that the activation of moral disengagement gets inhibited by empathy 

(Paciello et al., 2013). High empathy also motivates action, whereas low empathy, on the other 

hand, facilitates moral disengagement, and makes prosocial behaviours subside (Detert et al., 

2008). Therefore, there is a possibility that animal empathy indirectly influences meat 

consumption through moral disengagement. Strong perceptions of animal empathy may 

constrain the denial and detachment that is required for moral disengagement, which could as a 

result produce motivation to ease the suffering of the animals by reducing meat consumption. 

Contrarily, low animal empathy levels could allow mechanisms of moral disengagement to 

operate, which would result in more meat consumption (Camilleri et al., 2020). 

Research on moral disengagement theory has increased in recent years and the empirical 

work that has been done thus far generally supports it. Moral disengagement scores have for 

instance been shown to associate with different unethical and aggressive behaviours such as 

unethical consumer behaviours and acceptance of violence towards animals (Graça et al., 2016). 

Levels of moral disengagement have in addition been shown to be higher among meat eaters 

compared to non-meat eaters (Ang et al., 2019). A study conducted by Camilleri et al. (2020) in 

Australia, which the current research study is strongly based on, collected online data from 302 

participants through Facebook and Twitter, which were then analysed. When moral 

disengagement was included as a mediator in the model, the direct effect of animal empathy on 

meat consumption ceased to be significant. On the other hand, the indirect effect of animal 
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empathy on meat consumption, through the moral disengagement total score, was significant, 

since zero was not in the CI (Camilleri et al., 2020). 

The goal of the current research study is to explore the relationship between animal 

empathy and meat consumption, and the potential mediating effect moral disengagement has on 

that relationship. More specifically, it seeks to explore if there is a significant direct effect 

between the two, or if moral disengagement mediates their relationship. It also aims to answer 

how different groups of people, who adhere to different types of diet, display more animal 

empathy, moral disengagement, and carnism. Since there has only been one study conducted 

before on this topic, this research study aims to contribute to the existing body of knowledge by 

largely replicating the previous one. It also seeks to provide new knowledge by adding the 

exploration of carnism to the context of the previous study, thereby having the opportunity to add 

valuable information to the literature.  

This is the study with the largest sample size that has been conducted and the first of its 

kind in Iceland and in Europe, as well as it is the first study conducted that explores carnism in 

Iceland. Based on previous research, four research questions are put forward that the current 

study aims to answer: Firstly, “Do meat eaters and pescatarians have less empathy for animals 

than vegans and vegetarians?”; secondly, “Do meat eaters and pescatarians have more moral 

disengagement than vegans and vegetarians?”; thirdly; “Do vegans and vegetarians have less 

carnistic beliefs than meat eaters and pescatarians?”; and finally, 4) “Does moral disengagement 

mediate the relationship between animal empathy and meat consumption?”. The overall 

hypothesis of the current study is that the four research questions will be positively confirmed. 
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Methods 

Study Design  

This research study was cross-sectional, the sample consisting of answers from 

708 individuals that were sampled online through the social media platform, Facebook. 

Independent variables used were 11 in total, but the most relevant ones for this research 

study were type of diet, meat consumption, animal empathy and carnism. The 

independent variable of most importance for this study was “type of diet”. It had four 

levels: meat eater, pescatarian, vegetarian and vegan. It is important to note that 

veganism is not a diet, but a philosophy and a social justice movement, although, it is 

classified as a diet in the present study (Greenebaum, 2012). The most important 

dependent variable was moral disengagement, however, animal empathy and carnism 

were also used as dependent variables.  

The research study did not require a permission from The National Bioethics 

Committee or The Data Protection Authority, as it did not concern the health of the 

participants, and the data were non-personally identifiable. No serious ethical issues 

arose from the current research study. 

Participants 

A total of 708 Icelandic-speaking individuals recruited online through Facebook using a 

convenience sample took part in the research study (N = 708), all aged 18 or older (M = 1.15, SD 

= 0.41). All genders were invited to take part, 86 percent were women (n = 609), 11.9 percent 

were men (n = 84) and 1.7 percent of respondents did not fall into these two categories (n = 12). 

The majority of participants were either single (29.5%, n = 209), in a relationship (27.4%, n = 

194) or cohabiting/married (41.1%, n = 291). More than half of the participants, or 60.3%, were 
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meat eaters (n = 427), vegans were the second largest group, or 19.8% (n = 140) and the rest of 

the participants were either pescatarians or vegetarians. Participants who had received a primary 

school diploma were 14.9% (n = 105), people with secondary school certificates were 41.3% (n 

= 292) and people with a Master’s degree were 15.7% (n = 111). Most participants both grew up 

in the capital area of Iceland (61.3%, n = 434) and live there currently (73.4%, n = 520).  

Only participants that had reached 18 years of age could participate in the study survey, 

they also had to understand Icelandic. The participants were in no way obligated to take part by 

answering the survey. No compensation was offered for taking part. 

Measures 

The study survey included background questions and four unique questionnaires, 

consisting of a different number of questions. They had all been applied before to a sample in a 

previous research study in the literature. Meat eaters were coded “1” in the dataset, pescatarians 

“2”, vegetarians “3”, and vegans “4”. To assure the quality of the measurements, the four 

questionnaires were translated from English to Icelandic using back-translation. Three people, 

including the researcher, individually translated the original questionnaires into Icelandic. The 

researcher then decided on which translations were most correct. The background variables were 

seven questions concerning basic descriptive information about the participants, including age, 

gender, type of diet, and level of education. 

Meat Consumption Questionnaire 

The first questionnaire that appeared in the study, after the background variables, was the 

Meat Consumption Questionnaire created by Camilleri et. al (2020). It was scored on an 8-point 

Likert scale (0 = “Never” and 7 = “Multiple times a day”). Participants were asked how 

frequently they consumed beef, chicken, ham/pork, lamb, seafood, and processed meats in the 
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period of the past two weeks. The meat consumption total score was a sum of the six meat items, 

therefore the range of the scale was 0 to 42. An example of an item in the questionnaire was 

“How often did you consume beef in the last two weeks?”. The scale had shown adequate 

reliability (α = 0.83) in a former study (Camilleri et al., 2020). In the current study it also showed 

adequate reliability (α = 0.82). 

Moral Disengagement in Meat Questionnaire 

Next, the Moral Disengagement in Meat Questionnaire (MDMQ) by Graça et al. (2016) 

was presented. It consisted of 20 items and was scored on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = “Strongly 

disagree” and 5 = “Strongly agree”). Participants in the research study received unique scores for 

their amount of moral disengagement, a higher score indicating more moral disengagement. The 

items in the questionnaire all referred to the selective inactivation of moral self-regulatory 

processes when contemplating the impact of meat consumption (Graça et al., 2016). The MDMQ 

consists of a global scale which has shown adequate reliability (α = 0.93) and five subscales: 

desensitization (α = 0.90), denial of negative consequences (α = 0.89), diffused responsibility (α 

= 0.84), reduced perceived choice (α = 0.70) and means-ends justifications (α = 0.86) (Graça et 

al., 2016). A couple of examples from the MDMQ items are 8) “If I saw an animal being killed I 

would have no problems eating it” and 13) “It's possible to have an adequate diet without eating 

meat”. Reversed items in the MDMQ were items number 5, 7, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 15, 17 and 18. In 

the current study the Cronbach’s alpha was α = 0.94 for the global scale.  

Animal Empathy Scale 

 Third came the Animal Empathy Scale (AES), created by Paul (2000), consisting of 22 

items and scored on a 9-point Likert scale (-4 = “Agree very strongly” and 4 = “Disagree very 

strongly”). In the current study it was also scored on a 9-point Likert scale (1 = “Disagree very 
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strongly” and 9 = “Agree very strongly”). Half of the items represented empathetic feelings 

while the other half represented a lack of them. An example of an item representing empathetic 

feelings is 5) “Sad films about animals often leave me with a lump in my throat”, and an 

example of an item representing a lack of empathetic feelings is 19) “People often make too 

much of the feelings and sensitivities of animals”. Most items in the scale emphasized negative 

emotions and events. Agreements with unempathetic statements scored low (Minimum = 1) and 

agreements with empathetic statements scored high (Maximum = 9). Participants received 

unique scores for their amount of animal empathy, a higher number indicating more empathy for 

animals. Items in the AES that had to be reversed were items number 1, 2, 4, 6, 8, 11, 12, 14, 16, 

19 and 20. The calculated sum of the 22 responses was the total AES score. Hence, the total 

score could be a minimum of 22 to a maximum of 198 in range, higher scores indicating stronger 

levels of self-reported empathy (Paul, 2000). Previous studies showed that the AES has good 

internal consistency (Colombo et al., 2017). It has also been reported that the scale has adequate 

reliability, Cronbach’s alpha values have ranged from 0.76 (Camilleri et al., 2020) to 0.78 (Paul, 

2000) to 0.83 (Colombo et al., 2017). In the current study the Cronbach’s alpha was α = 0.89.  

The Carnism Inventory 

Finally, the Carnism Inventory (CI) was presented. It consisted of eight items, the first 

four were connected to carnistic defense while the latter four were connected to carnistic 

domination, both components being positively related to carnistic beliefs (Monteiro et al., 2017). 

Participants in the research study received unique scores for their amount of carnism, a higher 

score indicating more carnism. The item 3) “I’ve been eating meat my whole life, I could never 

give it up” indicated carnistic defense while the item 8) “Animals aren’t intelligent enough to 

suffer in intensive confinement” indicated carnistic domination. Item number four; “The 
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production of meat causes animals to suffer” was the only item in the CI that needed to be 

recoded. The convergent and discriminant validity of the CI has been demonstrated as well as it 

has shown good internal consistencies and stability (Monteiro et al., 2017). Cronbach´s alpha 

values for the CI as a whole has ranged from 0.76 to 0.88 (Monteiro et al., 2017). In the current 

study the Cronbach’s alpha for the CI as a whole was α = 0.87. Cronbach’s alpha values have 

ranged from 0.76 to 0.87 for the subscale of carnistic defense and from 0.73 to 0.90 for the 

subscale of carnistic domination (Monteiro et al., 2017). In the current study, the subscale of 

carnistic defense showed adequate reliability (α = 0.91), as did the subscale of carnistic 

domination (α = 0.77). 

Procedures 

The 708 participants that received the online survey were asked to partake in the study by 

answering a roughly 10-minute questionnaire through Google Docs with the title „Habits and 

people’s attitudes towards diet”. As soon as participants opened the link to the survey, a short 

segment relevant to the research study appeared at the top of the page. It included information 

about the study itself, such as required age and estimated duration. Participants were informed 

that no personally identifiable information would be collected and that their answers could not be 

traced to them. They could also choose to skip certain questions and cancel participation at any 

time. It was additionally stated that a lecturer at the Department of Psychology at Reykjavík 

University was the supervisor and responsible person for the research study and that the 

participant could contact the researchers through their academic e-mail address. Next, 

background questions about age, gender, marital status, type of diet, level of education, place of 

upbringing, and current residence appeared that participants were invited to answer. When the 
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participants had finished answering the background questions, the next section appeared 

including four questionnaires. Finally, participants were thanked for their participation.  

 

Data analysis 

The statistical tests used for this research study were four in total. First, a descriptive 

statistics test was used to help summarize, describe, and understand the features of the 

participants that took part. All variables from the dataset were applied to the descriptive statistics 

test, there were no violations of assumptions. The dependent variables were continuous and the 

main independent variables were either continuous or categorical and on a nominal, ordinal or 

ratio scale. Next, Pearson correlation tests were conducted for all important independent and 

dependent variables. The third statistical test used to perform data analysis was a one-way 

Analysis of Variance (ANOVA), where six pairwise comparisons were tested for type of diet and 

the three main dependent variables. Lastly, a simple mediation analysis was conducted to explore 

the indirect path between the independent and dependent variables, using the PROCESS macro 

v3.5 model by Andrew F. Hayes (Hayes, 2017). Bootstrap samples were 5,000 and model 

number four was selected to see the mediation, but mediation occurs when the 95% Confidence 

Interval (CI) of the indirect effect does not contain zero. Animal empathy was the independent 

variable (X), meat consumption was the dependent variable (Y), and moral disengagement was 

the mediator (M) in the model. Within-subjects design was used in the research study since all 

participants took part in each of its condition. A sort of deception was used for the research study 

since participants could not know that their level of moral disengagement and empathy for 

animals were being studied. 
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The computer program Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used for 

data analysis in this research study. There were only two outliers in the study, who only 

answered the background questions and not any of the questionnaires. They were cleared from 

the dataset as soon as the researcher identified them. Missing values were considered and marked 

as “999” in SPSS.   

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

Respondents to the study survey were 708, the majority aged 18-30 years. Meat eaters 

that took part were 60.3% (compared to 19.8% vegans, 10.3% pescatarians and 9.3% 

vegetarians). People who had not consumed any meat or fish product in the last two weeks were 

186 in total. Together, vegans and vegetarians were 206, which indicates that 20 participants 

who were meat eaters or pescatarians did not consume any meat or fish in the past two weeks 

prior to the study survey. As Table 1 shows, missing data ranged from 0 to 51 (7.20%) for each 

variable in the model. 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for Dependent Variables 

 

n 

M SD Variance Minimum Maximum Valid a Missing 

Meat consumption 705 3 8.26 7.37 54.32 0 42 

Moral disengagement 657 51 43.84 18.84 354.78 20 95 

Animal empathy  663 45 152.00 26.79 717.92 43 198 

Carnism  686 22 16.17 9.37 87.80 8 50 

a Of 708 participants. 
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Correlations 

A Pearson correlation test was performed to assess the relationship between the 

independent variable “type of diet” and the main dependent variables as an aim to answer in part 

the first three research questions, see Table 2.  

Table 2 

Correlations Between Type of Diet and Main Dependent Variables  

 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Type of diet Pearson Correlation -     

p      

n 706     

2. Meat consumption Pearson Correlation -.77** -    

p .00     

n 703 705    

3. Moral disengagement Pearson Correlation -.66** .70** -   

p .00 .00    

n 656 654 657   

4. Animal empathy  Pearson Correlation .40** -.43** -.58** -  

p .00 .00 .00   

n 661 660 630 663  

5. Carnism Pearson Correlation -.59** .69** .89** -.61** - 

p .00 .00 .00 .00  

n 684 683 644 655 686 

**Correlation is significant at the p < .001 level (2-tailed). 

The main results seen in Table 2 supported the hypothesis answering the first three 

research questions partially positively. Pescatarians and meat eaters were significantly less likely 

to show empathy for animals and significantly more likely to have moral disengagement and 

carnistic beliefs.  

ANOVA 

To further test the first three research questions and strive for determining whether there 

were any statistically significant differences between the means of the four independent diet 
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groups, a one-way ANOVA was performed. It compared the effect of type of diet on moral 

disengagement, animal empathy and carnism (see Table 3). 

Table 3 

One-Way Analyses of Varience for Main Dependent Variables 

 Sum of Squares df M 2 F p 

Moral disengagement  Between Groups 114401.48 3 38133.83 210.76 <.001 

Within Groups 117969.70 652 180.94   

Total 232371.18 655    

Animal empathy Between Groups 78146.16 3 26048.72 43.60 <.001 

Within Groups 392521.42 657 597.45   

Total 470667.58 660    

Carnism  Between Groups 24789.86 3 8263.29 160.38 <.001 

Within Groups 35036.23 680 51.52   

Total 59826.09 683    

Note. Type of diet was the independent variable.  

The one-way ANOVA revealed that there was a statistically significant difference in 

moral disengagement, animal empathy and carnism between at least two groups for each 

dependent variable, as shown in Table 3. 

To determine where the difference lay between the diet groups, Tukey’s Test for Post-

Hoc analysis was conducted. Tukey’s HSD Test for multiple comparisons found that the mean 

value of moral disengagement was significantly different between meat eaters and all other diet 

groups. There was, for an example, a significant difference between meat eaters and pescatarians 

(p < 0.001; 95% CI = [18.43, 27.63]), and meat eaters and vegetarians (p < 0.001; 95% CI = 

[22.03, 31.55]) regarding moral disengagement. There was, however, no statistically significant 
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difference between vegans and vegetarians (p = .684) or vegetarians and pescatarians (p = .0394) 

on levels of moral disengagement.  

Tukey’s HSD Test for multiple comparisons found that the mean value of animal 

empathy was significantly different between meat eaters and all other diet groups, for example 

between meat eaters and vegetarians (p = < 0.001; 95% CI = [-30.94, -13.88]). There was no 

statistically significant difference between pescatarians and vegetarians (p = .322) or between 

vegetarians and vegans (p = .933) on levels of animal empathy. 

Tukey’s HSD Test for multiple comparisons found that the mean value of carnism was 

significantly different between meat eaters and all other diet groups. For example, between meat 

eaters and pescatarians (p = < 0.001; 95% CI = [9.13, 13.86]) and meat eaters and vegetarians (p 

= < 0.001; 95% CI = [9.82, 14.73]). There was no statistically significant difference between 

pescatarians and vegetarians (p = .920), pescatarians and vegans (p = .700) or vegetarians and 

vegans (p = .988) on levels of carnism.  

The results from the Tukey’s HSD Test indicate that pescatarians were more similar to 

vegetarians than meat eaters, when it came down to levels of moral disengagement, animal 

empathy and carnism. Vegans and vegetarians had similar levels on all three dependent 

variables, the difference between the groups was at least not significant. 

Mediation Test 

The relationship between animal empathy and meat consumption was mediated by moral 

disengagement. The standardized regression coefficient between animal empathy and moral 

disengagement was statistically significant, as was the standardized regression coefficient 

between moral disengagement and meat consumption. The standardized indirect effect was (-

.41)(.27) = -.11. The significance of this indirect effect was tested using bootstrapping 
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procedures. Unstandardized indirect effects were computed for each of 5,000 bootstrapped 

samples, and the 95% confidence interval was computed by determining the indirect effects at 

the 2.5th and 97.5th percentiles.  

The results from the mediation test showed that there was a statistically significant 

indirect effect of animal empathy on meat consumption through moral disengagement, b = -0.11, 

95% BCa CI (-0.13, -0.10). In other words, the relationship between animal empathy and meat 

consumption was significantly mediated by moral disengagement. Furthermore, while animal 

empathy was a significant predictor for both meat consumption and moral disengagement, it was 

no longer significant in the presence of the mediator, b = -.01, p = .51, 95% CI (-.03, .01). This 

further confirms the mediation effect. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the relationship between 

people’s type of diet and moral disengagement, animal empathy and carnism. The results 

provided supporting evidence that meat eaters had significantly more moral disengagement and 

displayed more carnistic beliefs compared to pescatarians, vegetarians and vegans. In addition, 

the results supported that meat eaters had significantly lower empathy for animals compared to 

the other diet groups. A key finding of the present research study was that moral disengagement 

significantly mediated the relationship between animal empathy and meat consumption, or by 

94.58%. When the mediator was not included in the model, their direct relationship was not 

significant, proving the importance of moral disengagement in the relationship between animal 

empathy and meat consumption. 

The results partially supported the hypothesis that all four research questions would be 

positively confirmed. The first three research questions were partly positively confirmed, 
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whereas the fourth research question was fully confirmed. Since meat eaters had significantly 

higher levels of moral disengagement and carnism and significantly lower levels of animal 

empathy, compared to the other diet groups, the results indicated that meat eaters were more 

likely to act inconsistently with their moral values. They were in addition more likely to have 

carnistic beliefs, harmonious with previous research (Monteiro et al., 2017). Pescatarians did not 

differ significantly from vegetarians on any of the dependent variables, although, they had 

significantly more moral disengagement and less empathy for animals than vegans. These results 

do not support the hypothesis, since pescatarians did not differ significantly from both vegans 

and vegetarians, only the latter. Therefore, not all research questions could be fully positively 

confirmed. However, the last one was, showing how it is necessary to take moral disengagement 

into consideration whenever the relationship between animal empathy and meat consumption is 

explored. 

The results of this study were consistent with the similar study conducted in Australia. 

Both studies showed that the indirect effect of animal empathy on meat consumption through the 

moral disengagement total score was significant, since zero was not in the CI (Camilleri et al., 

2020). The equations for the direct and indirect effects from both studies were similar and the 

results from this study are consistent with their claim, that when the mediator was included in the 

mediation model, the direct effect of animal empathy on meat consumption was no longer 

significant (Camilleri et al., 2020). Despite the results from the current research study being very 

similar to Camilleri’s, there was one differences worth to mention. The direct effect between 

animal empathy and meat consumption was even less significant for the current study (p = .51) 

compared to Camilleri’s results (p = .32), indicating that moral disengagement had a stronger 
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mediation effect on the relationship between animal empathy and meat consumption in the 

current study than the previous one. 

Harmonious with previous studies on the topic, since carnism had a significant 

correlation with meat consumption (.688**), this implies that people who display carnistic 

beliefs, such as carnistic defense or carnistic domination, are more likely to consume meat than 

people who do not have such beliefs (Joy, 2020; Monteiro et al., 2017). The results support 

previous studies, showing that meat eaters were more likely to have moral disengagement and 

carnistic beliefs than others, and less animal empathy (Ang et al., 2019; Bandura, 2007; Detert et 

al., 2008). The results strongly imply that the direct relationship between animal empathy and 

meat consumption does not matter as much as first could appear, since the biggest effect of 

animal empathy on meat consumption is explained by the influence moral disengagement has as 

a mediator on their relationship. 

Limitations 

This research study has some limitations. A limitation regarding the animal empathy 

scale being used in relation to people´s meat consumption is that it does not specifically measure 

empathy towards farmed animals that end up as meat on people´s plates. In that way, some 

participants could feel less empathy for the animals they eat compared to pets and other animals 

that they do not consume. The sample also had a bigger proportion of vegetarians and vegans 

than are found in the general population which could have led to bias. 

Since a convenience sample was used, the sample cannot be said to reflect the general 

population. Participants that were women were proportionally way more than participants that 

were men, therefore gender differences could not be tested in the current study. Future research 

could explore those gender differences as well as age differences.  
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Considering that this was a cross-sectional design, it is not possible to make causal 

inferences. It is not clear if it is animal empathy that inhibits moral disengagement or the other 

way around. However, as previous research suggests, empathy has the role of inhibiting the 

activation of moral disengagement (Paciello et al., 2013). It may therefore be possible that an 

individual who strongly empathizes with suffering animals is less adept to deny the harm that 

was caused to them.  

Implications 

These data have some potential intervention implications. For example, could methods be 

used to inspire the population to consume less meat by focusing people´s attention on resolving 

their moral disengagement in meat in a successful manner. This would have several possible 

benefits, including increased wellbeing of people, animals, and the planet as a whole. By 

informing people of the meat paradox, some might start to rethink the actions they take in their 

daily lives and start to ask themselves if there is harmony between the actions they take and their 

moral values. By aligning their behaviour to their values, people´s general quality of life could 

be enhanced when they realize that they are consistent in their morality.  

The results can be used to explain how people are able to go against their moral values that 

concern animals by scoring high on moral disengagement in meat, facilitating meat consumption 

without experiencing negative feelings such as guilt as a result. No one single thing seems to be a 

determinant here, but rather there are multiple possible reasons for people having high levels of 

moral disengagement in meat. 

Future research 

In terms of future research, it would be useful to extend the current findings by examining 

gender and age differences. Furthermore, research should explore implementing methods that 
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will inspire people to embrace the dietary changes needed to have their actions aligned with their 

moral values.  

Conducting a similar study on a global scale, with people from different cultures and 

nationalities, could be useful for assessing how moral disengagement acts in different contexts. 

Much work remains to be done before a full understanding of carnism in relation to moral 

disengagement, animal empathy and meat consumption is established. 

 



24 
 

References 

Ang, C.-S., Chan, N.-N., & Singh, L. (2019). A comparison study of meat eaters and non-meat 

eaters on mind attribution and moral disengagement of animals. Appetite, 136, 80–85. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2019.01.019 

Bandura, A. (2007). Impeding ecological sustainability through selective moral disengagement. 

International Journal of Innovation and Sustainable Development, 2(1), 8–35. 

https://doi.org/10.1504/IJISD.2007.016056 

Bastian, B., & Loughnan, S. (2017). Resolving the Meat-Paradox: A Motivational Account of 

Morally Troublesome Behavior and Its Maintenance. Personality and Social Psychology 

Review, 21(3), 278–299. https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868316647562 

Buttlar, B., Rothe, A., Kleinert, S., Hahn, L., & Walther, E. (2021). Food for Thought: 

Investigating Communication Strategies to Counteract Moral Disengagement Regarding 

Meat Consumption. Environmental Communication, 15(1), 55–68. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2020.1791207 

Buttlar, B., & Walther, E. (2018). Measuring the meat paradox: How ambivalence towards meat 

influences moral disengagement. Appetite, 128, 152–158. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2018.06.011 

Camilleri, L., Gill, P. R., & Jago, A. (2020). The role of moral disengagement and animal 

empathy in the meat paradox. Personality and Individual Differences, 164, 110103. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2020.110103 

Colombo, E. S., Crippa, F., Calderari, T., & Prato-Previde, E. (2017). Empathy toward animals 

and people: The role of gender and length of service in a sample of Italian veterinarians. 

Journal of Veterinary Behavior, 17, 32–37. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jveb.2016.10.010 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2019.01.019
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJISD.2007.016056
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868316647562
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2020.1791207
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2018.06.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2020.110103
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jveb.2016.10.010


25 
 

Detert, J. R., Treviño, L. K., & Sweitzer, V. L. (2008). Moral disengagement in ethical decision 

making: A study of antecedents and outcomes. Journal of Applied Psychology, 93(2), 

374–391. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.93.2.374 

Dowsett, E., Semmler, C., Bray, H., Ankeny, R. A., & Chur-Hansen, A. (2018). Neutralising the 

meat paradox: Cognitive dissonance, gender, and eating animals. Appetite, 123, 280–288. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2018.01.005 

Earle, M., Hodson, G., Dhont, K., & MacInnis, C. (2019). Eating with our eyes (closed): Effects 

of visually associating animals with meat on antivegan/vegetarian attitudes and meat 

consumption willingness. Group Processes & Intergroup Relations, 22(6), 818–835. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430219861848 

Filippi, M., Riccitelli, G., Falini, A., Salle, F. D., Vuilleumier, P., Comi, G., & Rocca, M. A. 

(2010). The Brain Functional Networks Associated to Human and Animal Suffering 

Differ among Omnivores, Vegetarians and Vegans. PLOS ONE, 5(5), e10847. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0010847 

Graça, J., Calheiros, M. M., & Oliveira, A. (2016). Situating moral disengagement: Motivated 

reasoning in meat consumption and substitution. Personality and Individual Differences, 

90, 353–364. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2015.11.042 

Greenebaum, J. (2012). Veganism, Identity and the Quest for Authenticity. Food, Culture & 

Society, 15(1), 129–144. https://doi.org/10.2752/175174412X13190510222101 

Gullone, E. (2017). Why Eating Animals Is Not Good for Us. Journal of Animal Ethics, 7(1), 

31–62. https://doi.org/10.5406/janimalethics.7.1.0031 

Hayes, A. F. (2017). Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional Process Analysis, 

Second Edition: A Regression-Based Approach. Guilford Publications. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.93.2.374
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2018.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430219861848
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0010847
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2015.11.042
https://doi.org/10.5406/janimalethics.7.1.0031


26 
 

Joy, M. (2003). Psychic numbing and meat consumption: The psychology of carnism. 

Joy, M. (2020). Why We Love Dogs, Eat Pigs, and Wear Cows: An Introduction to Carnism, 

10th Anniversary Edition. Red Wheel. 

Kunst, J. R., & Hohle, S. M. (2016). Meat eaters by dissociation: How we present, prepare and 

talk about meat increases willingness to eat meat by reducing empathy and disgust. 

Appetite, 105, 758–774. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2016.07.009 

Loughnan, S., Bastian, B., & Haslam, N. (2014). The Psychology of Eating Animals. Current 

Directions in Psychological Science, 23(2), 104–108. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721414525781 

Monteiro, C. A., Pfeiler, T. M., Patterson, M. D., & Milburn, M. A. (2017). The Carnism 

Inventory: Measuring the ideology of eating animals. Appetite, 113, 51–62. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2017.02.011 

Paciello, M., Fida, R., Cerniglia, L., Tramontano, C., & Cole, E. (2013). High cost helping 

scenario: The role of empathy, prosocial reasoning and moral disengagement on helping 

behavior. Personality and Individual Differences, 55(1), 3–7. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2012.11.004 

Paul, E. S. (2000). Empathy with Animals and with Humans: Are They Linked? Anthrozoös, 

13(4), 194–202. https://doi.org/10.2752/089279300786999699 

Rothgerber, H. (2014). Efforts to overcome vegetarian-induced dissonance among meat eaters. 

Appetite, 79, 32–41. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2014.04.003 

Rothgerber, H., & Mican, F. (2014). Childhood pet ownership, attachment to pets, and 

subsequent meat avoidance. The mediating role of empathy toward animals. Appetite, 79, 

11–17. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2014.03.032 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2016.07.009
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721414525781
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2017.02.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2012.11.004
https://doi.org/10.2752/089279300786999699
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2014.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2014.03.032


27 
 

Stueber, K. (2020). Empathy. In International Encyclopedia of Ethics (pp. 1–10). American 

Cancer Society. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781444367072.wbiee736.pub2 

Zickfeld, J. H., Kunst, J. R., & Hohle, S. M. (2018). Too sweet to eat: Exploring the effects of 

cuteness on meat consumption. Appetite, 120, 181–195. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2017.08.038 

 

https://doi.org/10.1002/9781444367072.wbiee736.pub2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2017.08.038

