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Situation  Brief :  In  an  unexpected  turn  of

events  around  i ts  50th  anniversary

celebrations ,  SeaWorld  found  i tself  in

troubled  waters  after  the  2013

documentary  Blackfish  caused  a  collective

awakening  of  public  conscience .  This  was

followed  by  a  proposed  ban  on  the  capture ,

breeding ,  and  use  of  orcas  for  the  purpose

of  entertainment .  PETA  (which  had  f irst

f i led  a  lawsuit  against  SeaWorld  in  2011

invoking  the  13th  Amendment  for  the

protection  of  Orcas  from  slavery )  now

launched  a  ful l- f ledged  campaign  under

the  t it le  “SeaWorld  of  Hurt . ”   SeaWorld

tried  to  reduce  offensiveness  (Moore  &

Roman ,  2012 )  with  statements  that  claimed

its  respected  membership  in  the  business

community ,  role  in  building  the  local

economy ,  and  protecting  wildli fe ,  but  in

vain .  
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 It faced multiple lawsuits from PETA for a violation of the Animal Welfare Act,

from shareholders for being kept in the dark about the impact of Blackfish on the

company’s financial health, and visitors who felt deceived by the false advertising

about the wellbeing of animals. As a result, attendance to the park declined

steadily and its reputation continues to suffer till date. SeaWorld’s stocks

plummeted to an all-time low, over 1000 people lost their jobs, and several

partners cut ties with the business (Hirish, 2014). This new wave of advocacy and

defamation marked the beginning of the end of SeaWorld.

PETA’s role: The content created by PETA included listicles such as “7 Reasons Why

Lolita Is the Loneliest and Saddest Orca in the World,” clickbait headlines “Naked

Laura Vandervoort: Confined and Scared,” and choice of words such as

“abusement parks” and “slavery” on a dedicated SeaWorld of Hurt website.

Celebrity endorsements popularized the movement while information from

sources such as Dr. Rally added credibility to the campaign ("SeaWorld Of Hurt:

Where Happiness Tanks", 2018). Naming the orcas in the articles and sharing their

stories humanized the experience of Orcas for the world. People were now

involved with Kasatka, her daughter Takara, her poolmate Katina and became

invested in the cause. Furthermore, PETA tried to tap into the emotions of the

public by using mothers and children as spokespersons. Social media was

leveraged in the form of live tweeting, short videos and shareable content with

hashtags #seaworldsucks and #emptythetanks. Each article contained a call-to-

action where citizens could sign a petition addressed to the CEO forcing SeaWorld

to release the Orcas and other animals held in captivity to seaside sanctuaries. The

campaign also involved airplane banners flying over the women’s march, hanging

orcas on highways, and a mass die-in of 38 body-painted Orcas. 

The Value/Ethics Lens

 When the merits or shortcomings of PETA’s advocacy efforts for social change are

evaluated on the same scale of ethics used to measure other public relations’

campaigns, we fail to recognize that activists, as “marginalized moral visionaries in

a commercial public sphere” (Freeman, 2009) face challenges that are different

from other corporate entities.  Social Movement Organizations (SMO) tend to use

controversial tactics since they largely rely on free media coverage to push their

message. Considering how far PETA has gone to prove its point in the past (the

“holocaust on your plate” campaign that faced instant backlash and with good

reason) (Shafran, 2005), the two main ethical concerns I see with its current

campaign are the personal attacks made on CEO Joel Manby in the form of

billboard ads that read “Joel, every night I lie alone in the tub and cry. Please let

me go” and capitalizing on the emotions of vulnerable audiences such as mothers

and children to gain sympathy for its movement. Having children send letters to

Manby or coins to the Mayor and holding signs that read “Joey Manby runs Orca

Prisons” outside his home is a personal attack directed at an individual and not at

SeaWorld as a corporation ("SeaWorld Of Hurt: Where Happiness Tanks", 2018).

Publishing the personal email correspondence of the SeaWorld staff on the

internet was a violation of the principle that requires PR practitioners to

“safeguard interests” and protect private information. 
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However ,  Freeman  argues  that  the  PRSA

code  of  ethics  cannot  be  applied  l i teral ly

to  SMOs  since  the  primary  focus  on

“greater  good ”  is  sometimes  achieved  by

compromising  the  morality  of  the  means .

Although  some  parts  of  the  campaign  may

come  across  as  desperate  stunts ,  PETA  has

stayed  true  to  the  value  of  advocacy  and

loyalty  by  serving  public  interest  with  an

informative  campaign  albeit  over-the-top .

All  sponsorships  with  celebrit ies  and

supporters  were  established  upfront .  Some

facts  such  as  the  l i fespan  of  an  Orca  in

captivity  have  been  contested  by  SeaWorld .

In  response ,PETA  admitted  having  taken    

into  account  the  number  of  sti l lbirths  to    

arrive  at  the  low  l i fe-expectancy  f igures .

We  could  either  look  at  this  through  the

lens  of  subjectivity ,  i .e . ,  there  was  a

selective  interpretation  of  data  to  support  /

further  one ’s  objectives  or  l ike  a

manipulation  of  truth  and  violation  of  the

“disclosure  of  information ”  principle .

However ,  unlike  journalists ,  PETA  is  not

required  to  present  both  sides  of  the  story

and  has  the  r ight  to  place  the  best  interest

of  the  Orcas  above  the  plight  of  other

stakeholders  such  as  the  employees  who

lost  their  jobs .  There  was  a  “ free  f low  of

information ”  and  “their ”  truth  was  well

fought  for .  

D o e s  S e awo r l d  h a v e  a  c a s e?
Despite the discrepancies in facts presented by PETA, violation of privacy of individual employees, and personal

attacks on the CEO, SeaWorld may not be able to sue PETA for defamation. To begin with, PETA is a group of

animal rights activists that was exercising its right to free speech. It is not engaged in commercial speech aimed

at selling a product. Although it uses advertisements, there is no economic motivation (Eyun-Jung Ki, 2004). This

form of non-commercial speech is protected under the first amendment. The campaign would also qualify as a

privileged comment since it is of legitimate interest to the public. It cannot be taken to court for calling a spade a

spade. SeaWorld should have foreseen this defamation when they started this unethical business in the name of

science and entertainment. Secondly, as the hearing from the Alabama Court opined, “In order to protect all

speech, some false speech must be protected.” (Jackson, 2001) SeaWorld will not be able to prove that PETA

presented facts with knowledge of its falsity or a reckless disregard for the truth since the variation in life-

expectancy results was an outcome of different data collection sets and interpretation tools. Thirdly, CEO Joel

Manby was at the receiving end of public scrutiny not for his personal life but for his involvement with SeaWorld.

Moreover, corporate defamation only has to do with statements directed at a trade or business and not with

individual members within an organization. Therefore, SeaWorld cannot sue for defamation for the harm caused

to Manby’s reputation. Finally, “a free flow of information (which is also a PRSA code of ethics) demands greater

protection for potentially defamatory speech involving corporations” since this “dissemination of information is

important to public decision-making.” In light of the above detailed rationale, I believe that PETA is not

threatened by a lawsuit from SeaWorld. As a final comment, I would say that SMOs should try to practice ethical

advocacy without offending the sensibilities of the public to the extent possible. However, the PRSA and law

should also make provisions to allow SMOs some leeway in their conduct in purview of the nature of work and

role they play in the society. 


