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Abstract 
Due to new technological affordances, such as the internet and social media, people are more 

exposed than ever to actions or statements that may be perceived as moral violations. 

Consequently, moral outrage has become a prevalent feature in the online sphere. While it is 

well-known how moral outrage arises and what kind of practices it motivates, little is still 

known in regards to how moral outrage is experienced by the individuals who are at the 

receiving end of such outrage. The purpose of this study was thus to explore how individuals 

understand their experiences of being subjected to moral outrage online. Drawing on a 

theoretical framework comprised by interactionist and symbolic interactionist concepts, the 

study analysed interviews conducted with twelve individuals who have been subjected to 

moral outrage online. The findings show that the individuals understand their experience as 

being characterized by a sense of being in the hands of others once their action or statement 

had been reframed into a moral violation. The moral outrage is furthermore understood as 

having wider social consequences that contributed to, solidified or, by contrast, mitigated the 

experience of becoming an outcast, while also predominantly being understood as having a 

negative impact on the individuals’ sense of self. Accordingly, by taking these individuals’ 

understanding of moral outrage online into account, rather than problematizing their actions 

or statements, the study opens up for a discussion in regards to how moral outrage expressed 

online may itself be problematic and worthy of critical reflection.  
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Background 

 
There is this sense sometimes that the way of me making change is to be as judgmental as 
possible about other people and that’s enough. Like if I tweet or hashtag about how you didn’t 
do something right, or used the wrong verb, then I can sit back and feel pretty good about 
myself because: ‘Man, did you see how woke I was? I called you out’. (Obama, 2019, 0:47) 

 

This statement, made by the former U.S. President Barack Obama, is one of many remarks 

that have been made in regards to an ongoing discussion about what during recent years has 

become known as “call-out culture” or “outrage culture” (DiManno, 2019, November 1st; 

Rueb & Bryson Taylor, 2019, October 31st). What these terms refer to varies depending on 

perspective. It can, on the one hand, refer to a form of social justice activism where 

individuals hold others accountable for actions or statements that they find to be problematic 

or wrong in order to achieve social change (Grey Ellis, 2018, December 12th; Lowenkron, 

2019, November 16th; Nelson, 2019, November 1st; Uprichard, 2013, December 27th; Ziyad, 

2017, June 2nd). On the other hand, it can refer to a toxic mob mentality that is punitive, 

unforgiving and, instead of encouraging constructive discussions, leads to the destruction of 

the lives of individuals based on a single action or statement (Haider, 2017, October 25th; 

Humphreys, 2017, December 5th; Kreutzer, 2019, November 4th; Vigo, 2019, January 31st). 

Regardless of what conception one believes to be the accurate one, there seems to be 

consensus within popular culture that what enables this “culture” is, in fact, the internet and 

social media.  

 

Both the internet and social media platforms have, in many respects, offered individuals of 

the public a greater opportunity and freedom to share information, thoughts and opinions with 

others (Baruah, 2012). These affordances have also meant that individuals, now more than 

ever, are exposed to ideas, opinions or behaviours that they previously would not have 

encountered (Cohen, Appel & Slater, 2019, p. 182). As a consequence of this increased 

exposure, the likelihood to come across actions or statements that are at odds with one’s 
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moral values  is now higher online than in person (Crockett, 2017). Such actions or 1

statements can be denoted as moral violations and elicit reactions that in this thesis are 

conceptualized as moral outrage.  

 

Moral outrage are feelings of anger and disgust that are directed towards a violator 

(Rothschild & Keefer, 2017; Salerno & Peter-Hagene, 2013) and that, in turn, motivate 

individuals to partake in and express such outrage through shaming practices (Crockett, 2017; 

Haidt, 2003, p. 855). While moral outrage has existed for as long as there have been civilized 

societies (Crockett, 2017) and although shaming has been used as a state-sanctioned penalty 

for moral violations throughout history and across cultures (Hess & Waller, 2014), the advent 

of the internet and social media has changed the intensity of moral outrage and the way in 

which shaming is practiced. In today’s context, with 4.1 billion internet users (ITU, 2019) 

and 3.8 billion social media users (DataReportal, 2020), moral outrage has become “all the 

rage online” (Crockett, 2017, p. 769). This is, in part, because moral violations encountered 

online provoke a stronger moral outrage than moral violations encountered in person. The 

internet and social media do, however, not only expose us to more moral violations and 

intensify the moral outrage. They also make it easier than ever to condemn and shame 

individuals for perceived moral violations (Basak, Sural, Ganguly & Ghosh, 2019). The 

shaming, motivated by moral outrage, can, therefore, largely be understood to have moved to 

the online sphere, where it is now practiced by individuals of the public rather than 

authoritative institutions like the state (Hess & Waller, 2014; Ingraham & Reeves, 2016).  

 

Despite the fact that scholars have dedicated an extensive amount of attention to moral 

outrage and the shaming practices it gives rise to, there are limitations to the existing 

research. Previous research on moral outrage has focused on the individuals who experience 

and express moral outrage (e.g., Darley & Pittman, 2003; Thomas, McGarty & Mavor, 2009), 

while largely neglecting the experiences of, or consequences for, those who are at the 

receiving end of such outrage. This knowledge gap is also evident within research on online 

shaming. Although some scholars (e.g., Billingham & Parr, 2019; Laidlaw, 2017) have 

discussed potential social, psychological and financial implications for individuals who are 

1 Moral values are defined as conceptions of right and wrong, good and bad, behaviour that is shared among 
members of a society or other social groups (Hitlin & Vaisey, 2013).  
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shamed online for something that they have done or said, there is no empirical research that 

examines the actual experiences of those who have been subjected to others’ moral outrage 

through the practice of online shaming. Consequently, there is a need for research that 

explores how individuals, who have been subjected to moral outrage online, understand their 

experiences of such outrage.  

 

1.2 Purpose and research questions 

The aim of the study is to explore how individuals understand their experiences of being 

subjected to moral outrage online. This aim is specified in the following research questions: 

 

● How do the individuals understand the situation where they were subjected to moral 

outrage and the way in which they managed it?  

● How do the individuals understand the social consequences of being subjected to 

moral outrage?  

● How do the individuals understand the impact of the moral outrage on their sense of 

self at the time when they were subjected to such outrage? 

 

1.3 Disposition 

Following the first introductory chapter, the second chapter, Previous research, provides a 

literature review of previous research related to moral outrage online divided into three 

sections. The first section defines moral outrage - how it arises and how it motivates shaming 

practices - and outlines how the power of moral outrage has been utilized, historically and 

currently, by legal institutions in the form of public shaming penalties. Due to the study’s 

focus on moral outrage online, the second section deals with online shaming and how digital 

developments have decentralized the power of moral outrage, resulting in both potential vices 

and virtues. Finally, a third section concludes the chapter and summarizes the previous 

research, while also highlighting how the present study contributes new knowledge to the 

research field.  

 

Chapter three, Theoretical framework, outlines the study’s theoretical framework, which 

draws on the interactionist and symbolic interactionist tradition and consists of theories on 
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framing, moral deviance, stigmatization and self by Erving Goffman (1963; 1974), Howard 

S. Becker (2006) and Charles H. Cooley (1902; 1907). Together, these theories provide 

analytical concepts that enable an in-depth analysis of the interviewees’ understanding of the 

situation where they were subjected to moral outrage online, the wider social consequences of 

this outrage and the impact that it had on their sense of self at the time.  

 

Chapter four, Method, accounts for how the study was carried out. Because of the study’s 

focus on the individuals’ understanding, the study uses Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA) as its methodological approach. This approach, as well as the study’s data 

collection method, semi-structured interviews, is first described and motivated. The chapter 

further presents the study’s sampling procedure, data collection proceedings and analytical 

procedure and concludes with reflections regarding validity and reliability as well as an 

account of the ethical considerations that have been undertaken throughout the study.  

 

Chapter five, Results, presents the study’s analysed empirical findings. In accordance with 

the phenomenological underpinning of the study’s methodological approach, the chapter is 

divided into two parts. The first and main part presents the analysis in a data driven sense and 

includes three thematic sections that address the study’s research questions and the 

individuals’ understanding of: 1) the situation where they were subjected to the moral outrage 

and the way in which they managed it, 2) the social consequences of being subjected to this 

outrage and 3) the impact of the outrage on their sense of self at the time. The second part 

provides a summary and an in-depth analysis of the results in relation to the study’s 

theoretical framework.  

 

Chapter six, Discussion, is the concluding chapter of the thesis. The chapter begins with a 

brief summary of the results in relation to the study’s research questions. Thereafter, the 

results are discussed in relation to the previous research, the theoretical framework and the 

method in three respective sections. Finally, implications for future research and practice are 

reflected upon. 
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2. Previous research 
This chapter reviews previous research related to moral outrage online in three sections. The 

first section presents research on the definition of moral outrage - how it arises and how it 

motivates shaming practices. Accordingly, the section also briefly outlines research on how 

the power of moral outrage has been utilized by legal institutions, both historically and 

currently, through public shaming penalties. As a consequence of the study’s focus on moral 

outrage online, the second section presents research on online shaming and how digital 

developments have decentralized the power of moral outrage, potentially resulting in both 

vices and virtues. Finally, the chapter is concluded with a section that summarizes previous 

research and highlights how the present study contributes new knowledge to the research 

field by exploring how individuals understand their experiences of being subjected to moral 

outrage online.  

 

2.1 Moral outrage and public shaming  

Morality is a central issue within sociology and has been referred to as a “system of rules of 

conduct” (Durkheim, 1924/2010, p. 16). Some scholars (e.g., Hitilin & Vaisey, 2013) have 

described morality and moral values as conceptions of right and wrong, good and bad, 

behaviour that is shared among members of a society or other social groups. Throughout 

history and across cultures there has, nonetheless, always been competing conceptions of 

what behaviours and actions are moral and not (Rae, 2009, p. 67). Consequently, there is 

scholarly consensus that moral outrage, alongside morality itself, has existed for as long as 

there have been civilized societies (e.g., Crockett, 2017). Several studies have shown that 

moral outrage arises when another individual is perceived to have violated a moral norm 

(Montada & Schneider, 1989; Rothschild & Keefer, 2017; Thomas et al., 2009). More 

specifically, moral outrage has been defined as feelings of anger or disgust that are provoked 

by moral violations and that are directed towards the violator (Batson et al., 2007; Rothschild 

& Keefer, 2017; Salerno & Peter-Hagene, 2013). Notably, findings have shown that moral 

outrage is often expressed on behalf of those who are negatively affected by the moral 

violation, rather than by those directly affected (Rothschild & Keefer, 2017).  
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Previous studies on moral outrage have focused on the individuals who experience and 

express moral outrage. For instance, some studies have shown that the outrage that an 

individual experience can vary in terms of intensity. A psychological study conducted by 

Konishi, Oe, Shimizu, Tanaka and Ohtsubo (2017) showed that moral outrage was intensified 

if individuals expected that others would also condemn the moral violation. This expectation 

of others’ condemnation did, at the same time, decrease the individuals’ empathy towards the 

violator. The intensity of the moral outrage has also been shown to be dependent on how one 

judges the violator’s state of mind. In their study on how witnesses of moral violations 

respond emotionally, Darley and Pittman (2003) found that no moral outrage was 

experienced if the violation was perceived as an accident. In cases where the violation was 

perceived as a case of negligence, a low level of moral outrage was experienced. When the 

violation was instead perceived to be intentional, a high level of moral outrage followed and 

this, in turn, brought about a desire for retribution and punishment.  

 

The desire for retribution and punishment that moral outrage elicits is yet another 

well-examined aspect of moral outrage and is generally believed to stem from the anger and 

the disgust that this outrage entails. These emotions, sometimes referred to as 

“other-condemning emotions”, motivate condemnation of violators (Haidt, 2003, p. 855). 

Findings have, in fact, shown that moral outrage is decisive in regards to how individuals will 

act in relation to a committed moral violation (de Rivera, Gerstmann & Maisels, 1994). 

According to Thomas et al. (2009), who conducted a study on the role of moral outrage in 

prosocial behaviour, moral outrage is a strong motivator for individuals to take punitive 

action against the violator. The action taken commonly involves explicitly directing blame 

towards or publicly punishing the violator through angry or judgmental comments (Haidt, 

2003, p. 855; Nugier, Niedenthal, Brauer & Chekroun, 2007; Rothschild and Keefer, 2017). 

Thus, moral outrage has been argued to motivate individuals to partake in and express this 

outrage through shaming practices (Crockett, 2017; Haidt, 2003, p. 855).  

 

Shaming can, accordingly, be seen as a communicative form of moral outrage: a way in 

which condemnation of moral violations is carried out and expressed. As with studies on 

moral outrage, previous studies on shaming have largely focused on the nature of the practice 

and those who shame others for moral violations. According to Nussbaum (2004, pp. 
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184-186) shaming is a moralizing and sometimes stigmatizing judgment where an individual 

or an entire group condemns another individual or group for an action or behaviour that 

somehow transgresses laws or moral norms. This means that individuals can only be shamed 

because they do not live up to the moral norms of a larger community. Moreover, an element 

that is crucial to shaming is publicity, because shaming cannot occur without a real or 

imagined audience of others (de Vries, 2015; Hess & Waller, 2014; Nussbaum, 2004, p. 184). 

For instance, while public shaming, historically practiced by legal institutions as a 

state-sanctioned penalty for minor criminal offenses or moral violations, commonly included 

bodily punishment (e.g., flogging and branding) (de Vries, 2015; Gallardo, 2017; Goldman, 

2015), the central feature was that they were made into public spectacles (Hess & Waller, 

2014). 

 

Several studies that employ an historical perspective on shaming (e.g., de Vries, 2015; 

Gallardo, 2017; Goldman, 2015) suggest that the use of public shaming as a penalty was 

effective in tight-knit communities where public condemnation was a threat to social ties. 

Therefore, these studies argue that public shaming decreased in the 19th century when people 

moved into cities and had weaker ties to one another. There have, however, been efforts to 

reintroduce public shaming penalties that cause reputational harm on moral grounds (de 

Vries, 2015). Examples of such efforts is the perpetrator walk used in the U.S., Canada and 

Colombia (Cheung, 2014), stickers or boards that declare the wearers’ offense (de Vries, 

2015; Goldman, 2015; Klonick, 2016), publishing identity information of sex offenders and 

white collar offenders (Azman, 2010; Cheung, 2014; Klonick, 2016), as well as court orders 

requiring offenders to confess to their crime on television or to make a public apology in 

local newspapers (Goldman, 2015; Klonick, 2016).  

 

Accordingly, previous research shows that legal institutions, both historically and today, have 

been utilizing the power of moral outrage in the form of public shaming. This research has 

primarily focused on how moral outrage arises, how it motivates punitive practices like 

public shaming and how such practices have been and is still used by authorities. The next 

section presents research on the new conditions of public shaming: what happens when 

digital developments potentially decentralize the power of moral outrage?  
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2.2 Online shaming 

Public shaming has, according to Gallardo (2017, p. 725), “evolved and made a fierce 

comeback in the digital age”. It has, in other words, had an upswing due to technological 

progress (Billingham & Parr, 2019). Our current digital devices, such as smartphones with 

their camera and video capabilities, enable individuals to easily monitor, capture, share and 

comment on behaviours or actions that transgress moral norms (de Vries, 2015; Hess & 

Waller, 2014; Skoric, Chua, Liew, Wong & JueYeo, 2010). Actions or statements that 

previously have engendered a few judgmental looks from others can, thus, be widely shared 

and condemned by people across the globe (Klonick, 2016). Therefore, it is easier than ever 

to publicly shame another individual (Basak et al., 2019; Ingraham & Reeves, 2016). Because 

of this, Crockett (2017, p. 769) argues that “moral outrage is all the rage online”.  

 

As Billingham and Parr (2019, p.1) points out, we now have “unprecedented opportunities to 

criticize those we consider to have done wrong”. An important word in this statement is 

“wrong”, because online shaming, unlike state-sanctioned public shaming, can be directed 

against individuals who have performed perfectly legal acts (Gallardo, 2017). While the term 

“online shaming” has increasingly appeared within popular culture during recent years, there 

is no scholarly agreed upon definition of what it actually means (de Vries, 2015). Some 

scholars (e.g., Laidlaw, 2017) view online shaming as an umbrella term for several activities 

that occur on the internet and social media. This broad understanding of online shaming 

means that activities like online vigilantism, online bullying and online harassment are 

considered to be different forms of online shaming. Others (e.g., Basak et al., 2019; Klonick, 

2016) have a more narrow understanding of online shaming and make a clear distinction 

between this practice and activities like online bullying or online harassment. Although all 

practices can entail verbal aggression over a period of time, online shaming is argued to be 

unique because of the effort to enforce a moral norm. Generally, however, scholars (e.g., 

Basak et al., 2019; Billingham & Parr, 2019; de Vries, 2015) agree that online shaming is 

directed at an individual who has violated a moral norm and that it is practiced by and 

dependent on the reactions from individuals of the public, rather than the state or other 

authoritative institutions. The behaviour or act that elicits this shaming can be both legal or 

illegal, conducted online or offline. This means that anything from stealing to ill-advised 
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tweets with racial slurs or making a sexist joke on stage can elicit online shaming (Klonick, 

2016). Research also shows that this shaming can be practiced through posts, likes, messages 

and comments about or to the shamed individual on social media (Billingham & Parr, 2019; 

Gallardo, 2017; Klonick, 2016; Laidlaw, 2017) or, as found in Mielczarek’s (2018) study of 

the online shaming practices during the Occupy Wall Street-movement, by creating memes as 

part of a shaming campaign against a single individual. 

 

Accordingly, the public shaming practices, previously controlled by authoritative institutions, 

have to a large degree moved to the online sphere (Hess & Waller, 2014) and are no longer 

dependent on institutional regulation (Cheung, 2014; Detel, 2013, p. 82; Ingraham & Reeves, 

2016; Skoric et al., 2010). Instead, it is increasingly being practiced by individuals of the 

public (Ingraham & Reeves, 2016), while also being intensified once institutions like the 

mass media report on such shaming (de Vries, 2015; Hess & Waller, 2014). Scholars within 

various disciplines have discussed both the negative and the positive aspects of the practice of 

online shaming. These vices and virtues will be presented in the following two sections.  

 

2.2.1 The vices of online shaming  

The practice of online shaming has, according to both Laidlaw (2017) and Skoric et al. 

(2010), no rules and few norms that can guide and limit the ways in which individuals of the 

public engage in it. Instead, it becomes a question of subjective judgment. This means that 

the same violation, committed by different individuals, can result in different amounts of 

online shaming (Goldman, 2015) and that online shaming can be directed at those who have 

committed heinous crimes as well those who simply disagree with us (Crockett, 2017). 

Another consequence of this subjective element is that online shaming is impossible to 

control (Cheung, 2014; Detel, 2013, p. 93; Klonick, 2016; Laidlaw, 2017; Skoric et al., 2010; 

Solove, 2007, p. 94). Several scholars (e.g., Cheung, 2014; Skoric et al., 2010) have argued 

that online shaming, initiated with the intention of enforcing a violated moral norm, can 

potentially develop into different forms of abuse and a behaviour that, according to Klonick 

(2016, p. 1029), can be “punishable in its own right”. This abuse can be online and offline 

harassment (Cheung, 2014), online bullying (Klonick, 2016), doxing  of personal information 2

2 Doxing is an online practice whereby personal information is sought and made publicly available in order to 
violate someone’s privacy and enable harassment (Chen, Cheung & Chan, 2019).  
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or threats of sexual or physical violence (Gallardo, 2017). All of these activities can occur as 

a result of the online shaming, which according to Crockett (2017), has a tendency to 

dehumanize the individual who has violated a moral norm and, thereby, causes other 

individuals to feel little empathy for the violator.  

 

Several studies, although merely drawing on anecdotes or single cases found in the media 

rather than a systematic examination of empirical material, thus discuss potential implications 

for individuals who are subjected to moral outrage in the form of online shaming. For 

instance, while there are no systematic studies of the psychological implications of being 

shamed online, journalistic interviews with subjected individuals reveal that these individuals 

can potentially suffer deep psychological distress (Billingham & Parr, 2019), resulting in 

panic attacks (Klonick, 2016), depression and anxiety (Hess & Waller, 2014; Laidlaw, 2017). 

Similarly, previous studies also discuss potential social and financial implications of being 

shamed online. There is, for example, scholarly consensus that online shaming can 

potentially lead to ostracism and social isolation (Billingham & Parr, 2019; Cheung, 2014; 

Laidlaw, 2017) due to stigmatization (Oravec, 2019). According to Solove (2007, pp. 95-96) 

this stigmatization can inhibit these individuals’ possibility to integrate themselves into the 

social community once the shaming has come to an end. The ostracism and stigmatization 

can also affect the professional career and financial situation of the individual who is being 

shamed online. Klonick (2016, p. 1041), who also draws on anecdotes in the media, argues 

that there are several cases where shamed individuals have lost their jobs and, in addition to 

this, have had family or friends distance themselves from them. This distancing is a 

consequence of what she denotes as “spillover effects”, where the shamed individual’s 

family, friends or other sympathizers become targeted as well.  

 

Another issue with online shaming that is raised by multiple scholars is the fact that the 

shaming content will be forever available to others via search engines like Google and, 

thereby, its harm to the individual can be infinite (Detel, 2013, p. 93; Gallardo, 2017; 

Klonick, 2016; Laidlaw, 2017; Skoric et al., 2010). It creates what Solove (2007, p. 94) 

describes as “permanent digital baggage”. Because of this and the other implications 

mentioned above, several scholars argue that online shaming has a tendency to be 

disproportionate to the violation committed by the shamed individual (Basak et al., 2019; 
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Billingham & Parr, 2019; Gallardo, 2017; Klonick, 2016; Laidlaw, 2017). Furthermore, it is 

argued that online shaming, unlike trials in court, lacks due process (Cheung, 2014; Gallardo, 

2017; Skoric et al., 2010; Solove, 2007, p. 96). In online shaming, the behaviours, statements 

and acts committed by the shamed individual are often taken out of its original context and 

this, Detel (2013, pp. 78-79) argues, can distort our view of what has happened and facts 

important for our judgment can be lost. Without due process, the accuracy or truthfulness of 

the accusations is not questioned or checked and the willingness to listen to the shamed 

individual or to assume that she or he is innocent until proven guilty is minimal at best 

(Basak et al., 2019; Gallardo, 2017; Solove, 2007, p. 96).  

 

Thus, previous research raises several potential issues and implications of online shaming. 

Still, scholars also acknowledge that online shaming can be practised with good intentions 

and that it can serve a positive purpose. This will be elaborated in the following section. 

 

2.2.2 The virtues of online shaming  

Some scholars (e.g., Gallardo, 2017; Klonick, 2016) suggest that online shaming might be 

practiced by individuals who want to signal and bolster their own moral status, because the 

internet and social media “massively amplify the reputational benefits” of expressing moral 

outrage by shaming others for moral violations online (Crockett, 2017, p. 770). Other 

scholars (e.g. Billingham & Parr, 2019; de Vries, 2015; Solove, 2007, p. 102) have, in 

contrast, argued that individuals who partake in online shaming practices feel a responsibility 

to do so in order to maintain social order and uphold invaluable moral norms. The latter is 

supported by empirical evidence, which shows that those who practice online shaming are 

more socially responsible than those who do not practice it (Skoric et al., 2010; Hou, Jiang & 

Wang, 2017). Thus, many of those who express moral outrage by shaming others online 

seemingly have altruistic intentions.  

 

As pointed out by Billingham and Parr (2019, p. 17) moral norms are vital elements in a 

civilized society and, therefore, online shaming can “serve justified purposes” (see also 

Crockett, 2017; Laidlaw, 2017). For instance, Crockett (2017) argues that online shaming can 

be a way of holding individuals accountable for their wrongdoings while at the same time 
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deterring future moral violations. In particular, Billingham and Parr (2019) suggest that it can 

shed light on and counteract social problems such as racism and sexism.  

 

Because of the way in which it draws on decentralized power, online shaming can enable 

traditionally disadvantaged groups to have their voices heard (Crockett, 2017). In line with 

this argument, a study by Skoric et al. (2010), conducted through interviews and surveys with 

individuals who have practiced online shaming, found that the practice can provide a sense of 

empowerment and that it, in the long run, can generate community involvement. This means, 

in turn, that online shaming potentially can reduce the need for the state to intervene and 

exercise power against injustices.  

 

Several scholars (e.g., Gallardo, 2017; Laidlaw, 2017) suggest that the virtues of online 

shaming are most apparent in the cases where corporations and organizations are the targets 

of such shaming, because they, unlike individuals, have entire departments and strategies that 

are focused on handling their public relations and instances of online shaming. This shaming, 

which can be related to moral issues such as poor customer service, exploitation of workers 

or bad environmental standards, gives individuals of the public an opportunity to fight against 

big and powerful corporations (Gallardo, 2017; Laidlaw, 2017; Solove, 2007, p. 92-93).  

 

There are, however, cases of online shaming against individuals that have been raised within 

previous research as having resulted in positive change. Billingham and Parr (2019, p. 2) give 

the example of a U.S. sports fan who, during a live broadcasted TV-interview with a sports 

journalist, made a sexist comment. As the interview went viral the sports fan was shamed 

online, which led him to not only publicly apologize to the journalist, but he also “made a 

donation to a male-led group seeking to make men take more responsibility to stop violence 

against women and voluntarily attended sensitivity training”. Both the journalist and those 

who practiced the online shaming accepted his apology. This case is discussed as an example 

of how online shaming can have positive outcomes.  

 

To conclude, while there might be some who practice online shaming in order to reap 

reputational benefits, previous research suggest that many practice online shaming with good 

intentions in mind and that they, in fact, are more socially responsible than those who do not 
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practice it. Due to the way in which online shaming draws on the decentralized power of 

moral outrage, it can enable otherwise disadvantaged groups to have their voices heard and it 

can provide a sense of empowerment. Thus, online shaming can be used to counteract both 

social issues and to hold those in power accountable for moral violations.  

 

2.3 Summary and contribution  

The previous research reviewed above highlights how a vast number of scholars have 

directed their attention towards moral outrage as well the shaming practices that in this thesis 

are understood as a communicative form of moral outrage. In sum, moral outrage has been 

shown to arise when someone else is perceived to have violated a moral norm (e.g., Montada 

& Schneider, 1989; Thomas et al., 2009). It has been defined in terms of an emotional 

component, consisting of anger and disgust (e.g., Rothschild & Keefer, 2017; Salerno & 

Peter-Hagene, 2013), as well as an action component of condemnation that is triggered by 

these emotions (de Rivera et al., 1994; Haidt, 2003, p. 855; Thomas et al., 2009). 

Consequently, moral outrage is said to motivate individuals to partake in and express such 

outrage through shaming practices (Crockett, 2017; Haidt, 2003, p. 855).  

 

The power of moral outrage has been utilized by legal institutions through public shaming 

penalties - historically by making bodily punishments into public spectacles and currently by 

publicly connecting an individual’s identity to her criminal offenses (e.g., Azman, 2010; 

Goldman, 2015; Hess & Waller, 2014; Klonick, 2016). Due to technological progress, the 

power of moral outrage has become decentralized and can now be expressed in the form of 

online shaming - directed against those who have committed both criminal and non-criminal 

moral violations and practiced by individuals of the public without legal endorsement (e.g., 

Basak et al., 2019; Billingham & Parr, 2019; de Vries, 2015; Ingraham & Reeves, 2016; 

Skoric et al., 2010). Because of this, moral outrage has become “all the rage online” 

(Crockett, 2017).  

 

While previous research has largely focused on why moral outrage arises and how it affects 

the actions taken by the individual who experiences the outrage (e.g., Crockett, 2017; de 

Rivera et al., 1994; Haidt, 2003, p. 855; Thomas et al., 2009), several studies have 
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emphasized that moral outrage, expressed in the form of online shaming, is likely to have 

severe psychological, social and financial implications for the subjected individual (e.g., 

Billingham & Parr, 2019; Cheung et al., 2014; Klonick, 2016; Laidlaw, 2017). Although 

these studies point to important aspects of being subjected to moral outrage online, they draw 

on theoretical discussions, anecdotes or single cases from the media, rather than a systematic 

examination of empirical material. Media content may, for example, not take the subjected 

individuals’ understanding into account and if it does such content may be tainted by a media 

logic of presenting experiences in a spectacular or sensationalized manner. Thus, these 

studies cannot fully uncover individuals’ understandings and experiences of moral outrage 

online. Accordingly, there is a need for empirical research that provides an understanding of 

how moral outrage online is experienced by individuals who have been subjected to it.  

 

The contribution that the present study will make to the research field is threefold. First, it 

provides an insight into how individuals understand the situation where they were subjected 

to the moral outrage and the way in which they managed it. Second, it will highlight how the 

individuals understand the social consequences of being subjected to such outrage. Third, it 

will shed light on how these individuals understand the impact of the moral outrage on their 

sense of self when they were subjected to the outrage. Therefore, unlike previous research, 

the present study will showcase the perspective of those who have been subjected to moral 

outrage online and, through interviews, bring forth their first-hand understanding of such 

outrage.  
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3. Theoretical framework  
This chapter presents the study’s theoretical framework, which draws on the interactionist 

and symbolic interactionist tradition within sociological social psychology. The first section, 

Framing and understanding, outlines Erving Goffman’s (1974) theory on framing, which 

concerns how individuals define and understand situations and act accordingly. In the current 

study, the concept of framing is used to make sense of how the interviewees understand the 

situation where they were subjected to moral outrage and the way in which they managed it. 

The second section, Moral deviance and stigmatization, draws on Howard S. Becker’s (2006) 

ideas about deviance and Goffman’s (1963) theory on stigmatization. These theories are used 

to discuss framing in relation to moral violations and power, as well as the interviewees’ 

understanding of the social consequences that followed when they were subjected to moral 

outrage online. The third and final section, The social self and self-feelings, primarily draws 

on Charles H. Cooley’s theory on the looking-glass self, which is used to conceptualize the 

interviewees’ understanding of the impact of the moral outrage on their sense of self.  

 

3.1 Framing and understanding  

Erving Goffman (1974) takes the theorem advanced by Dorothy S. Thomas and William I. 

Thomas, which states that “if men define situations as real, they are real in their 

consequences” (Thomas & Thomas, 1928, p. 572), as his point of departure when 

formulating his theory on the organization of experience. While Goffman (1974, pp. 1-2) 

agrees with the theorem in the sense that situations are always defined, he also stresses that 

individuals do not necessarily intentionally create this definition. Instead, he points to the 

very ordinary and taken for granted nature of these definitions. Because, according to 

Goffman (1974, p. 8), when individuals find themselves in any social situation, they will have 

to make sense of the situation by answering the implicit or explicit question of what it is that 

is going on in the current situation. Our subjective answer to this question will govern our 

involvement, actions and response in the situation. It is this action-governing answer, that is, 

our definition of the situation, that Goffman (1974, pp. 10-11) denotes as a frame.  

 

The most basic kind of frames that are applied to everyday life are primary frameworks, 

which work as a “schemata of interpretation” when individuals are trying to make sense of 
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and ascribe meaning to what would otherwise be a meaningless situation. Goffman (1974, pp. 

21-22) suggests that there are natural frameworks - when events are perceived as 

unintentional or unguided and due to natural factors rather than human agency. In addition, 

there are social frameworks - applied to situations perceived as the guided doing of someone 

with a will and intent. In the current study, the focus is on social frameworks and how 

situations and actions come to be interpreted with regards to people’s intentions.  

 

Although individuals usually apply similar frames to a situation, thereby enabling a shared 

understanding of what is going on, there are instances when individuals interpret situations 

differently (Goffman, 1974, p. 26). This means that it is possible for the same situation or 

action to be understood differently by different individuals and, also, that what one believes is 

really going on might in fact be a misunderstanding or a joke (Goffman, 1974, pp. 9-10). 

What this implies is, according to Goffman (1974, p. 83), that frames are vulnerable to 

various transformations. 

 

Goffman (1974, pp. 43-44) uses several concepts to describe different kinds of 

transformations. One is keying, which occurs when a situation or action, already meaningful 

due to an applied primary framework, acquires a new meaning. This means that the situation 

becomes understood as something quite different. The example of a keying that is provided 

by Goffman (1974, p. 41) is the situation in which what at first appears as a real fight turns 

out to be a play fight. Another type of transformation is fabrications. Similar to keyings, 

fabrications are based on already meaningful situations and actions. In instances of 

fabrication there are, however, one or several individuals who actively make an effort so that 

other individuals will acquire a false impression or understanding of what it is that is actually 

going on in a particular situation (Goffman, 1974, pp. 83-84). A fabrication can also be 

indirect. This is the case when individual A, by uncovering and sharing a selection of 

discrediting facts about individual B, creates a deceptive definition of individual B in order to 

convince individual C to have certain beliefs about individual B. Such fabrications often 

result in an inability for individual B to convince individual C that she has been 

misrepresented or misunderstood (Goffman, 1974, pp. 107-108).  
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Despite the fact that individuals tend to take precautions in advance so that a situation or 

action is not misunderstood (Goffman, 1974, p. 328) and although context often rules out 

incorrect understandings (Goffman, 1974, pp. 440-441) errors and disputes do nonetheless 

occur. Individuals can easily, due to a lack of information or the wrong information, 

misframe what is going on in a social situation (Goffman, 1974, p. 308). While misframing 

has to do with the errors in respect to primary frameworks, miskeyings concerns errors that 

are made in relation to keyings. Miskeyings are one of the most common errors that are made 

and occur when individuals neglect to key a situation or action in the way it was intended to 

be keyed. This is, for example, the case when individuals, for one reason or another, do not 

key an unserious comment or joke and instead treat the utterance as a literal and serious 

statement (Goffman, 1974, pp. 311-314). If the individuals involved in a situation are not able 

to align their frames and, thereby, find themselves in disagreement about what is going on, 

like in the case of miskeying described above, a frame dispute is likely to transpire (Goffman, 

1974, p. 322). The likelihood of such a frame dispute is especially high when there is a frame 

that somehow discredits an individual involved in the situation (Goffman, 1974, p. 327).  

 

Furthermore, when a frame dispute transpires it sets the stage for what Goffman (1974, pp. 

338-339) calls clearing the frame. A clear frame infers that everyone involved in the situation 

has the same understanding of what is going on and are aware that their understanding is 

aligned and shared with others. In order to achieve this clear frame, it is common that those 

who, for one reason or another, feel that they have been misunderstood or misrepresented by 

others try to account for their actions and explain themselves. This individual will, however, 

feel hesitant to argue that there has been fabrication or miskeying involved, because it might 

then be perceived that she is trying to avoid responsibility. Due to this there is a tendency for 

the individual to suspect that others will be sceptical of the way in which she accounts for the 

situation and this, in turn, can make her reluctant to attempt to clear up the situation at all 

(Goffman, 1974, pp. 323-324). Goffman (1974, p. 480) argues that this reluctance is inherent 

to so-called frame traps, which is described as a sense of being trapped and not being able to 

explain or defend oneself, because any clarifying effort or defense could potentially lead to 

further misunderstandings and disputes (Goffman, 1974, p. 485). 
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Goffman’s (1974) theory on framing is useful in the current study because it stresses that 

understanding is dependent on frames and that these frames, in turn, affect how one acts and 

manages any given situation. Thus, an action or statement that evokes moral outrage online 

must be framed and understood by some as a moral violation, despite the fact that it might not 

have been intended to be understood in such a way. Thereby, the concepts associated with the 

theory on framing enables the analyst to understand the situation where someone is subjected 

to moral outrage online as a social process of understanding. To further align this theory with 

the study’s focus on moral outrage, elicited by what is framed and understood as a moral 

violation, as well as the focus on the social consequences of such outrage, the next section 

presents theories on moral deviance and stigmatization.  

 

3.2 Moral deviance and stigmatization  

Much like Goffman’s (1974) theory on framing, the theory on deviance, put forth by Howard 

S. Becker (2006, p. 13), uses the Thomas theorem as its starting point when posing the 

fundamental question: who can define a certain action as deviant and what social 

consequences does such a definition have for the individual performing this action? Thus, 

unlike Goffman (1974), Becker (2006) focuses on who is able to frame an action as a deviant 

one and what wider social consequences this might have for the individual whose action is 

framed in such a way. Consequently, Becker (2006, pp. 18-19) rejects the notion that 

deviance is something that is inherent to particular actions. Instead, it is understood as a 

social process and it is this process that is the focal point of his theory (Becker, 2006, p. 23). 

More specifically, Becker (pp. 22-23) argues that it is the reaction to a perceived violation of 

rules of proper conduct that constitutes deviance. It is, in other words, something that is 

created in the interaction between the individual who has performed an action and those who 

react negatively to it (Becker, 2006, p. 26) and who publicly label both the action and the 

individual performing it as deviant somehow (Becker, 2006, p. 136).  

 

The most decisive element in regards to whether an action and individual will be understood 

as deviant is an initiative to punish the individual and make others aware of their wrongdoing. 

This initiative is taken by social actors who have the ability to enforce and apply their rules 

and moral beliefs to others (Becker, 2006, p. 107). These actors possess this ability due to 
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being in some kind of prominent social position that comes with economic or political power 

(Becker, 2006, p. 28). In contrast to Goffman (1974), then, Becker emphasizes how power 

enables certain actors to make others understand an action or individual in a particular way. 

These powerful actors are denoted by Becker (2006, p. 125) as moral entrepreneurs, because 

the social process of making an action and individual into a deviant one requires 

entrepreneurship. One such moral entrepreneur is the moral crusader, who finds that there is 

something evil and immoral that deeply disturbs her and that needs to be done away with. A 

crusader can exercise social control by encouraging others to sanction a violator, for example, 

by influencing how a particular action is understood by others so that these others will deem 

the action immoral or improper (Becker, 2006, p. 61). In relation to Goffman’s (1974) theory 

on framing, the moral crusader can be understood to have the power to establish a new frame 

that recasts an action into a moral violation. Once a crusader has provided invaluable 

publicity to the action it is hard for the public to ignore it (Becker, 2006, p. 108). It is, 

nonetheless, common that the crusader’s moral campaign against a particular action or 

individual is supported and joined by individuals who are driven by motives that are “less 

pure than those of the crusader” (Becker, 2006, pp. 125-126).  

 

Being publicly labelled as a deviant will have severe negative consequences for the 

individual’s social status and, in turn, her participation in social situations. After being caught 

in her action she will be perceived as immoral and undesirable in all respects and will be 

treated accordingly by being cut off from social groups or by, for example, being denied 

work or by losing a current job. The reason for this isolation is not the performed action in 

itself, but rather the publicity given to and the negative reactions directed against this action 

(Becker, 2006, pp. 39-42). This is, according to Becker (2006, p. 136), an implication of the 

stigmatization that often follows once an individual has been labelled as a deviant.  

 

Similar to Becker’s (2006) understanding of deviance as a social process, Goffman (1963), 

pp. 137-138) emphasizes that stigmatization is a social process. In this process, individuals 

take on one of two roles: the stigmatized or the normal. Thus, the normal and the stigmatized 

are not a pre-established set of individuals who possess or lack undesired attributes, but rather 

it is something that one becomes in particular social situations and in relation to others. This 
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resonates well with Goffman’s (1974) concept of framing: our understanding of what is going 

on in a particular situation depends on a frame and this frame can at times mean that some 

people take the role of normals against others who take on the role as stigmatized.  

 

The type of stigma that is relevant for the present study is what Goffman (1963, pp. 4-5) 

denotes as “blemishes of individual character”, rather than stigma related to physical or tribal 

attributes. According to Goffman (1963, pp. 69-71) the stigma can take on a particular form 

when an individual acquires what he denotes as ill-fame due to a brief incident or wrongdoing 

being brought to the general public’s attention by the mass media. This form of stigma entails 

that there are individuals who “know ill” of the individual, despite that they have never met 

her themselves. The individual will, in other words, be assigned a negative public image and 

become known to a large number of others based on this image. Thus, the individual who 

carries a stigma and acquires ill-fame may become discredited if she assumes that her stigma 

is already known about, as opposed to being discreditable if the opposite is assumed 

(Goffman, 1974, p. 4). Regardless, Goffman (1963, pp. 13-14) describes how so-called mixed 

contacts, where the normals and the stigmatized encounter one another, causes the 

stigmatized to experience a sense of insecurity in regards to how the normals will identify 

and treat her. This insecurity also pertains to the stigmatized individual’s sense of never 

knowing what others are actually thinking about her.  

 

Furthermore, Goffman (1963, pp. 19-20) acknowledges that although stigma, much like the 

label of being a deviant described by Becker (2006, p. 41), often leads to being cut off from 

society, there tend to be individuals who will sympathize with the stigmatized individual. 

These sympathetic others who the stigmatized individual can find comfort with and support 

from can be divided into two groups: the own and the wise. The own are individuals who 

have experiences of bearing a stigma similar to the one carried by the stigmatized individual. 

Therefore, interaction with this group can provide the stigmatized individual with moral 

support and a sense of community and comfort. Mere publications written by or about the 

own can, in fact, provide such comfort as well as it often voices emotions that the individual 

finds relatable (Goffman, 1963, p. 25). The second group, the wise, are normal individuals 

who may be accepting and supportive of the stigmatized individual despite her failings and in 

whose company the individual will feel at ease (Goffman, 1963, p. 28). Their support can, in 
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fact, provide normalization to the stigmatized as it shows other normals that it is possible to 

treat the stigmatized individual as one of them (Goffman, 1963, pp. 30-31). 

 

Moreover, the wise are usually individuals who have some sort of relationship with the 

stigmatized individual, such as family members, friends or other acquaintances. This relation 

and the acceptance and support that it might entail does, however, come with certain 

consequences. A wise individual will very likely be forced to share some of the stigma that 

the stigmatized individual, to whom she is connected, carries. If the wise individual chooses 

to preserve her relation to the stigmatized and embraces this consequence, referred to as a 

courtesy stigma, she too will have to face the negative judgment of other normal individuals. 

Due to this ability of stigma to spread from one individual to another, relations between a 

stigmatized individual and normals “tend either to be avoided or to be terminated” (Goffman, 

1963, pp. 30-31).  

 

Becker (2006) and Goffman (1963) conceptualizes in broad terms what it might mean 

socially for someone to have their action or statement framed as morally deviant and how 

different people, such as moral crusaders, normals, stigmatized, the own and the wise, might 

play a part in how someone understands their experience of being subjected to moral outrage 

online. To further specify the impact of moral outrage on an individual’s sense of self, the 

theoretical framework also includes concepts that highlight how one’s sense of self arises in 

relation to others. 

 

3.3 The social self and self-feelings 

The notion of the self as social stems, for Charles H. Cooley (1902, pp. 35-37), from an 

organic understanding of the relation between society and the individual. This kind of 

understanding puts emphasis on how society and the individual are, in fact, inseparable from 

one another. Following this line of thought, Cooley (1907) argues that an individual’s 

awareness of society (social consciousness) cannot be dissociated from the individual’s 

awareness of herself (self-consciousness). This is due to the fact that it is essentially 

impossible for an individual to imagine or think of her own self without some sort of 

reference to one or several other individuals. The self is, in other words, shaped within our 
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social life and in relation to specific or general others (Cooley, 1902, p. 179). Thus, this 

notion of the self stresses that an individual’s sense of self may, in fact, be shaped by the 

moral outrage that is expressed against her online once her action or statement is framed as a 

moral violation deserving of such outrage.  

 

The conception that the self is social and, thereby, dependent on how others perceive us is the 

foundation for what Cooley (1902, pp. 183-184) denotes as the looking-glass self. Individuals 

regularly use mirrors to view their face, body and attire and, depending on if what they see in 

the mirror corresponds to what they want it to look like, it will bring about positive or 

negative feelings. In a similar manner, individuals use others as mirrors that reflect their 

selves. Therefore, the previously mentioned reference that is made to others when thinking of 

one’s self often takes the form of a more or less definite imagination of how one’s self 

appears and is judged in the minds of these others, which, in turn, produces a self-feeling.  

 

There are two main self-feelings: shame and pride (Cooley, 1902, p. 184). Shame, on the one 

hand, is a negative self-feeling that is brought about when an individual imagines that her 

appearance is depreciated in the minds of one or several other individuals. When such 

depreciation is not or cannot be dismissed for one reason or another the negative judgment of 

the individual’s self is instead accepted and internalized (Cooley, 1902, p. 243). Pride, on the 

other hand, is a positive self-feeling that Cooley (1902, pp. 232-233) describes as a rigid form 

of “social self-approval”. This self-feeling is experienced by an individual who is confident 

that she is liked and appreciated by the individuals whose opinions matter to her. Although 

pride, much like shame, is dependent on imagining how one appears and is judged by others 

it is more stable than shame. This means that pride enables an individual to dismiss and avert 

others’ negative judgments of her self that would otherwise lead to shame and, for that 

reason, she is less likely to be disturbed by blame directed against her. Shame and pride are, 

however, not the only self-feelings. According to Susan Shott (1979), who builds her theory 

on role-taking emotions on the symbolic interactionist tradition and some of Cooley’s (1902) 

conceptions about the self, guilt is also a negative self-feeling. Unlike shame and pride, 

which to a large extent arises when the individual imagines her self with reference to one or 

several specific others, guilt is the negative self-feeling that emerges in relation to more 
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general others when one acknowledges that one’s actions are at variance with a moral norm 

that one feels that one should conform to.  

 

Cooley (1902; 1907) and Shott (1979) highlight that specific or general others’ imagined 

judgments of one’s self or one’s actions are always used as a reference when thinking of 

oneself and that negative judgments expressed through moral outrage online may have 

differing impacts on one’s sense of self. To conclude, then, the study draws on the theory of 

framing to conceptualize the experience of being subjected to moral outrage online as a social 

process of understanding. It complements this theory with concepts related to moral deviance 

and stigmatization to stress the moral aspects of the frames relevant in the current study, as 

well as the social consequences that might follow when one’s action or statement, or even 

oneself, is framed as morally deviant and deserving of moral outrage. Finally, the study 

draws on concepts related to the self and self-feelings to make sense of how moral outrage 

online impacts the sense of self for those subjected to such outrage.  
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4. Method 
This chapter presents an overview of how the study has been carried out. The study’s 

approach, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), is first explained and motivated. 

This is followed by a section which accounts for the study’s data collection method: 

semi-structured interviews. Thereafter, the sampling procedure, the data collection 

proceedings and the analysis are described. The chapter is concluded with two sections where 

I reflect upon the study’s reliability and validity and account for the ethical considerations 

that I have undertaken throughout the study.  

 

4.1 Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

The methodological approach adopted in this study is Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA). This qualitative approach builds upon the classic phenomenological 

philosophy, mainly formulated by Husserl (1913/1962) and Heidegger (1927/1962; 

1975/1982), as well as the epistemological traditions of hermeneutics and idiography (Smith 

& Shinebourne, 2012, p. 73).  

 

The phenomenological underpinning of the approach entails an emphasis on understanding 

phenomena through the lived experiences of individuals and the meaning that these 

experiences have for them (Giorgi, 1997; Smith & Shinebourne, 2012, p. 74). Here, the 

underlying assumption is that reality is made up by individuals’ perception (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2014, p. 44). This means that any idea of a universal reality is rejected in favour 

of the notion that multiple realities are possible (Schütz, 1945), because situations and events 

can be understood differently by different individuals, at different points in time and under 

different circumstances. All of these alternative versions of reality are, within 

phenomenology, recognized as products of meaning-making and valid in their own right 

(Denscombe, 2014, p. 97). This approach is reflected in the aim of the study, which centres 

on individuals’ understanding of their experiences, rather than, for example, trying to 

examine what actually happened and whether moral outrage was justified or not. 

 

While focusing on lived experience and the meaning that this experience has for individuals, 

Smith and Shinebourne (2012, pp. 73-74) also stress the need to acknowledge that 
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“experience cannot be transparently extracted from people’s heads”. Instead, interpretation by 

the researcher is required. It is here, in relation to interpretation, that the hermeneutic 

underpinning becomes salient. IPA entails what is called double hermeneutics. Double 

hermeneutics refers to the specific challenges and affordances of studying social actors: not 

only are the individuals trying to make sense of their experiences, but the researcher is also 

trying to make sense of the ways in which the individuals are making sense of these particular 

experiences. The focus on meaning within IPA (Back & Berterö, 2019, p. 166; Smith & 

Osborn, 2015, p. 26) fits well with the present study’s theoretical framework since both 

partially draw on the symbolic interactionist perspective. 

 

The particular experiences of individuals are related to the third underpinning of IPA, 

idiography, which entails a focus on individual experiences rather than general experiences 

of a group. This means that an analysis within IPA can search for and find patterns among the 

experiences of those in the sample, but that the variations and nuances between these 

experiences need to be preserved and highlighted as well (Smith & Shinebourne, 2012, p. 

74). This, I argue, is especially relevant in the present study where the interviewees, although 

they share an overall experience of being subjected to moral outrage online, may have quite 

different experiences as the action or statement that elicited the moral outrage, as well as the 

context where the action was performed and the statement was made, are different.  

 

Accordingly, the three traditions that underpin IPA means that it fits the current study’s aim 

to examine how individuals understand their experiences of online moral outrage (Back & 

Berterö, 2019, p. 165; Smith & Shinebourne, 2012, p. 74). In addition, because of its 

explorative nature, IPA is especially useful in relation to “research topics that are relatively 

new” and where knowledge is limited (Smith & Shinebourne, 2012, p. 74). This is also the 

case in the present study, since there is a lack of empirical research on the perspective of 

individuals who have been subjected to moral outrage online. Finally, IPA is commonly used 

to study experiences that individuals have had reason to reflect upon. Therefore, situations 

that stand out from people’s everyday life, such as being subjected to moral outrage online, 

are suitable for studies using an IPA-approach (Back & Berterö, 2019, p. 165). 
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4.2 The semi-structured interview 

The data collection method used in the study is semi-structured interviews. As the study takes 

an interest in the individuals’ experiences of being subjected to moral outrage online, 

interviews can be considered an appropriate method since it can bring forth subjective 

reflections, understandings and feelings related to a particular phenomenon (Smith, Flowers 

& Larkin, 2009, p. 56; Trost, 2010, pp. 43-44). Moreover, because the method can provide 

rich accounts of first-hand experiences while still affording certain flexibility and openness in 

the interview situation, it is especially suitable for studies using an IPA-approach (Smith & 

Shinebourne, 2012, pp. 75-76). Unlike focus groups or participant observation, interviews 

allow for a consistent and intimate focus on one individual’s experience at a time as it is 

described by them (Smith et al. 2009, p. 56). Furthermore, the method is particularly useful 

when exploring topics that may be of a sensitive or private nature (e.g. being subjected to 

moral outrage due to a supposed moral violation), which could make interviewees reluctant to 

share their thoughts and experiences in a group environment (Gill, Stewart, Treasure & 

Chadwick, 2008).  

 

One potential methodological concern related to interviews is that interviewees might feel 

inclined to present themselves and their experiences in a particular way, both to the 

researcher and to the individuals who will eventually read about them in the finished paper 

(Wengraf, 2001, pp. 116-117). Although the interview situation may influence how 

interviewees talk about their experiences, the interview can, through the efforts of the 

interviewer, be a relatively neutral setting that encourages genuine reflection (Denscombe, 

2014, p. 190). Such efforts were made during the interviews by, for instance, trying to 

respond to their answers in a neutral and receptive way throughout the interviews so that they 

would not feel that they themselves, their thoughts or their experiences were being judged in 

any way.  

 

Another potential concern is the fact that the study’s interviews revolve around experiences 

of a situation that happened in the past. The interviews do, therefore, involve a retrospective 

element, which can create certain issues related to, for instance, interviewees’ forgetfulness. 

In order to minimize such forgetfulness, the interview questions were focused on the specific 
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situation where they were subjected to moral outrage online, rather than asking more general 

questions about the interviewees’ past (see Appendix 1. Interview guide; see also Repstad, 

2007, pp. 80-82). In addition to this it should be noted that it, within studies using an 

IPA-approach, is not relevant whether the stories told by the individual is true or false or 

whether their descriptions of a situation completely correspond to the actual situation itself 

(Back & Berterö, 2019, p. 167). By contrast, the study is based on the phenomenological 

assumption that the understanding of an experience necessarily stems from retrospection and 

a reflective attitude (Schütz, 1945, p. 535). The knowledge produced through the interviews 

will, thereby, be derived from the interviewees’ reflective attitude towards their experience of 

being subjected to moral outrage online.  

 

4.3 Sampling procedure and sample 

The sampling strategy used for the present study was purposeful sampling, which is the 

recommended strategy within studies using an IPA-approach. This strategy entails that the 

researcher identifies and selects individuals that have particular experiences of the 

phenomenon of interest (Smith & Shinebourne, 2012, p. 75). The current study takes an 

interest in individuals who have been subjected to moral outrage online. This description of 

the individuals of interest was, however, too ambiguous as it, for instance, does not define 

what is meant by moral outrage. A way in which such ambiguity can be handled is through 

the creation of sampling criteria (Nilsson, 2014, p. 152). In the present study two sampling 

criteria were created based on other scholars’ definitions of moral outrage and (online) 

shaming (e.g., Crockett, 2017; de Vries, 2015; Nussbaum, 2004, pp. 184-186; Rothschild & 

Keefer, 2017). The criteria stated that potential interviewees had to have: 1) performed an 

action or made a statement, in an online or offline setting, which other individuals of the 

public have treated as a violation of a moral norm and 2) faced the public expression of anger 

or disgust and public condemnation of the action or statement online by individuals to whom 

they do not have a personal relation with. These criteria meant, for instance, that individuals 

who have done or said something that merely their friends and family perceive as a moral 

violation and condemned in private would not fulfil the sampling criteria.  
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With the sampling criteria in mind I searched online for newspaper articles and other media 

content for cases where individuals had been subjected to moral outrage online. In order to 

maintain the interviewees’ confidentiality, the specific search terms used will not be 

disclosed. The process of contacting potential interviewees included several steps. First, if the 

case and the individual described in the article or media content fulfilled the sampling 

criteria, I searched for the individual on various social media platforms. Second, if the 

individual could be found, I sent a private message and briefly informed them about the study 

and requested their email address. Third, in case of response, I sent a formal interview request 

via email (see Appendix 2. Interview request). In some instances where individuals had an 

email publicly displayed on the social media platform the formal interview request was sent 

directly to their email.  

 

Because the study has an abductive approach (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008, p. 56), where 

theoretical choices have developed along with the empirical analysis, the aim has also 

developed somewhat since the interview request was formulated and sent out. Initially, the 

study aimed to explore how moral outrage online was understood and experienced both by 

individuals who had been subjected to moral outrage online and by those who had expressed 

moral outrage against someone else. Therefore, the aim in the interview request uses the 

broader and slightly more neutral term “moral standpoints”, rather than the more specific 

term “moral outrage”, which could be considered a form of moral standpoint. While it would 

have been ideal to have had the final aim of the study ready at the time of the interview 

request, it was more important to revise the aim in relation to the interviewees’ understanding 

of their experiences.  

 

Through the sampling procedure I obtained a sample of twelve interviewees who had been 

subjected to moral outrage online. This sample is relatively small, which is preferred within 

studies using an IPA-approach as it enables the researcher to examine each interviewees’ 

account of their experiences in depth (Smith & Shinebourne, 2012, p. 75). In order to 

maintain the interviewees’ confidentiality, the sample will be described broadly. Six of the 

interviewees identified as women and six identified as men. During the time of the interviews 

the interviewees were between approximately 30 and 50 years of age and lived in four 

different countries. The time since they had performed an action or made a statement that 
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elicited moral outrage online varied between a few months to almost a decade. The study’s 

sample is thus what Trost (2010, p. 137) would describe as heterogeneous within a given 

homogeneity, meaning that there is variation within the sample, but that all of the 

interviewees share the experience of being subjected to moral outrage online. This 

heterogeneity within a given homogeneity could be considered particularly appropriate in 

relation to the study’s IPA-approach as this approach attributes importance to highlighting 

both similarity and variation within individuals’ understandings of an experienced 

phenomenon (Smith et al., 2009, p. 38).  

 

4.4 Data collection 

In this section the study’s data collection will be presented. More specifically, I describe the 

interview guide and account for the actual interview proceedings.  

 

4.4.1 Interview guide  

The majority of the main questions within the interview guide (see Appendix 1. Interview 

guide) were of an open character, which is preferred within interview studies using an 

IPA-approach as it allows the interviewees to elaborate their answers more freely (Back & 

Berterö, 2019, p. 168). It is, however, helpful to have more specific follow-up questions 

connected to the open questions as interviewees may find these open questions to be too 

general or too abstract (Smith & Shinebourne, 2012, p. 76). Therefore, most of the questions 

in the interview guide had a number of follow-up questions that could help the interviewee to 

elaborate on and specify their answer to the main question even further. 

 

The initial part of the interview guide contained some simple background questions about the 

interviewee’s age, profession, usage of social media and the like. These background 

questions worked as a way to ease the interviewees into the interview situation (Nilsson, 

2014, p. 156; Smith & Shinebourne, 2012, p. 76). The next part concerned the interviewee’s 

more general thoughts on discussions about right and wrong online and was used to introduce 

the topic of moral outrage online. The third and final part of the interview guide was the most 

extensive and focused on the interviewee’s own experiences of such outrage. There was also 

a closing part where the interviewees were given the opportunity to add any information that 
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they believed to be of importance for the study. I also asked them if they would be 

comfortable with potentially receiving an email from me at a later stage if I was to have any 

further questions or needed any clarifications when transcribing the interview.  

 

4.4.2 Interview proceedings  

The interviews were conducted in either English or Swedish and lasted between 41 and 65 

minutes. They were all audio recorded using an audio recorder application. Out of the twelve 

interviews, eleven were conducted via a video call application of the interviewee’s choice 

(e.g. Skype or FaceTime). The use of video call applications when conducting interviews has 

proven to be a useful alternative to face-to-face interviews when a study’s interviewees are 

located outside of the researchers’ possible traveling distance due to financial or time-related 

restrictions (Deakin & Wakefield, 2013; Lo Iacono, Symonds & Brown, 2016). As mentioned 

previously (see 4.3 Sampling procedure and sample) the study’s interviewees lived in four 

different countries. I offered to travel to the interviewees who lived in Sweden, but only one 

interviewee accepted my offer. This interview was held at a quiet location suggested by the 

interviewee.  

 

Before the interview started, I provided the interviewees with information about the study and 

their participation, especially in regards to the ethical considerations that have guided the 

study (see 4.7 Ethical considerations), as well as the structure of the interview. It was also 

emphasized that there were no right or wrong answers to any of the posed questions. 

Mentioning this has proven to be an efficient way of handling potential reticence among 

interviewees when the questions might be perceived as being of sensitive nature for one 

reason or another (Legard, Keegan & Ward, 2003, p. 163) and it is, in particular, encouraged 

to mention this in interview studies using an IPA-approach (Back & Berterö, 2019, p. 168).  

 

Following from the interviews’ semi-structured nature, the interview guide was not followed 

strictly (Smith & Shinebourne, 2012, p. 76). If, for instance, an interviewee touched upon 

something that could be of interest for the study and there were no questions in the interview 

guide that was related to this, follow-up questions were formulated and asked on the spot. As 

the interviewees were talkative, it was also common that they preempted some questions 
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when answering another question. This meant that some of the main questions and several of 

the follow-up questions did not need to be posed to the interviewees.  

 

4.5 Analysis 

The audio recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim as soon as possible after each 

interview ended, which is a way to minimize the risk of forgetting thoughts or observations 

that are made during the interview situation (Aspers, 2011, pp. 155-156). Memos regarding 

the interview, such as emotional expressions and statements that somehow reminded me of or 

clearly contradicted another interviewee’s statement, were noted in a separate document. 

During the transcription process the interviews were also anonymized in terms of names of 

individuals, places, companies, years and the like. 

 

The analytical procedure was inspired by the analytical steps outlined by Smith and 

Shinebourne (2012, p. 77) as part of the IPA-approach. Initially, I read and re-read each 

transcribed interview closely, while also highlighting and making some brief interpretative 

notes in relation to accounts that could be of significance for the study’s aim and research 

questions. From these highlighted accounts and the initial notes that accompanied them, I 

constructed themes. Although these themes were aimed at reaching a higher level of 

abstraction, they were still based on the details in the interviewee’s accounts. During this 

stage of the analytical procedure the hermeneutic underpinning of the IPA-approach became 

especially prominent. The construction of the themes entailed the previously mentioned 

double hermeneutics (Smith & Osborn, 2015, p. 26) as I tried to make sense of the 

interviewees’ own sense-making of their experiences. It also entailed a movement between 

my understanding of the particular highlighted account and my general understanding of the 

interview as a whole, which I acquired through the close reading undertaken in the previous 

stage. This iterative process is reminiscent of what is known as the hermeneutic circle, where 

the parts are interpreted in relation to the whole and vice versa (Smith & Shinebourne, 2012, 

p. 77).  

 

When I had constructed several themes, I grouped them based on their similarities and 

formed clusters, such as Questioning one’s self. Once this had been done for each interview, I 
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looked for patterns and differences across all interviews. During this stage, I connected 

clusters to one another and ascribed them with master-labels. The previously mentioned 

cluster, Questioning one’s self, was, for example, connected to clusters labelled as 

Questioning one’s actions and Resisting judgments under the master-label Understanding the 

self in the face of moral outrage. Through this analytical procedure, I created three 

master-labels which guide the structure of the results chapter (Finding oneself in the hands of 

others, Becoming an outcast and Understanding the self in the face of moral outrage). While 

all interviews were analysed in their original language, some of the excerpts included in the 

results chapter had to be translated into English. Finally, during the process of analysis, I 

continuously refined my aim and research questions to address the patterns I found in the 

data. 

 

4.6 Reliability and validity  

The traditional notions of reliability and validity stem from quantitative research (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen, 2008, pp. 291-292; Smith et al., 2009, p. 179). Reliability does, in the original 

sense of the word, refer to the ability to replicate a study’s results. This idea is based on the 

assumption that individuals and their thoughts, opinions and actions are static. Such an 

assumption is problematic within the qualitative research tradition, which assumes that 

individuals are active, non-static, agents, whose thoughts, opinions and actions are 

continuously changing. Thus, in an interview study it is likely that an individual’s answer to a 

question might be different if the same question is posed at another point in time. Due to this, 

the reliability of qualitative studies may better be conceptualized as credibility (Trost, 2010, 

pp. 131-133). Credibility can be achieved by clearly accounting for methodological decisions 

and the ways in which data has been collected and analysed (Svensson & Ahrne, 2015, p. 25; 

Trost, 2010, p. 134). In the present chapter the ambition has been to exhibit such credibility 

by describing in detail how the study’s sample was obtained, how the interview guide was 

used and how the interviews themselves proceeded and was analysed. In addition, the 

analysis is exemplified with interview extracts (see 5. Results), which enables the reader to 

evaluate my interpretations and their credibility.  
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Validity refers to the degree of correspondence between what one is actually examining and 

what one intends to examine (Trost, 2010, p. 133). Within qualitative research reflections in 

regards to validity should be made throughout the entire research process (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2014, pp. 298-299). Already during the sampling procedure, two sampling 

criteria were created and these ensured that the interviewees had the experience that the 

present study intends to examine - namely, the experience of being subjected to moral 

outrage online. Furthermore, the interview guide was carefully designed with the study’s 

purpose in mind and the interview questions were discussed with both my supervisor and 

with other individuals to make sure that the questions were apprehended in the intended way. 

If a question, for one reason or another, was perceived to be unclear somehow the question 

was revised in order to strengthen the study’s validity. As mentioned previously, the study 

has also had an abductive approach, which means that I have developed the theoretical 

framework as well as my purpose and research questions in conjunction with analysing the 

interview data. Thereby, I have aimed to make sure that there is a close relation between the 

research questions, theoretical approach and empirical findings.  

  

4.7 Ethical considerations  

The study has followed the conventional procedures for ensuring ethical research in 

qualitative studies. For example, all of the interviewees were informed about the study’s aim, 

their role in the study and the voluntary nature of their participation. They were also informed 

that the audio recorded and transcribed interview would be stored in such a way that it would 

only be accessible to me and that the transcription would be anonymized (see Appendix 2. 

Interview request). The same information was also presented orally before the actual 

interviews. To provide this information was important from an ethical perspective as it 

ensured that all interviewees were aware of their rights as interviewees in the study and this, 

in turn, enabled them to give their informed consent to partake in the study (Vetenskapsrådet, 

2002, pp. 7-9).  

 

The primary ethical problem in the study was related to weighing the confidentiality of the 

interviewees against presentation of credible and transparent findings (Vetenskapsrådet, 

2002, p. 12). With morals being related to the topic of the study I was, from the very outset, 
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aware that the study’s topic could be considered to be sensitive. In order to make the 

interviewees feel comfortable about their participation in the study and answering questions 

that touched upon conceptions of right and wrong and experiences of moral outrage online, it 

was crucial that I could handle their confidentiality in a sufficient way. In addition to this, 

several of the interviewees in the study have been subjected to widespread negative attention 

from both the media and individuals of the public, which in some cases had resulted in 

doxing, online and offline harassment as well as death threats or other threats of violence. 

Knowing this made it even more important to ensure that personal information about specific 

interviewees was handled with great care and that the material they provided to the study 

through the interviews were stored in a safe manner. Therefore, both the audio recording and 

the transcription of each interview were stored on a password protected hard drive that was 

only accessible to me. All of the transcriptions were, as mentioned previously (see 4.5 

Analysis), also anonymized in terms of names, places or specific experiences or events that 

could enable identification of any of the interviewees in the study. Furthermore, when 

describing the sample (see 4.3 Sampling procedure and sample) a conscious decision was 

made to provide the reader with a more general description of the sample, rather than giving 

descriptions of each interviewee in terms of age, country of residence or gender. This was 

done as a more specific description could potentially enable identification of the 

interviewees. For the same reason the search terms used to obtain the study’s sample was not 

disclosed. 

 

In the results section, I present my analysis with interview excerpts, which is encouraged 

within IPA-studies (Smith et al., 2009, p. 109) and, as previously mentioned, it is also a way 

for the reader to judge my interpretations. However, to protect the confidentiality of the 

interviewees, I do not disclose which excerpts that have been translated and I do not discuss 

the specific action or statement that elicited the moral outrage for each interviewee.  
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5. Results 
This chapter presents the study’s analysed empirical results. In line with the 

phenomenological underpinning of the study’s IPA-approach, the chapter has a main part that 

presents the analysis in a data driven sense, followed by a part where this analysis is related 

to the theoretical framework. The first part has three thematic sections that address the 

study’s research questions and the individuals’ understanding of: 1) the situation where they 

were subjected to the moral outrage and the way in which they managed it, 2) the social 

consequences of being subjected to this outrage and 3) the impact of the outrage on their 

sense of self at the time. The second part summarizes these findings and links them to 

concepts of framing, moral deviance and stigmatization, as well as self and self-feelings.  

 

5.1 Finding oneself in the hands of others 

This section presents the interviewees’ understanding of the situation where they were 

subjected to moral outrage online and the way in which they managed it. The first two 

subsections concern how the situation was understood as a consequence of, on the one hand, 

influential initiators’ negative publicity and reactions and, on the other hand, the reframing of 

the interviewees actions or statements due to misunderstandings and misrepresentations. The 

third and fourth subsection deals with the interviewees’ understanding of the moral outrage as 

personal and inescapable and, in fact, unmanageable. Together, the subsections highlight how 

the interviewees understood the situation they found themselves in as being characterized by 

a sense of being in the hands of others.  

 

5.1.1 “it started snowballing” - The initiators and the followers 

A general understanding among the interviewees was that the moral outrage expressed 

against them was a consequence of the way in which some initiators reacted negatively 

towards their action or statement and, more or less explicitly, encouraged followers to 

condemn these actions or statements. Accordingly, the interviewees described the moral 

outrage as a process that was set in motion when an initiator gave their action or statement 

negative publicity on social media. Although the interviewees sometimes described their 

action or statement as non-ideal, they did not see the outrage expressed against them as 

equivalent to their supposed wrongdoing. A case in point is Natalie’s story of how 
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individuals with many followers on social media reacted to what she wrote and “made a huge 

deal out of it”:  

 

So these two people, who both have big names and big platforms locally and actually 
nationally, they sort of started this shit storm and it just… It just spiralled from there. Yeah, so 
you know if it had only been a couple of people… A couple of people with no… You know 
without a big platform, it wouldn’t have made a difference I don’t think. But because it was 
these people in particular, who have hundreds of thousands of followers then it… It got like 
this. 

 

Natalie’s statement highlights how the number of followers that the initiators had was 

perceived by her as decisive in regards to how the situation evolved and how it “spiralled”. 

Similar metaphors were recurrent in several interviewees’ accounts of the moral outrage. 

Paula described how “it started snowballing” after individuals, with hundreds of thousands of 

followers on social media, retweeted her statement, resulting in her name “trending on 

Twitter for the wrong reason”. Similarly, Amanda described how it “took off” once an 

individual, with thousands of followers on social media, reposted one of her old posts and 

held her accountable for it. According to Amanda, this individual “worked really hard” to 

ensure “that it [the post] got a lot of exposure”. These accounts suggest that the situation got a 

life of its own after a clear starting point in the initiators’ negative reaction and publicity. 

This is also visible in Sandra’s story: 

 

There was a handful of people. [...] They started sharing each other’s stories on Instagram and 
telling people to look at their accounts and she had a whole… This one girl, [initiator 2], had a 
whole highlight section on her Instagram dedicated to me and how terrible of a person I was. 
[...] So people could just go to her account and see what she had to say about me.  

 

In Sandra’s case, several individuals provided negative publicity to what she had said. These 

individuals, who had “a lot of followers” and who Sandra denoted as “leaders” (here termed 

initiators), cooperated by promoting each other’s Instagram-stories where they spoke 

negatively about her. The initiators labelled Sandra as a “racist” and  “white supremacist” 

because of what she had said. According to Sandra, most followers did not actually look into 

what Sandra had said. Instead, they appropriated the initiators’ negative stance towards her. 

Due to this, Sandra stated that she believed that “the majority just came to it [the situation] 

with that mindset already”. This understanding, that many followers did not look into the 
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supposed wrongdoing but instead trusted what the initiators were saying, was echoed by 

several interviewees. As Natalie and Daniel put it respectively: “the most vocal people have 

never read it [the statement]” and “some of them didn’t even see it [the action]”.  

 

When describing the moral outrage as a consequence of how certain initiators reacted 

negatively to their actions or statements and brought these to others’ attention, the 

interviewees emphasized that moral outrage is something 1) that anyone could be subjected 

to  and 2) that it was not directly elicited by their action or statement in itself. The first view 3

is visible in the following statement made by Sandra: “I don’t think anyone is safe from it 

[moral outrage]”. The second view can be seen in Jennifer’s description of how she had made 

the same statement “many many many times before” and how it had then just “drifted by”.  

 

Accordingly, rather than understanding the situation where they were subjected to moral 

outrage as a natural result of their actions or statements, the interviewees seemingly 

understood the outrage as a consequence of the negative publicity provided by an initiator. 

More specifically, it was understood as a consequence of an influential initiator’s negative 

reaction, which spread to followers who, in turn, acted on these reactions without necessarily 

examining the interviewee’s supposed wrongdoing. Thus, the negative publicity and reaction 

provided by the initiators could be understood as an initial and perhaps decisive step in the 

reframing of the interviewees’ actions or statements into moral violations deserving of moral 

outrage. This reframing, related to what the interviewees had done, said or who they were, 

will be elaborated on in the following section.  

 

5.1.2 “The way that I was painted” - Being (re)framed  

One of the interviewees, Natalie, likened the nature of social media and the online sphere 

with the game of “Telephone” , where “someone decides that this thing is wrong and bad and 4

then they tell someone else and they tell someone else and they just distort it as it gets passed 

along”. This notion was found among several of the interviewees who pointed to how the 

moral outrage was spurred by intentional or unintentional reframing in the form of 

3 Some interviewees did, however, acknowledge that certain social groups, e.g., people of color, immigrants or 
women, were generally more vulnerable to being subjected to moral outrage online.  
4 A game sometimes also referred to as “Chinese Whispers” or, in Swedish, as “viskleken”.  

37 



misunderstandings and misrepresentations in regards to their actions, statements or even them 

as individuals. Some of the interviewees described their statement as a joke and spoke about a 

loss of context that had caused people to misunderstand them and react negatively: 

 

But I actually think that it was people who thought it was funny who shared it first and then 
like… Then in the end it leaked out of this bubble to people who don’t follow me. Who don’t 
know me or whatever. [...] Then there is loss of context I guess. [...] They have no idea who… 
Who I am or anything and then it kind of gets those reactions because for them it’s not a joke. 
(Kevin) 

 

Kevin’s account exemplifies the way in which some interviewees’ statements were attributed 

a new, literal, meaning when they were spread and shared outside of their original context to 

individuals who did not know who they were. Due to this, what was meant as a joke was 

reframed and understood as something offensive that, in turn, spurred the moral outrage. 

William also spoke about how certain posts that he had written several years ago, with a 

sarcastic tone, were taken out of context. These posts were used to depict him in an 

unfavourable way: 

 

People were trying to use them [old posts] to represent me in a way… Calling me a racist or 
things like that, which you know are not… I don’t find to be true. 

 

Unlike the statement made by Kevin, William’s statement highlights an understanding that 

suggests that people intentionally took what he had written out of context and tried to 

represent him in an unfavourable and, according to him, false way. What William had written 

more recently, which had led people to look up and disseminate his year-old posts, was, 

however, also misrepresented. According to William, popular blogs and international news 

outlets with large audiences “framed” what he had written into the “perfect story” where he 

was made into the villain. As William put it: “The way that I was painted made me into an 

easy target and made me an easy person to be angry with”. This notion, that one was 

misrepresented by other people and that this spurred the outrage, was a recurring 

understanding among the interviewees. Paula spoke about how a misleading, or even false, 

narrative spread in regards to who she was and what she had written: 

 

38 



There was a lot of misinformation. First it started off with this narrative spreading that I was 
this rich, white, elitist person who wants to hurt a hardworking kind of like minority person. 
That’s how they sold it. [...] So most of them sold it as a racist attack against a working-class 
person.  

 

According to Paula the narrative described above did not correspond to the truth. She 

elaborated on it in the following way: “I was struggling financially. I’m not you know 

Caucasian as they claimed and I’m not elitist and I suffer personally from racism on a daily”. 

Paula’s statement was, in other words, reframed when she, as the author behind the statement, 

was misrepresented. Adding to this, Paula stated that the narrative made her seem like “this 

monster, vicious, racist, person” based on one single post online, despite that many of her 

previous posts focused on issues that mattered to immigrants. For Paula, the narrative that 

circulated was “unfair”, because she was reduced to being a monster and nothing else about 

her seemed to matter. The narrative was, nonetheless, picked up by both the local and 

national news, which meant that “everyone heard the story”. Other interviewees, like Jacob 

and Daniel, made similar accounts of how a misleading narrative was created and spread 

about them or what they had done. Jacob described a narrative, created by journalists, that 

was “not entirely truthful” whereas Daniel spoke about a narrative that was “completely 

made up” by particular news organizations and that spread to millions of people who 

“followed in that kind of anti-Daniel thing”. 

 

The interviewees’ accounts of the moral outrage expressed against them was thus dominated 

by descriptions of how their actions, statements or even they as individuals had been 

misunderstood or misrepresented due to reframing. In some cases, their actions or statements 

were reframed in a different light as they spread or were intentionally taken out of their 

original context. In other cases, their actions or statements were reframed as misleading, or 

even false, information about them as individuals started to circulate, while their previous 

actions, that might have rebutted the negative characterization of them, were not brought to 

the public’s attention. This reframing, where the interviewees were reduced to being villains 

or monsters, enabled a moral outrage that was understood by the interviewees to be both 

personal and inescapable. This will be explored in the following subsection.  
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5.1.3 “They play the man and they don’t play the ball” - Personal and inescapable 

A notion that was recurrent among the interviewees was that the moral outrage expressed 

against them was personal. The quote in the heading is the saying that Jennifer used when 

explaining how the vast majority of people who contacted her would resort to threats and 

personal insults, rather than stating that they disagreed with what she had said and explaining 

why they did so: 

 

Just ‘you’re disgusting. You should be ashamed of yourself’, but they’d often say that they… 
That you know they hoped I got raped and they hoped I… They hoped I got murdered. They 
were very very very rarely respectful. [...] Sometimes they would say you know ‘you are 
wrong and this is why’, but that was one in every thousand. Most of them were just having a 
go at who I was and threatening… Threatening and hoping that I came to violence or rape. 
[...] They would also tell me that I was fat and ugly.  

 

This personal and threatening nature of the messages that Jennifer received was reflected in 

several interviewees’ accounts of the moral outrage. They described receiving messages, 

comments and emails that contained personal insults as well as explicit threats or wishes that 

they or someone close to them would come to harm. Daniel, who much like Jennifer 

emphasized that people were not simply disagreeing with what he had done, described how 

people were “attacking” him and sending death threats to both him and his place of work. 

Paula too received death threats that, like in Jennifer’s case, were accompanied with personal 

and racial insults where people made fun of the way she looked and called her names such as 

“whore” and “bitch”. Another interviewee, William, described how he would receive threats 

of violence as well as “requests that I kill myself” and Kevin mentioned how people would 

express wishes that someone close to him would commit suicide so that he “would suffer 

properly”.  

 

Together with this understanding of the moral outrage as personal, the interviewees also 

understood the outrage as being everywhere and, thereby, inescapable. Paula described how 

she was under attack on every online platform like this: 

 

[...] it exploded on Twitter and then the attackers started finding me on different channels. So 
when they found me on Instagram, they started sending things on Instagram. [...] Sent me 
emails. Some of them saw me on LinkedIn. You know on Pinterest. They started like... 
Trying to find any online presence and attack me using those channels.  
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Paula’s description of a situation with attacks that she could not escape, starting on one 

platform and quickly spreading to others, was reiterated by several interviewees. An element 

that contributed to the sense of the situation as being inescapable was the intensity of the 

outrage, which resulted in thousands of emails and comments and unusable social media 

accounts. For instance, Lisa described how “the number and intensity” was “sickening” and 

Tom recalled how “all social media were totally unusable because there was such… Such an 

overload on them”.  

 

Some interviewees also faced outrage in an offline context. Natalie described how the moral 

outrage “went offline pretty quickly” and how “people were putting up flyers around the 

neighbourhood calling me [defaming name]”. In a similar manner, Tom recalled the 

following: “people started putting up pictures of me in my neighbourhood. In my stairwell 

and stuff like that”. Other interviewees, like Jennifer, had strangers turning up to her home. 

Adding to this, Jennifer stated that she also had TV-crews “at the door with microphones and 

cameras”. Similarly, Paula described how “it blew out of proportion” when reporters came to 

her home.  

 

The interviewees’ descriptions of the moral outrage show a situation that entailed personal 

attacks, rather than constructive critique focused on their supposed wrongdoing. What it also 

suggests is that the moral outrage was intense and inescapable due to it being expressed 

against the interviewees on numerous online platforms and, in some cases, offline as well. 

The next subsection focuses on the interviewees’ understanding of how the situation, where 

they were subjected to this personal and inescapable moral outrage, was managed - or not.  

 

5.1.4 “The way to make it stop would be to die” - An unmanageable situation 

Through the interviewees’ accounts of the ways in which they tried to manage the moral 

outrage it was evident that the situation they found themselves in was understood as an 

unmanageable situation. In several instances, the interviewees made attempts to manage the 

situation by explaining themselves: 
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So I replied to the first couple of people and one person was very very very angry. Calling me 
a ‘hateful despicable person’ and I replied to them very nicely and tried to explain myself and 
I even signed off my email ‘love Sandra’ and they wrote back to me like immediately saying 
‘you’re a terrible person. I don’t want anything to do with you. I hate you’ and like ‘I hope 
you die’. (Sandra) 

 

What Sandra’s statement exemplifies is not only how the interviewees’ explanations were 

harshly rejected and met with further outrage, but also how the interviewees were not treated 

as interlocutors worth listening to. This understanding was recurrent among the interviewees 

and is visible in the following statement made by Lisa: “most people were not interested in 

understanding my view on this”. The interviewees’ explanations, then, were largely rejected 

and made some people “even angrier”, as William put it. Adding to this, William stated that 

“they wanted me to apologize”. This expectation to apologize was acknowledged by many of 

the interviewees. While some interviewees, like Kevin, decided not to apologize because they 

had “nothing to apologize for”, others, like Leo, did not apologize because “for one reason or 

another, it [an apology] would not be good enough”. A few interviewees did, however, try to 

manage the moral outrage by apologizing publicly.  

 

The public apologies that some of the interviewees made were either completely rejected or 

only partially accepted and acknowledged. One interviewee, whose apology was rejected and 

accused of being a “non-apology”, was Paula. When elaborating on this, Paula said that 

“even if I had a better apology I think they would have attacked me. [...] They’ve already 

deemed me a horrible person”. Similarly, Daniel, whose apology was rejected because it was 

perceived as insincere, stressed that no matter how he would have apologized “it wouldn’t 

have been good enough”. Another interviewee, Amanda, recalled receiving mixed responses 

from people on her apology. Some were “very happy” with it, whereas others were “so 

angry” and accused her of apologizing for selfish reasons: “They were like ‘she’s only 

apologizing so she’ll get a deal with [company]’”. Jacob stated that many people accepted his 

public apology, but that the journalists who had previously written extensively, in a negative 

manner, about what had happened did not acknowledge his apology at all. As Jacob put it, 

they were “not interested in writing about it [the situation] then”. The accounts above 

showcase how some interviewees understood the moral outrage and the situation they found 
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themselves in as unmanageable and unresolvable, despite that they lived up to the perceived 

expectation to apologize.  

 

While some interviewees attempted to explain themselves or apologize initially, several of 

them decided to not make any further attempts to manage the moral outrage once their 

explanations or apologies had been rejected. Other interviewees did, from the very beginning, 

resort to distancing themselves from the moral outrage in various ways. One of them was 

Tom, who quickly “signed out from everything” when the outrage was expressed against 

him. He elaborated on his reasons for doing so in the following way: 

 

It’s really kind of impotent to get a lot of shit, but knowing like I can’t do anything. I can’t 
like start to answer one by one. Whatever I do now it will be interpreted in the wrong way. 
Like if I apologize, then that would be wrong. Like if I’m cocky now, then that would be 
wrong.  

 

Tom’s statement points to a perceived difficulty, or even impossibility, in regards to how to 

manage the moral outrage and resolve the situation that he found himself in. This perceived 

difficulty was shared among the interviewees. Sandra recalled how she “felt very stuck” as 

she realized that there was nothing that she could say to change people’s minds about her and 

William stated that he was “pretty much locked in” as he found that there was no good way to 

explain himself. Another interviewee, Natalie, explained how she felt like the moral outrage 

expressed against her would not stop unless she died: 

 

[...] I did think like ‘if I die, this would all go away’. And you know I would never actually 
kill myself, especially over something like that, but I did have this impulse just like: ‘this is 
never going to stop and the way to make it stop would be to die’.  

 

The interviewees’ accounts presented above suggest that they understood the situation as an 

unmanageable one. This points to a loss of agency in relation to the moral outrage. If they, on 

the one hand, made attempts to manage the moral outrage by explaining themselves or by 

apologizing, these explanations or apologies were treated as inadequate or were simply not 

acknowledged. If they, on the other hand, refrained from trying to manage the moral outrage, 

this was because of a perceived difficulty, or even impossibility, to manage the moral outrage 

in such a way that the situation would be resolved and the moral outrage would stop.  
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Thus, the interviewees’ understanding of the situation where they were subjected to moral 

outrage suggest that the moral outrage was elicited by initiators who reframed the 

interviewees’ actions or statements into moral violations and that it was spurred by further 

reframing due to misunderstandings and misrepresentations in regards to their actions, 

statements or them as individuals. This reframing did not only enable a moral outrage that 

was understood as personal and inescapable, but it was also understood as being severely 

limiting in regards to the interviewees’ possibilities to manage and resolve the situation. The 

interviewees did, in other words, find themselves in the hands of others. In the next section, 

the wider social consequences of this situation will be elaborated on.  

 

5.2 Becoming an outcast 

This section presents the interviewees’ understanding of the social consequences that 

followed when they were subjected to moral outrage online. These consequences are social in 

the sense that they are related to the interviewees’ relations to and interactions with other 

people. The first subjection concerns how the interviewees were treated as or, in fact, were 

contagious as some people refrained from supporting them in public in fear of also being 

subjected to moral outrage and as some people actually became subjected to such outrage due 

to their mere association with the interviewees. The second subsection addresses how the 

interviewees were publicly disowned by temporary work partners, employers, colleagues and 

friends. The third subsection relates to how the interviewees’ experienced an uncertainty and 

were on guard during interactions with other people in an offline context. The fourth and final 

subsection deals with how some relations, which entailed invaluable private support and 

where the interviewees were treated as full-fledged individuals, became particularly 

important as they made the moral outrage more bearable. Together, these social consequences 

were understood to have either mitigated or contributed to and solidified the interviewees’ 

positions as outcasts.  

 

5.2.1 “guilt by association is very real” - Being contagious 

Only a few interviewees received support in public when they were subjected to moral 

outrage online, but the occasions when such support was provided were understood as being 
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very important. A case in point is Tom, who recalled an occasion when someone supported 

him in public and described how this contributed to a “cognitive unlocking” among people in 

the sense that it all of a sudden was possible to be on his side. He further stated that he then 

“automatically became a little less infected by the plague”. Despite this seemingly important 

function of people’s public support, most interviewees testified that they received little or no 

support in public. As Amanda put it: “very few people backed me up in public”. This was 

also reiterated by Daniel, who stated the following when asked whether anyone publicly 

defended or supported him: “in the heat of things there were very few”. Lisa, who received 

some support in public on her social media, stressed that she received far more public support 

at a later stage from people “who had agreed but didn’t dare to say anything when there was 

such a hostile atmosphere”. What Lisa’s statement points to is an understanding that was 

prevalent among several of the interviewees - namely, that some people did not support them 

in public due to a fear of being subjected to moral outrage themselves. The interviewees 

were, in other words, treated as if they were contagious. Sandra and Natalie spoke about it in 

the following way: 

 

There were a couple of people who secretly supported me and they wrote to me, but they 
didn’t publicly support me. Which hurt, but I understood why. [...] I mean they saw what 
happened to me and didn’t want to go through that. (Sandra) 

 

It [providing public support] would be putting a bullseye on their heads. I totally get it, but I 
don’t care. You know what I mean? [...] Not a single one of them [her colleagues] has ever at 
one point ever ever ever publicly defended me. Even when… Even when I know they think 
I’m right. They don’t do it and that’s just a very like… It’s disheartening. (Natalie) 

 

Both Sandra and Natalie, then, understood why people did not support them in public, but it 

still “hurt” and was “disheartening”. When Natalie elaborated on her statement, she said that 

“guilt by association is very real” and that her colleagues never publicly defended her 

“because they’re afraid of being guilty by association”. This described fear of the moral 

outrage as a contagious spread appeared to be legitimate as some of those associated with the 

interviewees became subjected to such outrage as well. Natalie explained how acquaintances 

had told her that they initially had defended and supported her publicly on social media but 

that their friends had “attacked” them and that they, therefore, could no longer support her. 

As Natalie put it: “that sort of has severed you know relations between people I know and 
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their friends”. Similarly, in Paula’s case, those who publicly supported her on social media 

were “viciously attacked” and “got pretty much hammered” online. Following from this, 

Paula described how people became “scared” and instead supported her via private emails.  

 

In addition, some of the interviewees’ loved ones, who were merely assumed to support them 

due to their relation, also had to face moral outrage:  

 

[...] they took these old posts and they plastered them all over my [family member’s] 
Facebook, who had nothing to do with the situation. You know some of like the trolls went on 
to my friend’s Facebook memorial page. She passed away and her mom messaged me and 
said ‘why are these people saying these terrible things on her Facebook page?’. [...] I felt 
awful that everyone who was basically in my social orbit was dragged into the whole mess. 
(William) 

 

William’s described experience exemplifies the way in which some of the interviewees’ 

families, friends and partners also became subjected to moral outrage, despite the fact that 

they had nothing to do with the interviewees’ actions or statements. It was, in other words, 

their mere association with the interviewees that caused people to express moral outrage 

against them. Like William, who “felt awful” that his loved ones also became subjected to 

moral outrage, Leo described how he “had such a bad conscience” when his partner started 

receiving messages with personal insults. Thus, the interviewees seemingly blamed 

themselves for the moral outrage that was directed at their loved ones. This was made explicit 

by Tom, whose mother received calls from journalists who asked her if she felt like “a failure 

as a mother” because of what he had done: “it’s my fault”.  

 

Although explicit public support, in a few instances, was understood to have mitigated 

others’ negative perception of the interviewees and seemed to function as an important 

demonstration of the possibility to actually take the interviewee’s side, it was evident in the 

interviewees’ overall accounts that they received little or no support in public. This lack of 

public support was understood to stem from people’s fear of becoming guilty by association 

and, thereby, being subjected to moral outrage themselves. The fear appeared to be legitimate 

as those who either explicitly supported the interviewees in public, or merely were assumed 

to support them due to their relation with them, were subjected to moral outrage as well. The 
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way in which some people refrained from providing public support, as well as the way in 

which the interviewees’ loved ones were negatively affected, highlights how the interviewees 

were, in fact, contagious. The next subsection presents the interviewees’ understanding of 

becoming an outcast in relation to the people who not only refrained from providing public 

support, but who publicly ended their relationship with the interviewees.  

 

5.2.2 “they dissociated themselves from me” - Being publicly disowned 

A central theme in the interviewees’ understanding of what made the moral outrage so 

socially damaging was how temporary work partners, employers, colleagues and friends had, 

in fact, ended their relationship with the interviewees in public. They were, in other words, 

publicly disowned due to the moral outrage. Amanda was one of the interviewees who 

accounted for such an experience. She described how a company that she was working with 

at the time received hundreds of comments on one of their social media accounts about her 

statement. Following this, the company took action in public: “they made a public 

announcement and said that ‘we’ve terminated our contract with Amanda’, without even 

telling me”. A similar experience was described by Jacob. He recalled how a company that he 

had previously worked with, after seeing the moral outrage expressed against him, decided to 

“publicly communicate” that they were ending their contract with him, despite that this 

contract had already ended. Such actions, taken by temporary work partners in public, 

solidified that the interviewees were on their own as outcasts.  

 

Five of the interviewees were fired from their jobs in the wake of the moral outrage expressed 

against them. In several of these instances, the employer publicly announced the dismissal 

and clearly dissociated themselves from the interviewee. A case in point is Leo, who 

described his employer’s actions in the following way: 

 

After all these angry reactions came in and people wrote messages to [the employer] about 
what I had written and all of that they [the employer] went on social media and just declared 
that I had been fired and that… Just more or less that they dissociated themselves from me.  

 

Leo’s statement shows how it was seemingly not enough for his employer to fire him. 

Instead, they had to publicly announce it and publicly dissociate themselves from him. In a 
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similar manner, Daniel, who was also fired from his job, described how his employer “put a 

press release out” where they stated that they had fired him after all the threats that both he 

and they had received as part of the moral outrage.  

 

For other interviewees, it was colleagues and friends that publicly disowned them. One 

interviewee, Natalie, described how a colleague, who had previously read what Natalie had 

written without having any issues with it, made a public statement saying that she was so 

appalled by it that she would never work with Natalie again. As Natalie put it herself: “once 

she saw the reactions she just turned immediately”. Natalie further explained how several of 

her friends “distanced themselves” from her on social media and how an ex-partner, with 

whom she had previously been on good terms, did a “literal call-out” and denounced her in a 

post on social media. Sandra recalled a similar experience with several of her friends: 

“because of the association with me and what people were calling me, they didn’t want to be 

associated and publicly denounced me online”. Even friends, who could not be connected to 

Sandra based on her social media accounts, publicly disowned her. According to Sandra, they 

did this as “sort of like protection. A shield in case anyone did ever find out”. This statement 

made by Sandra, as well as the public nature of the way in which people disowned the 

interviewees, suggest that the disownment was understood as an action that was directed 

towards and meant to be seen by those who expressed moral outrage against the interviewees. 

The action did, nonetheless, result in very real consequences for the interviewees who made 

accounts that indicated that they, due to being publicly disowned, became or felt socially 

isolated. Tom, who was fired from multiple jobs and became “blacklisted” within his line of 

trade, described how he experienced “true alienation”. Similarly, Sandra stated that it was 

“very very isolating” to have both friends and business partners publicly disown her and 

Daniel stated that he, at the time, felt “so rejected and alone”.  

 

Thus, the interviewees’ accounts of the ways in which various work relations and friendships 

were put to an end suggest that the moral outrage, rather than their actions or statements in 

themselves, was understood to have caused some individuals to not only disown them, but to 

do so in a very public manner. Consequently, being publicly disowned solidified, for others 

as well as the interviewees themselves, that they were social outcasts in isolation. In the next 
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and final subsection, the interviewees’ positions as outcasts is presented in relation to the 

uncertainty that they experienced in encounters with people in an offline context.  

 

5.2.3 “a sense of walking on eggshells” - Being on guard  

As the moral outrage for the most part was expressed against the interviewees online, as well 

as being reiterated and reported on by the mass media, the interviewees’ supposed 

wrongdoing was readily available for anyone to see or find. Natalie described it as “a 

permanent record” and said that it became “a known fact” among the general public in her 

hometown that she, because of what she had written, was hostile towards a particular social 

group. Similarly, Paula stated that her supposed wrongdoing and what was said about her 

online was something that she would “have to deal with forever” and Daniel spoke of a 

“public persona” that he became associated with and that he and others always had to deal 

with. Consequently, there was always a possibility that the people they came in contact with 

in an offline context would have a negative perception of them. This meant that the 

interviewees continuously experienced an uncertainty in regards to whether or not people 

would know about their supposed wrongdoing and have a hostile attitude towards them. They 

were, in other words, always on guard. For example, Tom explained how he had to “quickly 

read the situation” and that he experienced “a sense of walking on eggshells” when meeting 

other people. He elaborated on this in the following way:  

 

I didn’t know if people were very angry then. [...] Like some people could be like they 
thought it was nice to see me. That I was on my feet. And others kind of thought that I was 
leprosy.  

 

This understood uncertainty in terms of whether or not people would be angry was reflected 

in other interviewees’ accounts as well. Leo compared new encounters with being on “a 

minefield” and said that “I never knew if people would recognize me and be angry with me”. 

Similarly, Natalie stated that she, to this day, is “very sort of reluctant to meet new people, 

because I don’t… I don’t know what the reactions are going to be”. 

 

Other interviewees displayed a suspicion in regards to what other people were actually 

thinking and saying about them. As Jacob put it: “one never knows what people are saying 
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behind one’s back”. This notion was also reflected in Paula’s account of how she “became 

very paranoid of people’s perception”. She described the following thought process: 

 
[...] you know sometimes I wonder if like people at my kids’ school ‘do they look at me 
differently?’. Because everyone heard the story. It was in the local news. The national news. 
[...] And I just wondered if now… Not close friends, but acquaintances treated me differently 
and I started being a bit paranoid. Like ‘I haven’t heard from that person in a long time, do 
they hate me now?’. [...] I saw this person you know and they didn’t say hi to me at my kids’ 
school: ‘is it because they think I’m a horrible person?’. 

 
Paula’s account highlights how she constantly put other people’s everyday behaviour in 

relation to the moral outrage and her publicly known supposed wrongdoing. Adding to this, 

Paula described how she had been looking for a new job for a long time without any success 

and how she kept wondering “is it because the employers are Googling me and deciding they 

don’t want to hire me?”. The same kind of uncertainty in regards to whether others’ decisions 

were related to one’s supposed wrongdoing was experienced by Daniel every time his 

employment in different projects came to an end: “I never know if they [hiring company] 

want to wind down the relationship because it [the project] feels complete or because they’ve 

Googled my name”. Paula’s and Daniel’s accounts suggest that they, due to their supposed 

wrongdoing as well as the moral outrage being readily available via search engines like 

Google, never knew if people acted towards them based on this information or something 

else.  

 

Because of the public nature of the moral outrage, the interviewees became known to some 

based on their supposed wrongdoing. Hence, they experienced uncertainty in regards to 

whether they would be treated as outcasts or not in interactions offline. Accordingly, this 

subsection showcases how the interviewees understood the experience of becoming an 

outcast in the sense of having to be on guard in social situations that were not even remotely 

connected to the action or statement that evoked the moral outrage in the first place. While 

this uncertainty, as well as the lack of public support and the public disownment, solidified 

the interviewees’ positions as outcasts, some people were understood to have mitigated the 

experience of becoming an outcast by treating the interviewees as full-fledged individuals. 

This will be addressed in the following subsection. 
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5.2.4 “they didn’t think less of me” - Being treated like a full-fledged individual 

The interviewees attributed great importance to their relations with loved ones and people 

who, much like themselves, had been subjected to moral outrage online, because these 

relations entailed invaluable support. A lot of the support that was given from loved ones 

consisted of reassurance that the moral outrage was a transient, rather than permanent, 

situation. Amanda, who stated that the support that she received from her friends, family and 

partner “felt really important”, recalled how these individuals had regularly sent her 

reassuring messages as the situation proceeded: “everyone texted me and wrote like ‘I love 

you’ and ‘this will soon pass’”. Similarly, Jacob recalled how his father, who he described as 

“very like supportive”, had reassured him that it would all “blow over”. In other cases, the 

reassurance was related to their supposed wrongdoing and them as individuals. Sandra stated 

that “they [family and partner] all assured me that I didn’t say anything wrong” and Leo 

stated that “they [family] kept saying that they didn’t think less of me as a person”. Thus, in 

these relations the interviewees were still full-fledged individuals in a severe but passing 

situation. 

 

The importance of the interviewees’ relations with loved ones became especially clear as they 

spoke about how they would not have been able to bear with the moral outrage without their 

loved ones’ support. As William put it when speaking about the support from his friends, 

family and partner: “it was a very difficult and traumatic situation and I was only able to get 

through it the way that I have with the support that I received”. In a similar manner, Natalie 

acknowledged the importance of having her partner there to support her: 

 

Like having like one person there who knows me really well, who… Who has sort of an 
unfiltered you know access to my opinions and values… And having that person there to 
support me was incredibly important and I think if I hadn’t had my partner it would have been 
much much much worse.  

 

When elaborating on this, Natalie explained how her partner’s support mainly consisted of 

“just sort of being there” and making sure she took care of herself. Still, Natalie and other 

interviewees stressed that it was difficult to take loved ones’ supportive words to heart. Paula 

described how “it was hard to take in the positive” in the encouraging messages from her 

friends and colleagues. Like Natalie, however, she also stressed that the more practical 
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support, where people brought her food, books and sent her flowers, “really helped”. For 

some interviewees, then, the most important and helpful support merely consisted of loved 

ones being there for them. 

 

While all interviewees received support from some of their loved ones, several interviewees 

also came in contact with and received support from people who had also been subjected to 

moral outrage online: 

 

I have kind of a support system with [name of individual] and a couple of other people that 
have been through the same thing. So we… We communicate and support each other, which 
helps to have that… It has helped so much to have that community with them. (Sandra) 

 

For Sandra, then, it was helpful to talk to and receive support from people who had similar 

experiences. This understanding was reflected in other interviewees’ accounts as well. Lisa 

stated that it made her “feel a lot better” to talk to an individual who had received “an equal 

amount of shit” for a statement similar to hers and Natalie described it as “really helpful” to 

have “a conversation with someone who knows what it’s like when it feels like no one 

understands you”. Adding to this, Natalie stated that she read several books written by people 

who had been through similar things and that “it was helpful reading other people’s 

experiences”. This was echoed by Leo who explained how he, when reading blogs and books 

written by people with similar experiences, felt that he was helped “because it was all so 

relatable”.  

 

The interviewees’ accounts of receiving invaluable support and reassurance from loved ones 

as well as from people who, like them, had been subjected to moral outrage, suggest that 

these relations were understood as particularly important at the time. In these relations, which 

made the moral outrage more bearable, the interviewees were treated as full-fledged 

individuals in a severe but passing situation. The importance attributed to these relations and 

this support does, however, highlight the general understanding among the interviewees - 

namely, that this support was an exception to the overwhelming experience of becoming 

outcasts, either in terms of being treated as, or actually being, contagious, or in terms of being 

publicly disowned or having to be on guard in social situations. The next section explores 

how the reframing of the interviewees’ actions or statements into moral violations deserving 
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of moral outrage and others’ treatment of them as full-fledged individuals or outcasts, were 

consequential for their sense of self at the time.  

 

5.3 Understanding the self in the face of moral outrage 

This section presents the interviewees’ understanding of how the moral outrage impacted 

their sense of self at the time when being subjected to this outrage. The first and second 

subsection show how the moral outrage was understood to have made the interviewees 

question themselves (as being mistakes) and their actions (as making mistakes). These 

different senses of self were accompanied with, in the former case, feelings of shame and, in 

the latter, feelings of guilt. The third and final subsection is, as opposed to the previous 

subsections, an account of how a few interviewees neither questioned themselves or their 

actions, but instead resisted others’ negative judgments of them and their actions. Thus, the 

way that interviewees understood the moral outrage - as a reflection of their self, as an 

eye-opener in regards to their wrongdoing or, by contrast, as disregardable opinions of a 

bunch of strangers - had great importance for the impact that this outrage had on their sense 

of self.  

 

5.3.1 “am I a bad person?” - Questioning one’s self  

When the interviewees spoke about how they felt about themselves when they were subjected 

to the moral outrage, they made accounts that suggested that this outrage was understood to 

have had a negative impact on their sense of self at the time. More specifically, the moral 

outrage, which largely consisted of personal insults (see 5.1.3 Personal and inescapable), 

made them question themselves: 

 

The whole thing was just like really destabilising for my sense of self you know. It’s like you 
know all these people are just like screaming at me like ‘you’re a bad person’ so you know 
it’s difficult not to think like ‘am I a bad person?’. [...] It’s hard to keep what you know in 
your mind when there’s… When there’s such like a multitudinous insult against you. 
(William) 

 

Then reading those comments, that’s when it started to hurt. That’s when it dug deeper into 
my soul and even six months later or twelve months later as I read those comments and most 
of them had stopped, but you know there would be one or two fresh ones… You know newer 
ones. Oh my gosh, I could… I could only read it for thirty seconds or a minute and… And it 
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would just take me out so hard, because I just wondered if those people were right, you 
know? Was I the disgusting human being, despicable person, that they said I was? (Daniel) 

 

What William’s and Daniel’s statements exemplify is the way in which some interviewees, 

due to the continuous messages and comments from strangers telling them that they were bad 

people, started to question whether they, in fact, were bad people. When Daniel elaborated on 

how he questioned himself he stated that he, at that point in time, did not know who he was 

and that he, therefore, judged himself based on others’ judgments of him. As Daniel put it: “I 

was looking outside trying to define me”. Some interviewees questioned themselves in the 

same manner, but then based on the moral outrage expressed against them from people whom 

they considered to be their friends: 

 

One of these friends here in [city] wrote to me and I woke up in the morning and I read her 
email and I just… I actually got sick to my stomach and went to the bathroom and threw up. 
Just from the… Like I wasn’t physically like sick. I just… Just all of the emotions that built 
up. [...] Just ‘am I that terrible of a person?’. (Sandra) 

 

In Sandra’s case, she questioned whether she was a terrible person due to the emails that she 

received from friends who told her that they were going to denounce her because of what she 

had said. Adding to this, Sandra stated that “it hurts just thinking about that. What they think 

of me. That I’m a terrible person”. What Sandra, William and Daniel indicate through their 

accounts is that their sense of self was destabilized by an outside force that was strong 

enough to produce physical reactions: they were simply not able to ward off others’ negative 

judgments. 

 

Among the interviewees there were also some who took what people were saying about them 

to heart and more explicitly described how they accepted people’s negative judgments of 

them. A case in point is Leo who, when recalling how he felt about himself when reading 

what people wrote to and about him, stated that he “really started to feel like that shitty 

person that everyone else seemed to believe I was”. Similarly, Paula, who at the time suffered 

from panic attacks, depression and had suicidal thoughts due to the moral outrage, recalled 

the following line of thought: “I questioned myself: ‘am I really that horrible of a person?’ 

you know. ‘Am I really that bad as they think? Yeah, I probably am’”.  
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When Paula spoke about her sense of self at the time, she also stated that she “dealt with 

shame”. The experience of shame was something that several of the interviewees emphasized 

when speaking about how they felt about themselves during the time when they were 

subjected to the moral outrage. Amanda described how reading what people wrote to and 

about her was a “shameful” experience and that she “felt shame” during the time. In a similar 

manner, Jennifer described how she, in addition to feeling fear while reading the comments 

and emails that she received, also experienced shame: “Another part of me that felt a kind of 

a weird shame even though I didn’t think I had done anything wrong”. The shame 

experienced by Jennifer was, in other words, not something that stemmed from what she had 

said, but rather it seemed to be caused by what others were writing to and about her. This 

distinction was also highlighted by Daniel when he was asked how he felt about himself 

when reading what people wrote to and about him online:  

 

Shame. Hundred percent shame. There were many emotions, but the number one is shame 
and shame… I define shame as… As unworthy, not good enough and a mistake. Not that I 
made a mistake. That’s guilt if I made a mistake and I also had that, but the more primary 
emotion or feeling was shame, which is: ‘I am a mistake’.  

 

The shame was, in other words, a negative evaluation of the entire self, rather than a negative 

evaluation of their actions or statements. Daniel’s statement, as well as the other 

interviewees’ accounts, suggest that the moral outrage, with the explicit and continuous 

personal insults that it entailed, made it difficult to ward off others’ negative judgments. As a 

consequence, the interviewees experienced shame as they accepted the negative things that 

people wrote to and about them as part of the outrage. Thus, the moral outrage was seemingly 

understood to have had a negative impact on the interviewees’ sense of self. There were, 

however, interviewees who instead understood the negative impact of the moral outrage on 

their sense of self in terms of a realization that their action or statement had, in fact, been 

wrong. This will be explored further in the following subsection. 

 

5.3.2 “One does not act in the way that I did” - Questioning one’s actions  

The interviewees who questioned their actions described how the moral outrage had made 

them realize that their action or statement had been inappropriate or, in fact, wrong and it was 
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this that was understood to have had a negative impact on their sense of self. One interviewee 

who questioned his action was Tom. While Tom described how a majority of people 

perceived him as “something disgusting” after what he had done, he said that he did not 

believe that this had an impact on his sense of self. Instead, he spoke about his action: 

 

Maybe it’s my action more so that has affected how I see myself. I am… Like I know that I’m 
always capable of irrational actions. [...] I think that has affected my self-perception more. 
But that people think badly of me and stuff like that… I don’t think so.  

 

When Tom elaborated on his thoughts about his action, he stated that he would have liked to 

have his action undone, because when being subjected to the moral outrage he had realized 

that the action was “wrong”. He also stated the following: “Like I don’t think one acts like 

that. One does not act in the way that I did”. Tom’s statements, then, imply that he acted in a 

way that was at odds with how he thinks that one should act and this, in turn, had a negative 

impact on his sense of self. Leo had similar thoughts in regards to what he had written. 

Although Leo at first did not think that there was anything wrong with his statement, he 

stated that he due to the moral outrage “had a realization” that he should not have written 

what he did: 

 

I felt really bad about what I had written even though I had no bad intentions behind it. It’s 
like one probably shouldn’t write stuff like that regardless, so that definitely made me feel bad 
about myself as well. [...] It was like: ‘I should have known better’. It was wrong.  

 

Like Tom, Leo realized that he had written something that was at odds with what he thought 

that one should write, which then made him feel bad about himself. Leo denoted these 

feelings towards himself as guilt: “I would describe it as guilt. Feeling guilty”. Other 

interviewees also spoke about guilt in regards to how they felt about themselves when they 

were subjected to the moral outrage. While Daniel - as exemplified in the previous subsection 

- described shame as the primary emotion that he experienced, he also stated that certain 

aspects of what he had done “didn’t feel right” and that he struggled with guilt. Similarly, the 

shame experienced by Paula was accompanied by guilt. When speaking about this guilt Paula 

explained how she “made an error of judgment” when she wrote what she wrote and that the 

moral outrage made her realize that people “might have a point” in regards to what she had 
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written. Thus, Leo, Daniel and Paula seemed to experience guilt when reflecting on their 

action or statement and acknowledging that they had done or written something that they 

themselves acknowledged as being partially or completely wrong. 

 

The moral outrage, then, seemed to make some of the interviewees realize that their action or 

statement was at odds with how they believed that one should act and this, in turn, had a 

negative impact on their sense of self and caused guilt. There were, nonetheless, a few 

interviewees who made accounts that suggested that their sense of self was not negatively 

impacted by the moral outrage expressed against them. These accounts will be addressed in 

the subsection below.  

 
5.3.3 “I care about the opinions of people I respect” - Resisting others’ judgments 

There were a few interviewees who seemed to be able to ward off the negative things that 

people wrote to and about them online and who did not find that their actions or statements 

were at odds with how they believed that one should act. One of them was Kevin. He stated 

the following in regards to how he felt about himself when being subjected to the moral 

outrage: 

 

I never thought it was hard or anything like that when people were angry, because I knew 
very clearly where I… Where I stood and who I am. I know that those who I care about think 
I’m a decent human being, so it kind of didn’t matter to me what a bunch of strangers were 
saying about me online.  

 

Kevin was, in other words, not bothered by what strangers were saying about him online, 

because he was sure of who he was and knew that the people he cared about thought he was a 

good person. The same kind of reasoning could be found in Natalie’s account of how she felt 

about herself when she was subjected to the moral outrage and when people wrote to her that 

she was “an awful person” because of what she had written. She stated that she, during this 

time, could identify with how individuals who had been wrongfully convicted found comfort 

in that they and their loved ones knew that they were not guilty: 

 

When all of this was happening I would like listen to a podcast, like something like Serial or 
something with somebody who said they were wrongfully convicted of a crime and they… 
And they say things like you know: ‘the important thing is that I know that I’m not guilty and 
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my family knows that I’m not guilty’ and I sort of felt the same way. Like I’m not guilty and 
all of these people can think I am this awful person, but they don’t know me. [...] They don’t 
know me and ultimately what really matters is the opinions of people I care about. The people 
I love and who love me and know I’m a good person.  

 

Natalie’s statement highlights how she did not attribute any importance to what people, who 

did not know her, thought of her. Instead, she found comfort in what she and her loved ones 

knew about her and what she had written. Natalie elaborated on this further: 

 

I care about the opinions of the people I respect and if I don’t respect somebody I don’t care 
about their opinion. [...] Like if a bunch of people I like deeply respected had come out and 
said horrible things about me, it would have been harder for me. But these were mostly people 
who… Who I think are full of shit.  

 

According to Natalie, then, it would have been “harder” for her if individuals that she 

respected had said bad things about her. This indicates, like in the case of Kevin, that Natalie 

was able to ward off the negative things that strangers wrote to and about her because she 

knew that she stood well with the individuals whose opinions she cared about. 

 

To conclude, there were a few interviewees who did not believe that their action or statement 

was at odds with how they thought that one should act and who were able to resist others’ 

negative judgments of them. What seemingly enabled these interviewees to do so was a rigid 

belief that the people, who they cared for and whose opinions mattered to them, still 

perceived them as good people . These interviewees’ accounts suggest that the moral outrage 5

was not understood to have had an impact on their sense of self at the time. This contrasts to 

the otherwise dominating understanding among the interviewees - namely, that the moral 

outrage had a negative impact on the interviewees’ sense of self. This negative impact either 

entailed that the interviewees’ questioned themselves and experienced shame due to an 

inability to ward off others’ continuous negative judgments or it entailed feeling bad about 

oneself and experiencing guilt due to a realization that one’s action or statement was at odds 

with how one thought one should act.  

 

5 No particular patterns in terms of, for instance, type of supposed wrongdoing or amount of moral outrage that 
one was subjected to, was found in relation to the interviewees’ ability, or inability, to ward off others' negative 
judgments.  
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5.4 Summary and in-depth analysis  

This final analytical section summarizes and relates the empirical analysis to the study’s 

theoretical framework, which draws on the interactionist and symbolic interactionist tradition, 

with the intent of deepening the analysis of the interviewees’ understanding of their 

experience of being subjected to moral outrage online.  

 

Becker’s (2006) theory on moral deviance and Goffman’s (1974) theory on framing can be 

fruitfully combined to deepen the analysis of how the interviewees understood the situation 

where they were subjected to the moral outrage online and the way in which they managed it. 

The interviewees’ understanding of the moral outrage as a consequence of the negative 

publicity and reactions provided by initiators, causing an initial reframing of their actions or 

statements into moral violations, is reminiscent of Becker’s (2006) argument that deviance is 

the result of a social process whereby someone reacts negatively and publicly labels an action 

or individual as deviant. More specifically, the initiators acted as moral crusaders (Becker, 

2006) who, due to their big social media following, were in a prominent social position. This 

position enabled them to provide the most decisive element in regards to whether or not 

something or someone will be perceived as deviant - namely, an initiative to somehow punish 

the individual and make others aware of their wrongdoing (Becker, 2006). The initiators’ 

initial reframing convinced their many followers who, without actually examining the 

interviewees’ supposed wrongdoing, was understood to have acted based on this reframing 

when expressing moral outrage against the interviewees. The fact that these followers 

followed suit after being exposed to this reframing corresponds to Becker’s (2006) notion 

that it is hard for the general public to ignore a wrongdoing once a crusader has brought it to 

their attention.  

 

Moreover, the moral outrage was understood to be spurred by further reframing in the form 

of misunderstandings and misrepresentation. There was, in other words, unintentional or 

intentional transformations of a frame (Goffman, 1974). In some instances, the interviewees 

spoke about how their statements had, in fact, been intended as jokes. This intent, or keying 

(Goffman, 1974), with which these statements were written, were lost as they spread online 

and this inferred that the statements were reframed and misunderstood or, in Goffman’s 
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(1974) words, miskeyed. This miskeying, where the statements were attributed a serious and 

thereby offensive meaning, did, according to the interviewees, spur the moral outrage. In 

other instances, the interviewees spoke about the intentional spreading of a misleading, or 

even false, narrative in regards to what they had done, written or who they were. These 

described narratives, which can be conceptualized as indirect fabrications (Goffman, 1974), 

were either understood as being completely made up or only loosely based on a single 

discrediting action or statement made by the interviewees, rather than taking other facts about 

them or prior behaviours into account. The misleading or false narrative did, nevertheless, 

reframe the interviewees’ actions or statements in such a way that it was understood to have 

spurred the moral outrage expressed against them online. Thus, the influential initiators, as 

well as the miskeyings or indirect fabrications, reframed the interviewees’ actions or 

statements into moral violations and, hence, they constitute the machinery that was 

understood to have elicited the moral outrage expressed against them.  

 

Because of how the reframing described above dehumanized and reduced the interviewees to 

merely being moral deviants, it enabled and legitimized a moral outrage that was understood 

as both personal and inescapable. The extensive number of messages, comments and emails 

that the interviewees received, as well as the moral outrage that some faced in an offline 

context, predominantly contained personal insults and were of a hostile character. Thus, 

despite that the initiators encouraged condemnation of the interviewees’ actions or 

statements, the informal sanctions (Becker, 2006) that followed were focused on the 

interviewees as individuals, rather than their supposed wrongdoing. The moral campaign led 

by the initiators were, in other words, as noted by Becker (2006), quickly joined by 

individuals who had motives that were less constructive than the motives seemingly held by 

the initiators. Thereby, Becker’s (2006) theory on moral deviance enables us to understand 

how the interviewees were reduced to and treated as moral deviants based on a single action 

or statement that actually had been reframed.  

 

Furthermore, the interviewees’ described experience of being misunderstood or 

misrepresented can be seen as a frame dispute (Goffman, 1974) - the way in which they 

understood what they had done or said did not correspond to the way in which others, who 

expressed moral outrage against them, understood it. The interviewees’ explanations or 
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public apologizes, which can be considered as attempts at clearing the frame and thereby, 

aligning the different understandings (Goffman, 1974), were treated as inadequate or were 

not acknowledged and sometimes even spurred further outrage. Consequently, the 

interviewees expressed how they felt stuck, locked in and that no matter what they would 

have said or done, it would have been interpreted in the wrong way and it would not have 

changed people’s opinions about them. Thus, in line with Goffman’s (1974) notion that 

indirect fabrications often result in an inability to convince others that one has been 

misunderstood or misrepresented, the previously described reframing was understood to have 

limited the interviewees’ possibility to resolve the situation and exculpate themselves. This 

perceived difficulty, or even impossibility, to manage the situation can be conceptualized as a 

frame trap - a sense of being trapped and an inability to defend oneself without causing 

further misunderstandings or disputes (Goffman, 1974). Due to finding themselves in such a 

frame trap, which often causes a reluctance to clear the frame at all (Goffman, 1974), some of 

the interviewees decided to not attempt, or to make any further attempts, to manage the moral 

outrage. Instead, they distanced themselves from the unmanageable moral outrage. 

Accordingly, Goffman (1974) enables us to see how the reframing did not only dehumanize 

and reduce the interviewees to moral deviants, thereby legitimizing the personal moral 

outrage, but it also produced a frame trap from which the interviewees could not escape.  

 

The moral outrage was also understood to have had severe consequences related to the 

interviewees’ relations and interactions with other people, which either mitigated or 

contributed to and solidified the interviewees’ positions as outcasts in relation to those who 

bought into the previously described reframing. These social consequences can be understood 

with Goffman’s (1963) concepts related to stigmatization. The interviewees’ described 

experience of becoming outcasts involved an element of being contagious, which was evident 

in how they understood the lack of public support as stemming from a legitimate fear of 

becoming guilty by association. While a few instances of public support seemingly 

contributed to what Goffman (1963) denotes as normalization as it mitigated people’s 

negative perception of the interviewees and demonstrated the possibility to be on their side, 

the fear of becoming guilty by association made people refrain from providing such support. 

Others, who publicly supported the interviewees or were simply assumed to do so due to their 

relation, actually became guilty by association and had to face outrage themselves. This 
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avoided or acquired guilt by association can be understood as a courtesy stigma, which tends 

to infer that associations with the stigmatized are avoided or that those who are associated 

with the stigmatized also have to face others’ negative judgments (Goffman, 1963). To be 

subjected to moral outrage online did, in other words, mean that one was contagious, which, 

in turn, inferred that the interviewees became someone that one should steer clear of - an 

outcast.  

 

The interviewees positions as outcasts was further solidified when temporary work partners, 

employers, colleagues and friends, in line with Goffman’s (1963) notion that relations 

between stigmatized and normals tend to be terminated, publicly disowned the interviewees 

and thereby caused them to feel both isolated and alone. In the interviewees’ accounts of how 

people publicly disowned them it was also evident that it was not necessarily their supposed 

wrongdoing that was understood to have caused people to do so, but rather it was the moral 

outrage. The social isolation that they experienced as outcasts was, in other words, not a 

consequence of their actions or statements in themselves, but instead, like Becker (2006) 

points out, a consequence of the negative reactions that the moral outrage was comprised by.  

 

Due to how public this moral outrage was and how accessible the interviewees’ supposed 

wrongdoings were online and in the mass media, the interviewees seemingly acquired 

ill-fame - they became known to some, who they previously were not known to and whom 

they had never met, based on this negative information (Goffman, 1963). This ill-fame 

contributed to the interviewees becoming outcasts as it caused them to be on guard in social 

situations - they never knew how encounters with other people would unfold. More 

specifically, they never knew if people were aware of their supposed wrongdoing and the 

moral outrage that others had expressed against them, which, in turn, meant that they did not 

know whether people thought of them or acted towards them based on the ill-fame or not. 

This uncertainty, recognized as common when stigmatized and normals come in contact with 

one another (Goffman, 1963), was seemingly related to the interviewees’ assumption that 

people might recognize them due to their acquired ill-fame - making them discredited 

(Goffman, 1963). If these people did not recognize them, thereby making them discreditable 

(Goffman, 1963), there was, nonetheless, always a risk that they might be made aware of the 

interviewees supposed wrongdoing through search engines like Google.  
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As a consequence of being on guard in social situations, as well as being treated as 

contagious and being publicly disowned, which together contributed to and solidified the 

interviewees’ positions as outcasts, the relations where they, by contrast, were treated as 

full-fledged individuals became particularly important. These relations and the people who 

were understood to have mitigated the experience of becoming an outcast and made the moral 

outrage more bearable can be likened to Goffman’s (1963) concepts of the wise and the own. 

Much like the wise, who are accepting and supportive of a stigmatized individual despite her 

failings (Goffman, 1963), the interviewees’ loved ones provided invaluable support by both 

giving explicit reassurance and by merely being there for them. Similarly, speaking to and 

reading books or blogs written by people who had similar experiences to the interviewees 

was described as helpful and relatable. Thus, these individuals acted as the own, who can 

provide a sense of support and community for the stigmatized (Goffman, 1963).  

 

Furthermore, the moral outrage was not only understood as consequential for the 

interviewees relations and interactions with others, but also, to a greater or lesser degree, for 

their sense of self. When the interviewees discussed how they saw themselves during the time 

when they were subjected to online moral outrage, it was evident that they, regardless of 

whether or not the outrage had an impact on their sense of self or not, continuously made 

some sort of reference to others. This is in line with Cooley’s (1907) fundamental conception 

that it is impossible to speak about or imagine one’s self without making references to other 

people. Some of the interviewees showcased an understanding that suggested that the moral 

outrage, due to its personal and continuous nature, made them question themselves or, in fact, 

accept others’ negative judgments of them as a reflection of their selves. In relation to these 

accounts, the interviewees also stated that they had experienced shame. This can be explained 

through Cooley’s (1902) idea of the looking-glass self: based on hostile comments, messages 

and emails, the interviewees imagined and internalized that they were depreciated in the 

minds of others and, therefore, the negative self-feeling of shame followed. For other 

interviewees the moral outrage was instead understood to have led to a realization that their 

action or statement was at odds with how they believed that one should act and it was this 

that, in turn, made them question their actions. This questioning of one’s actions was 

accompanied by guilt, which can be conceptualized as a negative self-feeling that emerges 
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when one acknowledges that one’s behaviour is at variance with a moral norm (Shott, 1979). 

The few interviewees who, by contrast, did not question themselves or their actions due to the 

moral outrage, had a rigid belief that their loved ones, who they cared for and whose opinions 

mattered to them, perceived them as good people. Thus, these interviewees can be understood 

to draw on pride as a positive self-feeling as it entails a rigid form of social self-approval and 

an ability to avert others’ negative judgments of the self (Cooley, 1902).  

 

By using this interactionist and symbolic interactionist approach to the interviewees’ 

understanding of being subjected to moral outrage online, the in-depth analysis sheds light on 

a reframing process that entails moral crusaders and reframing practices. These practices, 

which can be conceptualized as miskeyings and indirects fabrications, not only enabled and 

legitimized a moral outrage that was personal and inescapable, but it also created an 

unmanageable situation in the form of a frame trap. This reframing and the moral outrage that 

it spurs can, furthermore, be theorized as stigmatizing as it was understood to have had severe 

social consequences that contributed to and solidified the interviewees’ positions as outcasts, 

while also making them understand some relations, where they, by contrast, were treated as 

full-fledged individuals, as more important than ever. The approach has, moreover, provided 

an understanding of the differing, although predominantly negative, impact that the moral 

outrage was understood to have on the interviewees’ sense of self at the time.  
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6. Discussion 
This concluding chapter begins with a brief summary of the results presented in the previous 

chapter in relation to the study’s research questions. Thereafter, the results are discussed in 

relation to the previous research, as well as the study’s theoretical framework and method. 

Finally, implications for future research and practice are reflected upon.  

 

6.1 Results in relation to research questions 

The purpose of the study was to explore how individuals understand their experiences of 

being subjected to moral outrage online. This purpose was specified in three research 

questions. The first research question pertained to how the individuals understood the 

situation where they were subjected to moral outrage and the way in which they managed it. 

The results show that the individuals understand the situation as being brought about and 

spurred by initiators’ publicity and negative reactions, causing an initial reframing of the 

interviewees’ actions or statements into moral violations, as well as further reframing due to 

misunderstandings and misrepresentation. This reframing not only enabled and legitimized a 

moral outrage that was understood as personal and inescapable, but it also made the situation 

into an unmanageable one. Thus, the individuals’ understanding of the situation, as well as 

the way they managed it, was characterized by a sense of being in the hands of others.  

 

The second research question addressed how the individuals understood the social 

consequences of being subjected to moral outrage online. The results show how the 

interviewees understand that they, as a consequence of the moral outrage, were treated as 

contagious, were publicly disowned and were on guard in social situations. Thereby, they 

became outcasts in relation to some, while at the same time making the relations where they, 

by contrast, were supported and treated as full-fledged individuals, more important than ever.  

 

The third and last research question concerned how the individuals understood the impact of 

the moral outrage on their sense of self at the time when they were subjected to the outrage. 

The results show that a predominant understanding was that the outrage had a negative 

impact on the individuals’ sense of self - either as the interviewees questioned themselves and 

experienced the negative self-feeling of shame due to an inability to ward off others’ negative 
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judgments or as they felt bad about themselves and experienced the negative self-feeling of 

guilt due to a realization that their action or statement was at odds with how they thought one 

should act. There were, however, a few individuals who, by contrast, did not understand the 

moral outrage as having had an impact on their sense of self. Drawing on a strong belief that 

those who they cared for and whose opinions mattered to them still saw them as good people, 

these individuals were able to resist others’ negative judgments of them and their actions or 

statements.  

 

6.2 Results in relation to previous research 

While the previous research on moral outrage has focused on how moral outrage arises and 

how it affects the actions taken by the individual who experiences the outrage (e.g., Batson et 

al., 2007; Crockett, 2017; de Rivera et al., 1994; Haidt, 2003; Montada & Schneider, 1989; 

Rothschild & Keefer, 2017), this study focuses on the individuals who are at the receiving 

end of such outrage online. Much like the previous research on moral outrage, the existing 

research on online shaming lacks empirical research that focuses on the experiences of the 

individuals who are shamed online. The scholars (e.g. Basak et al., 2019; Cheung, 2014; 

Solove, 2007) who have previously written about online shaming have, however, discussed 

issues with the practice and potential implications for those who have been subjected to moral 

outrage in the form of online shaming. The results in the current study confirms and deepens 

the understanding of many of these issues and potential implications.  

 

One of the main issues that previous studies have raised in relation to online shaming is that 

such shaming, although initiated with the intent of enforcing a moral norm, can easily get out 

of control and lead to various forms of abuse (e.g., online or offline harassment or threats of 

sexual or physical violence) (Cheung, 2014; Detel, 2013, p. 93; Gallardo, 2017; Laidlaw, 

2017, Skoric et al., 2010; Solove, 2007, p. 94). This is supported in the current study, which 

also sheds light on the process by which this happens: by reframing the interviewees’ 

supposed wrongdoing, thus stripping it from contextual factors that might mitigate its moral 

implications, the interviewees became reduced to moral deviants and this, in turn, legitimized 

an outrage that was focused on them as individuals rather than their action or statement. This 

was repeatedly the case, despite the fact that the initiators did not encourage personal insults 
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or threats. Thus, much like Crockett (2017) describes how online shaming dehumanizes the 

shamed individual, the reframing dehumanized the interviewees. Following from this, the 

moral outrage became highly personal and, as Klonick (2016, p. 1029) puts it in relation to 

the behaviour that online shaming can give rise to, “punishable in its own right”.  

 

Another issue that has been raised within previous research on online shaming is that the 

shamed individual’s statement or action could be taken out of context, resulting in facts 

important for people’s judgment being lost and, thus, a distorted view of what has happened 

(Detel, 2013, pp. 78-79). This is supported by the study’s results, which, in fact, show that the 

moral outrage was understood to be spurred by intentional or unintentional reframing of the 

interviewees’ actions, statements, or even them as individuals, due to misunderstandings and 

misrepresentations. The present study further adds to our understanding of how such a 

distorted view of what one has done or said, caused by reframing, can result in a perceived 

difficulty, or even impossibility, to amend this view and manage the situation one finds 

oneself in.  

 

Moreover, some scholars (e.g., Cheung, 2014; Skoric et al., 2010) have argued that online 

shaming lacks due process. More specifically, it has been argued that the accuracy of the 

accusations directed against an individual are rarely checked and that the willingness to listen 

to the shamed individual is minimal at best (Basak et al., 2019; Gallardo, 2017; Solove, 2007, 

p. 96). Such lack of due process was visible in the study’s results where it was found that 

once initiators had provided an initial reframing of the interviewees’ actions or statements, 

their followers acted based on this reframing without actually examining the supposed 

wrongdoing. The moral outrage was, in other words, expressed against the interviewees 

without checking the accuracy of what the initiators were saying. Furthermore, the 

interviewees described how their attempts at managing the moral outrage, by explaining 

themselves or apologizing, were treated as inadequate or were simply not acknowledged. 

This unwillingness to listen to the interviewees has, in turn, been shown to contribute to their 

understanding of the moral outrage as being unmanageable.  

 

Within previous research on online shaming, so-called “spillover effects” on family, friends 

and sympathizers have been discussed as a potential issue (Klonick, 2016, p. 104). Such 
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spillover effects were visible in the study’s results, which showed how the moral outrage 

online was not only expressed against the interviewees, but also against the few people who 

explicitly supported them in public or who were assumed to support them due to their 

relation. Furthering the understanding of spillover effects, the study has also highlighted how 

they can cause a bad conscience among the individuals whose loved ones are affected by the 

spillover effects. More importantly, however, the results show how the spillover effects can 

cause individuals to be treated as contagious and not worth supporting in public, thereby 

contributing to an experience of becoming an outcast.  

 

The existing research on online shaming have also pointed to the fact that shaming content is 

available forever via search engines like Google (Detel, 2013, p. 93; Gallardo, 2017; Klonick, 

2016; Laidlaw, 2017; Skoric et al., 2010), hence having the potential to create “permanent 

digital baggage” for the shamed individual (Solove, 2007, p. 94). Reminiscent of this, the 

interviewees accounts suggest that they carried such a permanent digital baggage because of 

how public and accessible their supposed wrongdoing, as well as the moral outrage expressed 

against them, were online via, for instance, Google. What the study has further shown is that 

this baggage also causes a sense of having to be on guard in everyday social situations. 

 

When discussing potential social and financial implications for the individual who is shamed 

online, some scholars (e.g., Billingham & Parr, 2019; Klonick, 2016; Laidlaw, 2017; Oravec, 

2019) have argued that the shaming could lead to ostracism, social isolation and 

stigmatization that, consequently, can affect the individual’s professional career and relations 

to others. In accordance with this, the study’s results have shown how some people (e.g., 

temporary work partners, employers, colleagues and friends), due to the moral outrage, 

publicly disowned the interviewees, thereby causing some of the interviewees to not only lose 

their jobs, but to also become isolated and feel lonely. What was evident in the results and 

that is not discussed in previous research was, however, the very public nature of this 

ostracism and disownment. By publicly disowning the interviewees, their position as outcasts 

were solidified for others as well as the interviewees themselves. Another social consequence 

that is not recognized in previous research, but that was found in the present study was the 

importance of relations with loved ones and people with similar experiences. Because of how 

some people treated them in ways that contributed to and solidified their positions as 
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outcasts, the relations where they, by contrast, were given invaluable support and were 

treated as full-fledged individuals, became particularly important at the time.  

 

Scholars (e.g., Billingham & Parr, 2019; Laidlaw, 2017) have also discussed potential 

psychological implications (e.g., depression, anxiety and panic attacks) for those who are 

shamed online. While some of the interviewees acknowledged that they, due to the moral 

outrage, had suffered from mental health-issues, such as depression and panic attacks, the 

results have, more importantly, highlighted that the outrage was predominantly understood to 

have had a negative impact on the interviewees’ sense of self. In particular, the study, with its 

social psychological perspective, have shed light on the very social nature of this negative 

impact - either in the sense of understanding others’ expressed moral outrage as a reflection 

of one’s self or in the sense of seeing the outrage as an eye-opener in regards to the fact that 

one’s action or statement is at odds with a socially shared moral norm. Hence, the present 

study has not only contributed new knowledge to the research field by shedding light on the 

understanding of the individuals who are at the receiving end of moral outrage expressed 

online, but also by using a social psychological perspective on this understanding.  

 

6.3 Results in relation to theoretical framework 

The study’s theoretical framework, which draws on the interactionist and symbolic 

interactionist tradition within social psychology, consists of theories that were developed in a 

time when there was no such thing as an online sphere. Consequently, these theories are 

focused on interaction face-to-face and have, most commonly, been applied to social 

phenomena, situations or processes that take place in the offline sphere. The theoretical 

framework has, nonetheless, provided analytical ideas and concepts that could be applied and 

used in a fruitful way in relation to the topic of the current study - namely, the experience of 

being subjected to moral outrage online. Together, the theories on framing and moral 

deviance have enabled an understanding of the experience of being subjected to moral 

outrage online as a framing process that entail moral crusaders and reframing practices, such 

as miskeyings and indirect fabrications, that not only enable and legitimize a moral outrage 

that is personal and inescapable, but that also creates an unmanageable situation in the form 

of a frame trap. This framing process and the moral outrage it gives rise to can, in addition, 
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be theorized as being stigmatizing in the sense that it had severe social consequences that 

contributed to, solidified or, by contrast, mitigated the experience of becoming an outcast. 

Furthermore, the theory on the social self and self-feelings provided an understanding of the 

differing, although predominantly negative, impact that the moral outrage had on the 

interviewees’ sense of self.  

 

The theoretical framework is, however, limited in regards to the more structural elements that 

may be raised in relation to moral outrage online. For example, as shown in the results, some 

of the interviewees acknowledged that certain social groups (e.g., people of colour, 

immigrants or women) were more likely to be subjected to moral outrage online and it was 

also noted that the moral outrage differed somewhat between female and male interviewees 

in terms of, for instance, threats of sexual violence. In addition to this, one could argue that 

moral outrage has an inherent structural element in the sense that moral norms are shared 

within societies or larger groups and that moral outrage may often be evoked by violations 

that are related to structural issues such as racism and sexism. The results of the present study 

could, therefore, be analysed using theoretical perspectives and concepts from the tradition of 

critical theory. Theoretical concepts such as Ahmed’s (2017, pp. 37-39) feminist killjoy 

could, for instance, be applied to problematize the interviewees’ understanding of the moral 

outrage as a consequence of reframing practices. Using such a concept could highlight how 

reframing might in fact be necessary in order to recognize and overthrow racist or sexist 

structures that permeate what might be intended as a joke or sarcastic comment. With that 

being said, moral outrage online does, in itself, problematize the individual who is subjected 

to it. Hence, it becomes crucial to also try to understand the experiences of the individual 

whose action or statement have been problematized through moral outrage. With the study’s 

theoretical framework and the social psychological perspective that it entails, the study has 

been able to provide a humanizing context where the interviewees, who had been 

dehumanized and reduced to moral deviants not worth listening to, could voice their 

experiences and thoughts in a way that they were not allowed to do once being subjected to 

the outrage. Thus, this perspective opens up for a discussion in regards to how moral outrage 

expressed online may itself be problematic and worthy of critical reflection.  
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6.4 Results in relation to method 

The study’s semi-structured interviews, conducted with twelve individuals who had been 

subjected to moral outrage online, yielded an empirical material that was rich both in terms of 

details and nuances. Drawing on the study’s methodological approach, IPA, and its analytical 

stages, these details and nuances have been possible to maintain, while at the same time 

highlighting similarities among the interviewees. It was, furthermore, this analysed empirical 

material that guided the study throughout and that have been used as the point of departure 

when continuously revising the study’s purpose and research questions. 

 

As mentioned previously (see 4.2 The semi-structured interview), interviews have potential 

shortcomings. A concern that is often raised in relation to interviews is that they, unlike 

quantitative data collection methods, generate results that seldom are generalizable due to a 

small sample size (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014, p. 310). Following the IPA-approach, which 

favours small sample sizes, the study’s sample was small and, therefore, the results cannot be 

generalized to a larger population of individuals. To make this kind of generalization was, 

however, never the intent of the study. Instead, the study followed the general aim of the 

IPA-approach, which puts emphasis on in-depth exploration and description of particular 

individuals’ experiences, rather than producing generalizable results in the quantitative sense 

(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Consequently, the study has provided transparent and rich 

descriptions of the analysed empirical findings, which, in turn, enable the reader to judge 

whether or not these findings can be transferred to individuals with similar experiences in 

other contexts. Thus, the study enables the qualitative counterpart of generalizability - 

namely, theoretical transferability (Smith et al., 2009, p. 51).  

 

Furthermore, it should also be mentioned that the way in which the study’s sample was 

obtained could potentially have influenced the results. As described in the section on the 

sampling procedure (see 4.3 Sampling procedure and sample) potential interviewees were 

identified by searching for media content in which cases where individuals had been 

subjected to moral outrage online were described. The fact that all of the study’s interviewees 

had been given attention in the media due to their supposed wrongdoing might have 

intensified the moral outrage directed against them and, thereby, the results may have been 
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different if the study’s sample was obtained in a different way. There are, in other words, 

very likely individuals who fulfil the sampling criteria, but who have not received any media 

attention for what they had done or said and who, therefore, might have had a more mitigated 

experience of moral outrage online.  

 

Finally, the interviews were conducted individually and, thereby, the interviewees were 

allowed to elaborate on their experiences without potentially being influenced by others as in 

the case of focus groups. The interview situation was, nonetheless, a social situation and the 

results are thus the product of the interaction between me as an interviewer and the 

interviewee. To the interviewees I was, to a large extent, a stranger and the questions that I 

posed to them concerned something that they had done or said that others had treated as a 

moral violation and had publicly condemned. Following from this, there is a risk that the 

interviewees might have felt inclined to, for instance, emphasize emotions such as shame and 

guilt in relation to themselves or what they had done or said. The fact that some interviewees 

did not make accounts of such emotions and instead emphasized that their sense of self was 

not negatively impacted by the moral outrage does, however, indicate that the interview 

situation did not inhibit the interviewees from sharing their genuine reflections. 

 

6.5 Implications for future research and practice 

This study sought to explore how individuals understood their experience of being subjected 

to moral outrage online. Despite that the study’s sample was modest in size and not claiming 

generalizability in the quantitative sense, the results suggest that the experience of being 

subjected to moral outrage online is understood as a process that entails influential initiators 

and reframing practices that together create an unmanageable situation where one finds 

oneself in the hands of others. Being subjected to such outrage online is also understood to 

give rise to wider social consequences that contribute to and solidify an outcast position, 

thereby making some relations, where one is treated as a full-fledged individual, more 

important than ever. Furthermore, the results suggest that being subjected to moral outrage 

online is predominantly understood to have a negative impact on one’s sense of self, resulting 

in self-feelings such as shame and guilt.  
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In the empirical material several tendencies were noted that may be worth exploring further 

to gain a deeper understanding of moral outrage online. One such tendency was a described 

difference in how moral issues (e.g., how one can behave, what one can say, etc.) are spoken 

about in an online setting versus in an offline setting. In particular, the interviewees spoke 

about a lack of social cues online and how norms of politeness are non-existent in discussions 

on moral issues in an online setting. This meant that such discussions could easily escalate to 

hate and harassment, whereas the same kind of discussions in an offline setting was 

understood to often lead individuals to find some sort of common ground. The distinction 

made between these two settings suggest that it might be relevant, in future research, to 

compare moral outrage online and offline using, for instance, conversation analysis or 

quantitative content analysis. Such a comparative study could potentially contribute an 

understanding of how certain conditions in different mediums of communication may result 

in very differing kinds of moral discussions. It could, in other words, shed light on the 

particular technical conditions online that enable, and perhaps even amplify, the very 

personal and hostile nature of the moral outrage that has been described by the present 

study’s interviewees.  

 

Despite the fact that the interviewees’ supposed wrongdoings differed from one another, the 

study found surprisingly many similarities in their experiences of being subjected to moral 

outrage online. As mentioned previously (see 5.1.1 The initiators and the followers), there 

were, however, some interviewees who stated that certain social groups (e.g. people of 

colour, immigrants or women) were more vulnerable to being subjected to moral outrage 

online. In the empirical material it was also evident that, for instance, the female 

interviewees, unlike the male ones, were subjected to a moral outrage that entailed threats of 

sexual violence. Thus, it might be fruitful in future studies to use qualitative content analysis 

in order to explore how moral outrage online, elicited by the same kind of action or 

statement, may differ between individuals who belong to different social groups.  

 

As stated previously (see 4.3 Sampling procedure and sample), the study did, at the outset, 

not only intend to explore how moral outrage online was understood by those who have been 

subjected to it, but also by those who have expressed it towards someone else. Thus, five 

interviews were, in fact, conducted with individuals who had done so. In order to somewhat 
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limit the scope of the present study, this empirical material was not included. It is nonetheless 

a perspective that is worth exploring further. For instance, it is notable that the individuals in 

these interviews took a critical stance against and distanced themselves from those who 

express hate or hostility towards an individual who have violated a moral norm. This is 

particularly interesting in relation to the present study’s results, which have shown that those 

subjected to moral outrage online understand this outrage as being overwhelmingly personal 

and hostile, rather than constructive.  

 

Finally, the current study also has implications for future online practice and the ongoing 

discussion about call-out culture or outrage culture. Needless to say, the internet and social 

media have provided invaluable affordances in regards to the general public’s ability to hold 

people accountable for what is perceived as moral violations. With that being said, this study 

sheds light on the fact that there is power in numbers. To have a big following on social 

media is, as shown in the results, to have the power to reframe an action or statement and, 

thereby, influence how the general public perceives and acts towards the individual whose 

action or statements is reframed into a moral violation. What might start out as a 

condemnation of someone’s actions or statements, with the intent of reinforcing a moral norm 

and doing good, may quickly turn into something wholly different - an inescapable and 

unmanageable personal attack, which can have severe consequences for and impacts on an 

individual’s social life and sense of self. Thus, the study raises important questions in regards 

to how we talk about moral violations online, as well as when and in what cases it is 

legitimate to hold someone accountable for moral violations online by expressing moral 

outrage towards them. Does the end justify all means, in all cases, and what even is the end 

that we wish to accomplish when subjecting someone to moral outrage online? Is it to 

reinforce a moral norm through a constructive discussion where all parties can partake or do 

we merely want the other to experience fifteen minutes of shame? 
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Appendix 1. Interview guide 
 

Introductory background questions 

● Could you start off by telling me a bit about yourself?  
→ How old are you? 
→ Where do you live? 
→ What do you do for a living? 

 → For how long have you been doing that? 
● How do you use social media (most used, with what purpose, etc.)? 

Discussions online regarding right and wrong in general 

● Could you describe a discussion that you’ve come across lately on social media (that does 
not involve yourself) that you think raised questions of what’s allowed, like how one can 
behave, what one can say, how one can say it, etc.?  

→ What do you think of this discussion?  
● What would you say are the main similarities and differences between discussions 

regarding right and wrong on social media and discussions regarding right and wrong in 
other contexts, such as newspapers, law or face-to-face communication, etc.?  

→ If differences are described, why do you think that discussions on  
             right and wrong on social media turn out in those ways? 

● What advantages do you see with discussions on right and wrong on social media?  
● What disadvantages do you see? 
● Do you think that a certain kind of person is more likely to take a moral stance against 

someone else on social media? 
→ If yes, what kind of person is that? 

● Do you think that a certain kind of person is more likely to get called out on social media 
for their behaviour or something that they have said? 

→ If yes, what kind of person is that? 

The experience of being subjected to moral outrage online 

The situation and others’ moral outrage 
● Could you tell me a bit about the situation that evolved online when you had said/done X? 

→ Did you anticipate that what you said/did would evoke reactions from 
others? 

→ If yes, how come you chose to do/say it anyway? 
→ If no, if you had known that others would react in the way the 
did, would you have done something differently?  

→ What were your first thoughts when you started to notice others’ reactions 
against you?  

● How did these individuals express their reactions (through blog posts, comments, online 
petitions, tweets, etc.)? 

→ What could they say/write/do?  
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→ How did that make you feel (most prominent feeling)?  
→ Did these emotions change somehow as the situation proceeded? 

→ If yes, how?  
● How do you think that these individuals interpreted what you had said/done?  

→ Why do you think that they interpreted it in that particular way? 
→ How did their interpretation of what you had said/done make you feel?  

● Why do you believe that so much attention was given to what you had said/done?  
→ Was there any particular individual or group that brought what you had 

                          said/done to others’ attention?  
→ If yes, who? 

→ How did they bring it to other people’s attention?  
→ Why do you think they wanted other people to know about  

                                                    what you had said/done? 
→ Why do you think that they were successful in bringing it to  
other people's attention? 

● How do you think that people in general perceived you as a person in this situation?  
→ How did that make you feel?  

● Was there anyone who publicly defended you?  
→ If yes, who?  

→ How did they defend you? 
→ What do you think made them defend you?  
→ How did it make you feel that they defended you? 

→ If no, why do you think that was the case? 
 

Managing the situation 
● What did you do initially when you started to notice these reactions to what you had 

said/done?  
→ How come? 
→ What do you think about the way in which you managed the situation in  
hindsight (right or wrong, good or bad, etc.)?  

● How did you feel that you were expected to act by those who reacted to what you had 
said/done?  

● Did you respond in any way to these people?  
→ If yes, how (by disagreeing, apologizing, expressing regret, etc.)?  
→ If no, how come?  

→ How did they react to your response/non-response?  
→ How did those reactions make you feel?  

 
Reactions from family and friends 

● How do you think that you were perceived in this situation by those close to you?  
→ How did that make you feel? 

● How did those close to you react to the situation?  
→ Do you think that there was a difference in how friends, family, colleagues and 
acquaintances reacted to the situation?  

→ If yes, describe the difference. 
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→ How did these various responses make you feel? 
● Did anyone close to you react negatively towards you?  

→ If yes, describe how. 
→ How did that make you feel? 

● Did anyone close to you react in a supportive way?  
→ If yes, describe how.  

→ How did that make you feel? 
             → What did this support mean to you during this time?  

 
Consequences in relation to the situation 

● In what ways do you believe that the situation changed how others treated you in an offline 
setting (give examples)?  

→ How did that treatment make you feel? 
● Could you describe the consequences that the situation had for you and your life 

(emotionally, socially, financially)? 
→ How did you manage these consequences? 
→ How did you feel about those consequences? 

 
The situation today 

● In what ways are these consequences still affecting your life (emotionally, socially, 
financially)?  

● How do you feel today about what happened?  
● How do you think that people in general perceive you today when some time has passed?  

→ How does that make you feel?  
● How do you think that those close to you perceive you today when some time has passed? 

→ How does that make you feel?  
● Have you, after what happened, become more careful with or aware of what you say/do in 

public?  
→ If yes, in what ways? 
→ If no, how come?  
 

Closing 
● Is there anything that we haven’t spoken about that you have thought about in relation to 

the situation or that you think is important to mention? 
● If I was to have any questions when transcribing the interview, would it be OK if I sent you 

an email? 
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Appendix 2. Interview request 
 
Dear [name],  

 

I am contacting you as I am currently working on my master’s thesis in sociological social psychology 

at Uppsala University, Sweden. The thesis concerns moral standpoints on social media and draws on 

interviews with individuals who have been involved in or the subject of discussions regarding how 

people should behave, who can say what and how it can be said. I found your name through [media 

source] and I believe that your experiences of this kind of discussion can contribute valuable 

knowledge about moral standpoints taken on social media. Therefore, I wonder if you would like to 

participate in the study as an interviewee.  

 

Social media has in many respects offered individuals a greater opportunity and freedom to express 

and share their thoughts and opinions with others. As a consequence, it has also become possible for 

individuals to, in the public context, hold other individuals accountable for actions or statements that 

they find problematic or even immoral. How you perceive the possibility to hold others accountable 

will likely differ depending on your position. For instance, moral standpoints can be seen as, on the 

one hand, an opportunity for vulnerable individuals to make their voices heard or as a way for the 

public to condemn what they consider to be moral transgressions and on the other hand, as a threat to 

the freedom of speech or as a witch hunt against specific individuals. Through my study I want to 

explore these and other possible perspectives. Thus, the aim of the thesis is to investigate and get a 

deeper understanding of how individuals understand and experience moral standpoints taken on social 

media.  

 

The interview will last for approximately 45 minutes and can be conducted via Skype. It will be audio 

recorded and transcribed. The audio recording as well as the transcription will be stored on a 

password protected hard drive which can only be accessed by the author. Transcripts may, if 

necessary, be viewed by the supervisor or examiner. The interview will include interview excerpts and 

these will be anonymized in terms of names, places or experiences that can be connected to specific 

individuals. This means that the interview excerpts will not be used to exemplify your personal 

experience, but rather to show patterns that are prevalent in several interviews. Your participation in 

the study is voluntary, which means that you can withdraw your participation at any time.  
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If you have any questions in relation to the interview or the study as a whole, you are welcome to 

contact me. I hope that you want to take part in the study and I look forward to hearing about your 

thoughts and experiences.  

 

Kind regards, 

Julia Zabielski (Master student, Department of Sociology, Uppsala University) 

E-mail: juliazabielski@hotmail.com  

 

Contact details to supervisor 

Clara Iversen (Senior lecturer at CESAR, Department of Sociology, Uppsala university) 

E-mail: clara.iversen@soc.uu.se 

Phone: 0046 - 18 471 1501 
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