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Ethical Considerations in Animal 
Research



Ethical Guidelines for the Use of Animals in Research

What ethical considerations apply to the use of animals in research?

Researchers are no t able to  apply the ethical co nsideratio ns  that they wo uld use when wo rking

with human participants  e.g. it is impo ssible to  gain inf o rmed co nsent  fro m animals; animals

canno t be given the right to  withdraw

There are particular ethical guidelines  which apply o nly to  the use o f animals as set do wn by

bo dies such as the British Psycho lo gical So ciety (BPS) and the American Psycho lo gical

Asso ciatio n (APA)

In the past animals may have been used witho ut much co nsideratio n fo r their wellbeing but it is

beco ming increasingly impo rtant that researchers exercise due care and respect fo r their animal

subjects to  minimise suffering and o nly use animal subjects when it is deemed necessary

Researchers must undertake a co st/benefit analysis  when co nsidering using animals in research:

if the co sts o utweigh the benefits then the research sho uld no t take place

Any study which uses animals sho uld have a clear aim and sho uld be able to  stand up to  scrutiny

as a piece o f scientific research

Po ssible alternatives  to  the use o f animals in research include using cell cultures, co mputer

simulatio ns  o r co nducting a meta-analysis i.e. using wo rk already co mpleted by o ther

researchers
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Thankfully the days of research such as Harlow (1958) are long gone

What are the specific ethical guidelines used in animal research?

There are three clear determining facto rs which researchers must apply when using animals in

research: Replace; Reduce; Refine

Replace: use alternatives to  live animals e.g. co mputer simulatio ns o r existing video  fo o tage o f

previo us research

Reduce: use as few animals as po ssible fo r the study and co nduct a pilo t study  to  ensure that

any flaws in the pro cedure are addressed so  that animals are no t used tho ughtlessly

Refine: pro cedures must be analysed to  ensure that animals do  no t suffer unnecessarily e.g. limit

any aversive  o r harmful elements to  the pro cedure such as keeping an animal in iso latio n o r

interfering with its usual ro utines such as feeding and sleeping; avo id o vercro wding animals in

labo rato ry cages

Refine: study animals in the wild, living in their natural enviro nment where po ssible; handle animals

with care, particularly if the animal has undergo ne any surgery  as part o f the research pro cess
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Exam T ip

Yo u may feel very stro ngly that any research which uses animals is abho rrent and sho uld be

banned but ho ld back fro m expressing such stro ng views in an exam. Yo u need to  be detached

and o bjective in an exam, co nsidering bo th sides o f the debate, even if yo u do n’t believe in the

o ther side o f the argument o ne little bit! Giving in to  yo ur o wn feelings will de-value yo ur respo nse

and yo u will no t sco re as highly as yo u wo uld have if yo u had maintained a mo re neutral vo ice. Yo ur

feelings are valid but they are better expressed in o ther fo rums e.g. a classro o m debate o n

ethics.
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Worked example

EXT ENDED RESPONSE QUEST ION (ERQ)

22 MARKS

The questio n is, ‘To what extent is research using animals ethical?’ [22]

‘To  what extent’ requires yo u to  co nsider a range o f arguments regarding whether o r no t animal

research is ethical so  that yo u are able to  fo rm a co nclusio n based o n the po ints that have been

raised in the essay. Lo o k at these exemplar paragraphs to  give yo u an idea as to  ho w to  co nstruct

relevant arguments fo r this exam questio n:

Researchers must conduct a cost-benefit analysis weighing up the decision to use animals at all, even

within the ethical guidelines, to minimise the cost to the animals. The benefits and costs have to be

considered for each piece of research. However, sometimes the benefits for treatment of humans are

not known until human clinical trials take place after the animal studies i.e. it is ultimately more ethical

to test the treatment on animals first. However, this approach can backfire and lead to humans being

harmed: Archibald and Coleman (2012) stated that, in 92% of medical cases, treatments that worked

with animals failed clinical trials with humans. Bearing this in mind perhaps it could be argued that

animal research should be abandoned as it does not serve a useful purpose.

Animal research may be unethical to a great extent in that we often cannot argue that the benefits

outweigh the costs until many animals have been used in research and probably suffered as part of the

process. Researchers have to believe that it is better to use an animal to potentially understand human

behaviour and to develop cures for human disorders than it is to use a human, even if that human is a

volunteer. Minimising the animals’ distress, using as few subjects as necessary, and housing them as

humanely as possible makes the research ethical to a greater extent than it was before these

measures were introduced. What cannot be ignored however, is the lack of generalisability to humans

which means that such research is unethical as, really, what is the point of it? Where researchers have

reasonable doubt as to the usefulness of using animals then alternatives, such as computer

simulations or cell samples should be used. In this way the research would be fully adhering to the

ethical guidelines for the use of animals in research.
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Applying Ethical Considerations to Key Studies Which Use Animals

Applying the ‘Replace’ ethical guideline to key studies

In Weaver et al. (2004 ) the rats co uld have been replaced by using the results o f existing studies

into  human attachment  e.g. Rutter’s (1998) lo ngitudinal research into  the experience o f

Ro manian o rphans  who  suffered deprivatio n due to  their time spent in the aversive enviro nment

o f Ro manian o rphanages

Similar to  the abo ve po int, the results o f Lassi & T ucci (2017 ) co uld have been achieved by

lo o king fo r epigenetic  changes in humans who  have experienced fo stering: bo th bio lo gical and

so cial measures co uld be applied e.g. DNA analysis  and interviews  rather than using mice in lab

co nditio ns

Ro senz weig et al. (197 2) placed so me rats in an impo verished enviro nment  which was seen to

affect their brain plasticity  but this wo uld be unnecessary to day with the use o f MRI techno lo gy

using human participants such as in Luby et al. (2013) which lo o ked at the effects o f po verty o n

the brain

Applying the ‘Reduce’ ethical guideline to key studies

Martin et al. (2005) used 30 red-backed salamanders in their research o n phero mo nes  but it

co uld be argued that they co uld have reduced this number, particularly as a repeated measures

design was used thus maximising the results per salamander

The number o f rats used in Weaver et al. (2004) and in Fadda et al. (1996) is no t mentio ned in the

o riginal jo urnal articles which begs the questio n as to  ho w many were used and why the

researchers did no t include this in the abstract (do es this imply that the sample siz e  is

unimpo rtant as no n-humans were used?)

Lassi & Tucci (2017) used 8 litters o f mo use pups with each litter co ntaining 6-10 pups which in

to tal co mes to  at least 48 mo use pups; this co uld po tentially have been reduced so  that fewer

mice experienced the artificial enviro nment o f the lab and separatio n fro m their mo ther
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Overcrowding lab animals can cause distress and does not adhere to the ‘Reduce’ ethical guideline

Applying the ‘Refine’ ethical guideline to key studies

Ro senz weig et al. (1972) destro yed the rats in their study in o rder to  perfo rm po st-mo rtem brain

analysis o n each rat brain which to day wo uld be unnecessary due to  the develo pment o f brain-

imaging techno lo gies  such as MRI

Testing territo riality  in red-backed salamanders in the study by Martin et al. (2005) co uld

po ssibly have been co nducted in the wild as this wo uld be a true test o f the animal defending its

territo ry fro m intruders: the researchers co uld have lo o ked at a way o f intro ducing the

phero mo nes to  the salamanders’ natural enviro nment

Fadda et al. (1996) used a specially implanted pro be  to  measure acetylcho line  in the rats’ brains

but if they had used human participants in a virtual T -maz e  task they co uld have used a no n-

invasive metho d  such as f MRI imaging to  highlight the areas o f the brain that were active during

the task and map  these areas to  the pro ductio n o f acetylcho line
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Exam T ip

Make sure yo u kno w sufficient study details so  that yo u are able to  iso late key po ints when using

a piece o f research to  back up the po ints yo u make in an exam answer
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