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Summary This report was commissioned by the Netherlands National Committee for the protection of 
animals used for scientific purposes (NCad). The aim of the report is to provide criteria that can 
be used to prioritise full or partial (relative) replacement of the current animal experiments. 
Four criteria were developed based on interviews and a literature review: 
1. the degree of translatability of the research; 
2. the degree of relevance of the goal of an animal experiment; 
3. the degree of distress caused to laboratory animals; and 
4. the degree of violation of the integrity of laboratory animals. 

The first criterion, translatability, concerns determining the reproducibility and generalisability 
of animal models used in animal experiments. Animal experiments that use animal models 
with a low degree of translatability have first priority for replacement. The degree of translat-
ability can be estimated based on the tools that have already been developed for this purpose. 
The second criterion, the relevance of an animal experiment, can be separated into basic, 
serious, and peripheral interests, with animal experiments that serve peripheral interests 
having the highest priority for replacement. The third criterion, the degree of distress caused 
to an animal, concerns the pain, suffering, fear or lasting harm that an individual animal may 
suffer during an animal experiment. Animal experiments that cause severe and prolonged 
distress have first priority for replacement, followed by any animal experiments involving 
severe distress. The last criterion, the degree of violation of integrity, refers to any physical 
intervention (narrow interpretation of integrity), or in fact any intervention that results in a 
loss of species-specific abilities (broad interpretation of integrity). Animal experiments that 
constitute a severe violation of integrity have the highest priority for replacement. However, 
the classification of the degree of violation of integrity should be further elaborated, for 
example by a working group (analogous to the classification of distress in animal experi-
ments). Recommendations for stakeholders regarding animal experiments are presented at 
the end of the report. The report concludes that the aforementioned four criteria comprise a 
useful tool for identifying which animal experiments and animal models should be prioritised 
for the development of alternatives.
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Introduction The current policy in Europe and the Netherlands on animal experiments is based on the 
implementation of the 3Rs (Replacement, Reduction and Refinement) and a harm-benefit 
analysis. The 3Rs policy is based on the work of Russell and Burch (1959). Replacement 
occupies a special place in the 3Rs methodology. According to Sandøe et al. (2015), Russell and 
Burch formulated replacement as the first of the 3Rs for a reason: reduction and refinement are 
relevant only when there are no opportunities for replacement. Moreover, (full) replacement is 
the only ‘R’ that is fully in line with the ideals and objectives of animal rights organisations and 
action groups. Consequently, the replacement alternative has widespread support in society 
(cf. Smith and Boyd, 1991, 134-36).

In fact, European Directive 2010/63/EU regulating the use of animals in animal experiments 
describes complete replacement as its ultimate goal: “However, this Directive represents 
an important step towards achieving the final goal of full replacement of procedures on live 
animals for scientific and educational goals as soon as it is scientifically possible to do so” 
(European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2010, 34). Recently, the European 
Parliament adopted a resolution calling for an acceleration of the transition to non-animal 
methods in order to achieve the ultimate goal of Directive 2010/63/EU (European Parliament, 
2021).

In the Netherlands, the Experiments on Animals Act regulates the use of animals for “experi-
mental or other goals, with known or unknown outcome, or for educational goals, which may 
cause the animal a level of pain, suffering, fear or lasting harm equivalent to, or higher than, 
that caused by the introduction of a needle in accordance with good veterinary practice” 
(Experiments on Animals Act, 2021, §1, Article 1a). The Experiments on Animals Act requires 
project proposals to be ethically reviewed by the Central Authority for Scientific Procedures on 
Animals (CCD), itself advised by animal ethics committees (DECs). The animal ethics commit-
tees and the Central Authority thereby review proposed animal experiments against a 
statutory framework, including options for replacing animal experiments. The challenge for all 
other parties, such as researchers, the industry, ministries, and the Netherlands National 
Committee for the protection of animals used for scientific purposes (NCad), is to continue to 
strive for, accelerate and promote the development and recognition of non-animal alternatives. 
To this end, NCad sees a need to prioritise the replacement of animal experiments. While the 
ultimate aim is to replace animal experiments completely, a strategy is needed to identify 
those animal experiments that pose the greatest ethical challenge, so that the efforts to 
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replace them completely or relatively can be focussed.1 Some animal experiments are more 
hotly debated than others in the social and scientific arenas, for various reasons. For example, 
Maastricht University ceased conducting heart failure research in Labradors in 2015 following 
protests against this type of testing (Animals Today, 2015; NOS, 2015), and the forced swim test 
used in depression research is increasingly under fire because of the distress and validity 
problems involved (PETA, 2022; Molendijk and De Kloet, 2019). Taking this social and scientific 
debate as its starting point, this study distils and elaborates criteria that may be helpful to 
prioritise which animal experiments should be replaced first. The premise is that animal 
experiments that are the least ethically acceptable should be replaced first, and the identified 
criteria should reflect this.

NCad’s ultimate goal is to produce an advisory report that outlines criteria on which to base 
the prioritisation for replacing certain animal experiments. The objective of the present report 
is to make a first contribution to this ultimate goal based on a series of interviews and a 
literature review. 

Methodology
In late 2021, stakeholders in the field of Dutch laboratory animal science were contacted to help 
us define the scope of the present study. Eight individuals were approached by email and invit-
ed to participate in a ‘study into animal experiments that should rightfully be ended’ (see 
Annex A). The format involved a semi-structured online interview of maximum one hour via 
Zoom or Teams, with the following key research questions: Are animal models currently in use 
that are actually undesirable? Why are these animal models still used? What opportunities are 
there to replace these animal models? Seven of the eight individuals we approached responded 
to our invitation, all positively. Two of the seven suggested an additional participant from their 
own organisation, so we interviewed these participants in pairs. In addition, we asked a 
number of animal rights organisations to join a group interview following this discussion. 
These organisations had earlier been invited to participate in a scheduled roundtable discus-
sion with NCad. All these organisations responded positively and each sent one representative 
to the group interview. This group interview lasted just under an hour and 40 minutes. 

1 Russell and Burch (1959, Ch. 5) distinguish between ‘full’ or ‘absolute’, and ‘relative’ replacement. Absolute 
replacement is the complete replacement of laboratory animals with non-sentient material, and constitutes 
the absolute ideal. Russell and Burch describe relative replacement as the use of animals “exposed, probably 
or certainly, to no distress at all” (Russell and Burch, 1959, Ch. 5 ‘Modes of Absolute and Relative Replacement’). 
Both options for replacement are implied in this report, whereby it is important to note that in addition to 
distress, the violation of integrity also plays a role. From the perspective of relative replacement, not only are 
animal experiments that cause less distress preferred, but also animal experiments that involve a lesser 
violation of integrity.

The individual interviews and the group interview were recorded (with the permission of the 
participants) and then transcribed verbatim. The participants in one of the paired interviews 
objected to the recording, so notes were taken during that interview instead. The participants 
in the other paired interview did not object to the recording, but did object to the verbatim 
transcript, with as argument that they only wished to clarify outlines, not details. The verbatim 
transcript of this interview was therefore summarised.

Two key conclusions based on these interviews were that it will be complicated to generate 
a list of concrete ‘undesirable’ animal models or animal experiments, and that the project 
research question needed to be made more specific. The individual interviews and the group 
interview with the animal rights organisations together produced few concrete examples of 
animal experiments (or types of animal experiments) that deserve a place on the priority list. 
It was therefore decided to focus on developing well-reasoned criteria for prioritising the 
replacement of animal experiments (in any case for this initial phase). 

A first attempt was made to conduct a systematic literature review of the academic literature, 
based on the keywords “priorit* AND replace* AND “animal experiment*” OR “animal 
research” using the search engines PubMed and Google Scholar. However, this yielded few 
results. A different approach was therefore adopted. Based on information obtained during 
interviews with stakeholders to establish the scope of the literature review, and on the 
knowledge and expertise of the author of this report and NCad itself (including NCad’s 
Support Office), a list of possible criteria was drawn up. These criteria are as follows:
1. Degree of translatability of the research
2. Degree of relevance of the goal of an animal experiment
3. Degree of distress caused to laboratory animals
4. Degree of violation of integrity of laboratory animals
5. Degree of proportionality 
6. The stage of development of alternatives
7. Numbers of animals or procedures 
8. Animal species used

Upon further consideration, it was decided that criteria 1 to 4 were suitable, but criteria 5 to 8 
were unsuitable for further exploration. The section on ‘Unsuitable criteria for prioritising the 
replacement of animal experiments’ explains why criteria 5 to 8 were deemed unsuitable for 
further elaboration, after which the section on ‘Suitable criteria for prioritising the replacement 
of animal experiments’ elaborates on criteria 1 to 4. Each of these latter four criteria was 
further explored through a narrative review using the search engines PubMed, Google Scholar 
and Google Search, supplemented by ‘snowball sampling’ and documents contributed by 
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experts in the author’s network. Within the time available, it was decided to place the most 
emphasis on the criteria of translatability and violation of integrity, respectively due to the 
increasing call to pay more attention to translatability in the ethical assessment of animal 
experiments (Eggel and Würbel, 2021; Garner et al., 2017; Meijboom, Kostrzewa and Leenaars, 
2020; Olsson and Sandøe, 2021; Pound and Nicol, 2018; Pound and Ritskes-Hoitinga, 2018; 
Wehling, 2009; Würbel, 2017; Landi, Everitt and Berridge, 2021), and due to the need for 
further clarification of what exactly entails a violation of integrity.

Unsuitable criteria for prioritising the replacement of animal 
experiments
This section explains why the degree of proportionality, the stage of development of alterna-
tives, numbers of animals or procedures, and the species of animal used constitute unsuitable 
criteria for prioritising the replacement of animal experiments. 

Degree of proportionality
The degree of proportionality was considered unsuitable as a separate and independent criterion 
when prioritising the replacement of animal experiments. Proportionality is a measure of the 
suitability, necessity and adequacy of an animal experiment in the context of inflicted harm 
(Würbel, 2017), and itself refers to other criteria. The suitability and adequacy of animal 
experiments are partially described respectively under the criteria of translatability (see 
‘Translatability of experiments: external validity’) and the relevance of the goal of an animal 
experiment (see ‘Relevance of the goal of an animal experiment’). Necessity is additionally 
related to the stage of development of alternatives.

The stage of development of alternatives
The stage of development of alternatives to a particular type of animal experiment was also 
considered as a criterion for the replacement of animal experiments. The idea of this criterion is 
that priority should be given to replacing those types of animal experiments for which the 
development of an alternative is already in sight (leaving aside the ‘scores’ for other criteria), 
i.e. to ‘harvest the low-hanging fruit’. For example, it is generally agreed that it is scientifically 
and technically easier to develop alternatives for toxicity studies – which are highly standard-
ised and repetitious – than to find alternatives for hypothesis-driven academic research. Unlike 
the other criteria, the stage of development of alternatives is primarily a strategic criterion. This 
criterion in itself does not suggest that we should try to replace an animal experiment because it 
poses the greatest ethical challenges, but rather promises quicker results because an alternative is in 
an advanced stage of development. It was therefore chosen not to develop this criterion 
further. Of course, solutions in an advanced stage of development still deserve attention.

Numbers of animals or procedures
The number of animals or procedures involved is not in itself a good criterion for prioritising 
the replacement of animal experiments. Numbers of animals are relevant, but always in 
relation to other factors, such as distress and the research goal. For example, in 2017, the 
largest numbers of procedures that caused severe distress (more than 264,000) were related 
to batch potency testing (European Commission, 2020). This factor, however, is addressed by 
the distress criterion (see ‘Distress in laboratory animals’)

Animal species used
The primate species chimpanzee, bonobo, orangutan and gorilla have a special status in the 
Experiments on Animals Act. Animal experiments on these species are banned outright 
(Experiments on Animals Act, 2021, §10e, Article 1). Experiments with other ‘non-human 
primates’ may only be conducted under special conditions that are more stringent than for 
other animal species (Experiments on Animals Act, 2021, §10e, Article 2 and 3). The UK also has 
stricter requirements for the use of cats, dogs and equine species (Animals (Scientific 
Procedures) Act 1986, 2013; Schedule 2B ‘Additional conditions for the grant of certain project 
licences’). Furthermore, in practice, research institutions choose to refrain or desist from 
experiments on certain animal species, as in the heart failure research at Maastricht University 
mentioned in the Introduction. The well-known UK Ipsos MORI survey further reveals that 
people think animal experiments on, for example, dogs, cats and primates are less acceptable 
than experiments on rats and mice (Cameron, Clemence and Xypolia, 2018).2 

But using animal species as an independent prioritisation criterion raises other issues. The 
species of animal may be relevant if it involves a difference in the capacity of a species to 
experience distress, or differences in homological validity and thus translatability to humans, 
or the moral right to protection of certain species. However, further refining the criterion of a 
species as the right to protection of that species does not solve these issues. Although some 
people apply the social hierarchy of animal species to ethical judgements (Hursthouse, 2011; 
Kagan, 2016; 2018), assigning a greater right to protection based on species has also been 
criticised as ‘speciesist’ and therefore unsuitable (Olsson and Sandøe, 2021; Singer, 1993). It 
therefore seems there is insufficient consensus to use the right to protection of an animal 
species as a criterion for prioritising the replacement of animal experiments.

2 However, Danish studies have found that animal species as a criterion carries less weight for people than, for 
example, the distress caused (T. B. Lund, Lassen and Sandøe, 2012; T. B. Lund et al., 2014).
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Suitable criteria for prioritising the replacement of animal 
experiments
The literature review elaborated the following criteria for prioritising the replacement of 
animal experiments: the degree of translatability of the research, the relevance of the goal of 
an animal experiment, the distress caused to laboratory animals, and the violation of the 
integrity of laboratory animals. The following four sections elaborate on these criteria.

Translatability of the research

We believe that more rigorous and extensive evaluations of animal models are necessary. (…) there are 
fields where it is widely recognized that existing animal models are insufficient. (…) We propose that, 
for improved ethical animal experimentation, animal research in these situations should be avoided 
until improved models are developed. (Vieira de Castro and Olsson, 2015)

The translatability of animal experiments has long been an issue in biomedical research 
(Ferreira et al., 2020; Garner, 2014; Garner et al., 2017; Greek and Kramer, 2019; A. Knight, 2019; 
Leenaars et al., 2019; Pound and Ritskes-Hoitinga, 2018; Ram, 2019; Van der Worp et al., 2010; 
Zeiss, 2015). The point here is that data obtained from animal experiments have limited 
translatability to humans. 

The percentage of drugs that show promise in phase I clinical trials, but do not make it to 
market, has been between 86% and 93% for some time now (Alliance for Human Relevant 
Science, 2020; Garner, 2014; Hay et al., 2014; Kola and Landis, 2004; Thomas et al., 2016; 
Wong, Siah and Lo, 2019). Drugs typically do not make it to market because of a lack of efficacy 
and for safety reasons, but commercial reasons such as a lack of funding, portfolio prioritisa-
tion and intellectual property issues also play a role (Cook et al., 2014; Hay et al., 2014; Thomas 
et al., 2016). However, there is much more ambiguity surrounding the step from experiments 
with laboratory animals to clinical trials with humans. A recent review of reviews, into the 
translatability of findings of animal experiments into those of phase I/II trials with humans, 
found that the success rates range from 0% to 100% (Leenaars et al., 2019). This is not very 
encouraging, as it means that the studies are potentially not predictive for humans. That is, 
the criterion of predictive validity may not be met. 

Animal models and model animals
There are other forms of validating animal models in addition to predictive validity. Before 
discussing the various validity criteria of animal models, however, it is worthwhile clarifying 
what we mean by ‘animal models’. First, we distinguish between animal models and model 
animals (cf. Insel, 2007). A statement heard in practice such as “The animal models will be 
killed as part of the experiment” is an example of reification: the fallacy where an abstract 
construct is wielded as if it were something concrete.3 But an animal used as a model for a 
human disease or condition is not itself a simplified version of that disease or condition 
(Hauskeller, 2007). 

Since an animal model is an abstract model or construct, it is not something that can be killed, 
as a concrete experimental animal can. So, in addition to animal models, we need to distin-
guish concrete experimental or model animals. 

It should also be noted that, when the use of an animal model is discussed in practice, it actually 
almost always concerns using laboratory animals as models for physiological, biological or 
behavioural phenomena in humans. So in this sense, there is no question of using animal 
models in, for example, agricultural research, because there the laboratory animal almost 
always belongs to the same species as the target animal. For example, new feeds for pigs (the 
target animals) are tested on pigs (the laboratory animals) and not on any other species. 

On the other hand, it can be argued that the test pigs in the aforementioned example are also 
models for domesticated pigs of a particular breed or breeding line. This does not concern the 
extrapolation of one species to another, as in biomedical research, but rather of individual pigs 
in an experimental setting to the relevant breed or breeding line that is used in the target 
setting (here: pig farming).

In this report, we apply the commonly used concept of an animal model as an extrapolation 
from animals to humans. Consequently, we consider animal models to be simulations of 
physiological, biological or behavioural phenomena in humans using a species of animal, 
based on a naturally occurring, genetically modified or experimentally induced trait within 
that species, and with the aim of generating knowledge that can be extrapolated to the 

3 See also, for example, Held’s much-quoted definition (1980), quoted in Hau and Schapiro (2011, 2): “a living 
organism in which a normative biology or behaviour can be studied, or in which a spontaneous or induced 
pathological process can be investigated, and in which the phenomenon in one or more respects resembles the 
same phenomenon in humans.”
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human target population.4 Examples of a naturally occurring, genetically modified or experi-
mentally induced trait are, respectively, the canine leukocyte adhesion deficiency (CLAD) 
model (Bauer et al., 2004), the ClockΔ19 mouse model (Kristensen, Nierenberg and 
Østergaard, 2018), and the experimental autoimmune encephalomyelitis model in mice, rats 
and macaques (Procaccini et al., 2015). 

In contrast, model animals are concrete, living animals used in an experiment to model certain 
physiological, biological or behavioural phenomena in humans. The way they model a phe-
nomenon is specified in the animal model. Thus, Irish Setters with CLAD in an experimental 
context are dogs that could be used as models for studying leukocyte adhesion deficiency in 
children.5 The way they model the disease relates to the actual or hypothetical similarities 
between the symptoms, disease progression and mechanisms of leukocyte adhesion defi-
ciency in dogs and humans.

Thus, the translatability of animal experiments directly concerns those research areas where 
animals are used for the benefit of acquiring knowledge of physiological, biological or 
behavioural phenomena in humans, and not, for example, veterinary research, agricultural 
research or fundamental research in other animal species.6

Classical validity criteria of animal models
“Translatability is the validity of the model for duplicating a specific aspect of targets, 
mechanisms, and/or disease in humans” (Landi, Everitt and Berridge, 2021). So, translatability 
has everything to do with the validity of animal models. An animal model (of a disease) has 
validity only insofar it is a reliable model of the human disease or disorder (Belzung and 
Lemoine, 2011). The question, of course, is when is an animal model a reliable model. Several 
aspects can be distinguished here, one of which is the previously mentioned predictive 
validity: the ability to predict a human phenomenon based on the performance of an animal 
model (Geyer and Markou, 1995). This may involve predicting the effect of therapies and 
treatments, specific markers of a disease, or disease progression (Belzung and Lemoine, 2011; 
Holmes, 2003; Van der Staay, Arndt and Nordquist, 2009). Predictive validity is one of the three 

4 This is close to Sjoberg’s (2017) definition, corrected for reification in Sjoberg’s definition, and partly following 
Hau and Schapiro’s (2011) description of different types of animal models.

5 Of course, they can also be models for dogs in general, as in veterinary research.
6 The latter in particular can also provide essential insights into the human situation, although this was not an 

objective of the research. One example is the development of optogenetics, in which the response of specific 
cells in living tissue (such as neurons) to light is being studied in species such as fruit flies, clawed frogs and mice 
(for a review, see Deisseroth, 2015). The translatability criterion is not (yet) applicable in this situation, because 
the problem definition assumes a specific biological process, and not a specific social context such as ‘the clinic’.

classical forms of validating animal models (Willner, 1984) and evaluating the translatability of 
animal experiments (Landi, Everitt and Berridge, 2021). In addition to predictive validity, there 
is also face validity (phenotypic validity) and construct validity. 

Face validity refers to the degree of similarity between the animal model and the disease or 
condition under study across the widest possible range of symptoms (Belzung and Lemoine, 
2011; Geyer and Markou, 1995; Van der Staay, Arndt and Nordquist, 2009; Willner and Mitchell, 
2002). A face validity study thus mainly attempts to reproduce one or more core clinical 
diagnostic criteria in an animal model. Although some researchers restrict the symptoms to the 
level of cognition, emotion and behaviour (Belzung and Lemoine, 2011; Van der Staay, Arndt 
and Nordquist, 2009), this is not always necessary. Similarities between symptoms may also 
relate to neurobiological and physiological abnormalities (Geyer and Markou, 1995; Holmes 
2003; Willner and Mitchell, 2002). Examples include weight loss and increased activity in the 
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis in depression (Holmes, 2003; Willner and Mitchell, 2002). 

Roughly three definitions of construct validity are found in the literature, with the first two 
probably deriving from Willner’s classical formulation (1984). In the first definition, construct 
validity is described as the requirement that the experiment or model must measure what it is 
supposed to measure and can be interpreted unambiguously (Geyer and Markou, 1995; 
Sjoberg, 2017). The forced swim test, for example, was developed as a test for the symptom of 
despair in depression, but a newer interpretation is that it actually tests floating behaviour as a 
coping strategy (Commons et al., 2017; Molendijk and De Kloet, 2015; 2019; De Kloet and 
Molendijk, 2016; Molendijk and De Kloet, 2021). 

The second definition of construct validity describes the extent to which an animal model is 
consistent with the theory underlying the modelled disease or condition in humans (Holmes, 
2003; Willner and Mitchell, 2002). In the case of depression, for example, theorised neurobio-
logical, etiological or psychological mechanisms can be tested using animal models.7 The 
problem here is that, particularly in neuropsychiatric research, there is no single theory, but 
rather several, and consequently it is also unclear which theory the animal model should be 
tested against.

The third definition of construct validity focuses directly on the degree of similarity between 
the mechanisms underlying the disease or disorder in humans, and the observed abnormali-
ties in the animal model (Sams-Dodd, 2006; Van der Staay, Arndt and Nordquist, 2009). 

7 However, sometimes etiology is described by a separate criterion, namely etiological validity (Belzung and 
Lemoine, 2011; Geyer and Markou, 1995).
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Belzung and Lemoine (2011) also call this ‘mechanistic validity’. This is in contrast with face 
validity, which focuses on the effects of the actual or hypothetical mechanisms.

Newer criteria for the validity of animal models
There have been further developments since the definitions of predictive validity, face validity 
and construct validity were formulated. The three classical validity criteria have been supple-
mented with other criteria, and partly reinterpreted. Incidentally, these criteria are not always 
‘new’. For example, convergent validity and discriminant validity were formulated as early as 
1959 in the psychological context (D. T. Campbell and Fiske, 1959). However, these criteria were 
only later incorporated in the explicit evaluation of animal models (Geyer and Markou, 1995).

Validity criteria according to Garner
Garner (2014; 2017) combines the three classical criteria of validity into one – as he calls it – 
‘dimension’. He also distinguishes two other dimensions. The second dimension describes 
internal validity and external validity, and the third dimension describes convergent and 
discriminant validity. Garner does not provide definitions or descriptions of the various types 
of validity, but rather formulates key questions.

Internal validity involves the question of whether the methodology and results of the test or 
model are consistent with both the theory and the existing data produced by the model. This 
involves both reliability and replicability (or reproducibility) (Van der Staay, Arndt and 
Nordquist, 2009). A reliable animal model will produce consistent outcomes when repeated, 
and is reproducible in different contexts (i.e. laboratories). External validity involves the 
question of whether the results of the test or model are widely applicable (generalisability). 
This primarily concerns the question of whether the insights gained are applicable to the 
population or breeding line under study, but secondarily also how they apply at the species 
level and ultimately to the human situation. 

Convergent validity involves the key question of whether the experiment or model is broadly 
consistent with the characteristics of what is being measured, or with the characteristics of the 
modelled human situation. Here, we want to know whether an animal model or experiment 
correlates with other animal models or experiments that model the same phenomenon. 
Finally, external validity involves the question of whether the results of the experiment or 
model rule out the possibility of alternative processes or diagnoses. This is the flip side of 
convergent validity, since in discriminant validity, a low correlation between various experi-
ments or animal models is desirable because they are supposed to model and measure 
various phenomena. 

Validity criteria according to Belzung and Lemoine
Belzung and Lemoine (2011) likewise formulated other validity criteria in addition to the three 
classical criteria, and also reinterpreted the three classical validity criteria. They distinguish 
between face validity, mechanistic validity, predictive validity, homological validity, and 
pathogenic validity. 

Belzung and Lemoine define face validity according to the classical interpretation. However, 
they additionally specify face validity by ethological validity and biomarker validity. The former 
refers to the degree of similarity in behaviour between model animals and humans, while the 
latter refers to the degree of similarity between biotic markers. An example of the latter is the 
degree of similarity between abnormal concentrations of corticosterone in the blood of rats 
and cortisol in humans. It is clear that this does not concern the absolute concentration of 
these glucocorticoids in the blood (which differs between rats and humans), nor an identical 
chemical composition, but rather the similarity of the function of the marker: corticosterone in 
rats performs the same function as cortisol in humans (Belzung and Lemoine 2011).

Mechanistic validity as an interpretation of classical construct validity was discussed earlier.

Belzung and Lemoine further specify predictive validity as the similarity of the relationship 
between trigger factors and the occurrence of disease in model animals on the one hand 
(induction validity), and the therapy or medication and the disease in humans on the other 
hand (remission validity). 

Homological validity concerns the chosen species and breeding line. An example given by 
Belzung and Lemoine is Caenorhabditis elegans, which is a poor choice to model the reduction of 
hippocampal volume in depression (C. elegans has no hippocampus!), but a better choice when 
focussing on basic serotonergic phenomena under stress conditions.

Pathogenic validity concerns the similarity between an animal model and the processes in 
humans that lead to disease. Here, Belzung and Lemoine distinguish between ontopathogenic 
validity and trigger validity. Ontopathogenic validity concerns the similarities between early 
environmental factors that make an organism vulnerable in later stages of life. Trigger validity 
subsequently describes the similarities between factors that make an organism pathological. 

These five criteria with associated subcriteria are presented by Belzung and Lemoine as a 
generic framework for validating animal models of psychiatric disorders. 
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Table 1: Overview of validity criteria

Classical validity 
criteria

Validity criteria according to Garner Validity criteria according to Belzung 
and Lemoine

Dimension Subtype Criterion Subcriterion

Face validity Face vs. 
construct vs. 
predictive

vs.
vs.

Face validity Face validity Ethological validity

Biomarker validity

Construct validity Construct 
validity

Mechanistic 
validity

-

Predictive validity Predictive 
validity

Predictive 
validity

Induction validity

Remission validity

Internal vs. 
external

Internal 
validity

External 
validity

Convergent vs. 
discriminant

vs. Convergent 
validity

Discriminant 
validity

Homological 
validity

Species validity

Breeding line validity

Pathogenic 
validity

Ontopathogenic 
validity

Trigger validity

Scope of validity criteria
These validity criteria were developed for research into neurological and psychiatric disorders 
such as depression, anxiety and schizophrenia (Sams-Dodd, 1999; Willner, 1984; Willner, 
Muscat and Papp, 1992). Assessments of animal models using validity criteria have also been 
largely limited to this field of research (e.g. Belzung and Lemoine, 2011; Garner, 2014; 
Meijboom, Kostrzewa and Leenaars, 2020; Morrice, Gregory-Evans and Shaw, 2018; Treit, Engin 
and McEown, 2010; Tricklebank and Garner, 2012). Although Sams-Dodd (2006) developed a 
generic framework for evaluating the clinical validity of disease models, their examples are also 
limited to neuropsychiatry. Denayer et al. (2014) looked beyond neuropsychiatry and applied a 
modified version of Sams-Dodd’s validity criteria framework to the field of oncology. 

It is unclear why the application of various validity criteria has been limited to neuropsychiatry. 
One possibility is that neuropsychiatry faces the greatest translatability problems. To date, 
insufficient information has been collected to be able to assess whether there are indeed 
significant differences in translatability between the various fields of research (Leenaars et al., 
2019). What is known, however, is that oncology drugs have the lowest success rate in clinical 
trials (93-97% failure rate, see Hay et al., 2014; Thomas et al., 2016; Wong, Siah and Lo, 2019), 
and not drugs for neurological and psychiatric disorders.8 This would suggest that, rather than 
neuropsychiatry, it is oncology that faces the greatest translatability problems (cf. Mak, 
Evaniew and Ghert, 2014). This may explain why the validity criteria are now also applied 
within oncology. On the other hand, cardiovascular research also scores low success rates 
(93% failure rate; Hay et al., 2014; Thomas et al., 2016)9, but the application of validity criteria 
in this field has been limited to date. 

In any case, there are no reasons in principle not to apply validity criteria to a broader range 
of fields than just neuropsychiatry and oncology. In fact, a criterion such as face validity can 
implicitly play a role, for example in infection research. One component of the search for a 
valid animal model for SARS-CoV-2 infections in humans involved the degree of similarity 
between clinical signs such as nasal discharge, coughing, increased body temperature, and 
elevated cytokine profiles in the blood (Bertzbach et al., 2021; A. Singh et al., 2020; Zhai et al., 
2021). Singh et al. (2020) therefore suggest validating animal models for SARS-CoV-2 using, 
for example, the three classical validity criteria (cf. Swearengen, 2018). More recent tools 

8 Therapies such as various forms of radiotherapy do not fall under the FDA classification of ‘drugs’ and are 
therefore not included here. Immunotherapy is included, as it involves drugs such as anti-PD-1 checkpoint 
inhibitors (durvalumab, pembrolizumab, nivolumab) and anti-CTLA-4 antibodies (ipilimumab).

9 It is worth noting that, based on other publications, the drug failure rate for cardiovascular disease is many 
times lower, namely 74-80% (Kola and Landis, 2004; Wong, Siah and Lo, 2019). This may have to do with the 
way success rates are calculated. See Wong et al. (2019) for a discussion of the methodology.
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designed by Ferreira et al. (2019; 2020) and Wehling (Wehling, 2009; Wendler and Wehling, 
2012; 2017) to estimate the validity of animal models consequently have a generic focus 
(see ‘Tools for determining the validity of animal models’).

It should also be noted that translatability is a relevant criterion wherever an animal model is 
involved (see also ‘Animal models and model animals’). Translatability is also important for 
fundamental research in the biomedical domain, for example into the underlying mechanisms 
of MS. However, this concerns the translatability of the knowledge of a specific biological or 
etiological phenomenon, acquired through an animal model, to the human situation. In 
applied research, however, it concerns the translatability of the effectiveness of a technical 
product, such as an implant or a drug. Fundamental and applied research in the biomedical 
domain thus have different focuses – which can also be combined in an individual research 
project – but translatability is relevant to both.10 

Translatability as criterion
In the literature, internal validity is often discussed in the context of the experimental design: is it 
randomised, is it blind, has a power calculation been performed beforehand, have appropriate 
control groups been selected, etc. (Henderson et al., 2013)? These are important procedures in 
keeping with the principles of good science practice to ensure the reproducibility – and 
reliability, in the sense that this says something about the measuring instruments used – of 
animal experiments. However, reproducibility is not only guaranteed by randomisation, 
blinding, etc. (i.e. good science practice); it also depends on the method by which a specific 
animal model is generated. For example, the translatability of a multiple sclerosis (MS) study 
in rhesus monkeys based on the experimental autoimmune encephalomyelitis (EAE) model 
depends not only on an accurate power calculation, randomisation and blinding, but also on 
the reproducibility (and reliability) of the EAE model itself.11 The latter is determined by the 
method used to generate the relevant animal model. So, internal validity involves both a 
general experimental aspect, and an aspect specific to the animal model used.

The same applies for external validity. Ferreira et al. (2020) point out that the external validity 
criterion does not only concern the trial design (such as including relevant endpoints), but also 
the animal models themselves. Henderson et al. reach a similar conclusion: 

10 Fundamental biomedical research is therefore a good example of ‘oriented basic research’, as distinguished 
from ‘pure basic research’ as in the example of optogenetics in footnote 6 (Eurostat, 2021).

11 External validity also plays a role here.

While threats to external validity can be addressed by replication studies under varying experimental 
conditions, threats to construct validity are reduced by articulating, addressing, and confirming 
theoretical presuppositions that underly clinical generalisation. (Henderson et al., 2013, 2).

The external validation of animal experiments thus involves general experimental aspects, 
such as choosing relevant endpoints and conducting replication studies under varying 
experimental conditions (cf. Voelkl et al., 2021).12 This increases the likelihood of generalisabil-
ity of the animal experiment in question. However, this generalisability also depends on the 
animal model itself: the three classical validity criteria (face, predictive and construct validity), 
and newer validity principles (such as homological validity), are what allow for the assessment 
of the latter aspect.13,14 This is summarised in Figure 1.

TRANSLATABILITY

Internal validity

Principles of good science practise
(randomisation, etc.)

Reproducibility of the animal model

Reliability of the measuring 
instruments

Principles of good science practise
(choices of endpoints, etc.)

Generalisability of the animal 
model

Construct vallidity
Predictive validity
Face validity
...

External validity

Figure 1. Relationships between validity criteria in the translatability of animal experiments

12 The latter is relevant, for example, to correct for the high degree of genetic homogeneity in breeding lines of 
experimental animals such as mice and rats, as opposed to the wide genetic variety within the human population.

13 Although Garner identifies several dimensions of validity, he does not clarify how these dimensions relate to 
each other. This is important where translatability is used as a criterion for prioritising animal experiments. 
After all, we want to know if the various validity criteria all carry equal weight, and if an animal model should 
ideally score well for each validity criterion. Or if there is some form of hierarchy in the various validity criteria. 
Based on the findings of Garner’s report, the latter seems possible.

14 According to Pound and Ritskes-Hoitinga (2018), the general experimental aspects concern ‘surmountable 
problems’ where it involves improving the translation of the results of animal experiments, and it is the more 
theoretical aspects of the animal model, and particularly differences between species, that generate ‘insur-
mountable problems’ (cf. PETA 2020).
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The aim of this report is to establish useful criteria for prioritising the replacement of animal 
experiments. One of these criteria is the translatability of an experiment. Translatability is 
dependent on the internal and external validity of animal experiments. Internal and external 
validity both involve a general experimental aspect and an aspect specific to the relevant 
animal model. This implies two things for prioritising the replacement of animal experiments 
in practice: 
1. Animal experiments that do not meet the general experimental requirements of research, 

such as randomisation and blinding, are generally considered undesirable. General 
experimental requirements are important for ensuring good science practice, and 
guidelines that prescribe such requirements should therefore be endorsed by every 
scientific institution (cf. Henderson et al., 2013; Hooijmans, Leenaars and Ritskes-Hoitinga, 
2010). Yet they are not applied as criteria when setting priorities for the replacement of 
animal experiments, precisely because they are so generic to all experiments. In other 
words, general experimental criteria cannot differentiate between animal models. 

2. This is different for the animal model itself. The translatability of an animal model depends 
on reproducibility (internal) and generalisability (external). Here, the reproducibility of an 
animal model partly depends on the method used to build a specific animal model, while 
the generalisability of an animal model partly depends on the extent to which the model 
simulates the presumed underlying mechanisms of a biological or etiological phenomenon 
in humans.15 Reproducibility and generalisability thus differ at the generic level per animal 
model as subcriteria of translatability, and so can be used as subcriteria of translatability 
when prioritising the replacement of animal experiments (see also Figure 1). 

Tools for determining the validity of animal models
An important question is how to determine the validity of animal models in general, and 
separately by subfield (phenotype, mechanism, etc.). Willner (1991) proposed that this was a 
value judgment and not something that can be measured. Recently, however, tools have been 
developed to determine the validity and translatability of animal models in a structured 
manner. These are the models of Van der Staay, Arndt and Nordquist (2009), Sams-Dodd 
(2006) (further elaborated by Denayer et al. (2014)), Ferreira et al. (2019; 2020) and Wehling 
(Wehling, 2009; Wendler and Wehling, 2012; 2017). Van der Staay, Arndt and Nordquist’s tool is 
a qualitative tool, in the sense that the final assessment of an animal model using predefined 
criteria is consensus-based. In the tools of Sams-Dodd/Denayer et al., Ferreira et al., and 
Wehling, the final assessment is based on the quantitative score assigned to an animal model 
using predefined criteria. The tools are briefly explained below.

15 This makes construct (or mechanistic) validity the most scientifically important criterion, but at the same time it 
is the most difficult aspect of an animal model to assess (Holmes, 2003). The latter is the reason why face 
validity is often used, as symptoms can be compared between model animals and human patients. 

Tool developed by Van der Staay, Arndt and Nordquist (2009)
Van der Staay, Arndt and Nordquist (2009) have developed a flowchart in which the scientific 
evaluation begins with determining the reliability and reproducibility of an animal model 
(internal validity), followed by the face validity, predictive validity, construct validity and 
external validity (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Flowchart for evaluating an animal model. Reproduced from Van der Staay, Arndt and Nordquist (2009) based 
on Creative Commons Attribution License CC by 2.0.
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Tool developed by Sams-Dodd (2006)/Denayer et al. (2014)
Partly due to the fact that the classical use of the various validity criteria does not allow for the 
graduated assessment of animal models (see, for example, Van der Staay, Arndt and Nordquist’s 
flowchart discussed above) and it is not possible to compare different models (e.g. in vivo versus 
in vitro versus in silico), Sams-Dodd (2006) proposed a graduated assessment of different models.

Sams-Dodd works with three variables: the organism used (e.g. mouse or human), the 
complexity of the structure (e.g. cell or organ or whole organism) and the way the disease 
develops (e.g. induced by chemical administration or ‘naturally’ by genetic predisposition). 
Sams-Dodd goes on to score validity in terms of none, low, medium, and high. For example, 
the use of primates scores ‘medium’ for organism, cell lines score ‘low’ for complexity, and 
experiments with human patients scores ‘high’ for disease induction.

To arrive at an overall assessment of the three variables, Sams-Dodd developed an algorith-
mic scoring system. For example, the use of tissue from mice ex vivo, where the disease is 
induced by chemical means, is given an overall score of 3 because it deviates from the clinical 
situation for all three criteria (organism is mouse rather than human, complexity is tissue 
rather than the whole organism, and disease induction is artificial rather than natural/actual). 
The highest score (0) is given for experiments on a human patient (human, intact organism, 
actual disease progression). All other possible combinations score between 0 and 3.

Denayer et al. (2014) further developed Sams-Dodd’s algorithmic scoring system by adding 
the criteria of face validity and predictability (i.e., predictive validity), and increasing the 
highest possible score per criterion to 4. For face validity, for example, no similarity in 
symptoms between clinical practice and the animal model gives a score of 1, one similarity a 2, 
one core symptom a 3, and more than one core symptom a 4. The higher the score across all 
criteria, the greater the likely validity of the animal model.

Tool developed by Ferreira et al. (2019; 2020)
Because classical validity criteria are multi-interpretable, Ferreira et al. (2019; 2020) say they 
have developed an objective scoring system to compare the validity of different animal models. 
They believe the existing system developed by Sams-Dodd and Denayer et al. overlooks 
several aspects, such as histology and biomarkers. Based on a literature review and interviews 
with stakeholders, Ferreira et al. propose a ‘Framework to Identify Models of Disease’ (FIMD) 
encompassing eight domains: epidemiology, symptomatology and natural history, genetics, 
biochemistry, etiology, histology, pharmacology, and endpoints (see Table 2). Closed core 
questions (yes/no) are formulated for each of these domains. A predefined score is awarded to 
each positive answer, and the maximum score per domain is the same for all domains. 
The higher the score for all criteria, the greater the likely validity of the animal model.
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Table 2. The Framework to Identify Models of Disease (FIMD). Reproduced from Ferreira et al. (2019) based on Creative 
Commons Attribution License CC By 4.0.

Weight

1. Epidemiological validation 12.5

1.1 Is the model able to simulate the disease in the relevant sexes? 6.25

1.2  Is the model able to simulate the disease in the relevant age groups (e.g. juvenile, 
adult or ageing)?

6.25

2. Symptomatology and natural history validation 12.5

2.1  Is the model able to replicate the symptoms and co-morbidities commonly present 
in this disease? If so, which?

2.5

2.2  Is the natural history of the disease similar to human’s regarding:

2.2.1 Time to onset 2.5

2.2.2 Disease progression 2.5

2.2.3 Duration of the symptoms 2.5

2.2.4 Severity 2.5

3. Genetic validation 12.5

3.1  Does this species also have orthologous genes and/or proteins involved in the 
human disease?

4.17

3.2  If so, are the relevant genetic mutations or alterations also present in the ortholo-
gous genes/proteins?

4.17

3.3  If so, is the expression of such orthologous genes and/or proteins similar to the 
human condition?

4.16

4. Biochemical validation 12.5

4.1  If there are known pharmacodynamic (PD) biomarkers related to the pathophysiol-
ogy of the disease, are they also present in the model?

3.125

4.2  Do these PD biomarkers behave similarly to humans? 3.125

4.3  If there are known prognostic biomarkers related to the pathophysiology of the 
disease, are they also present in the model?

3.125

4.4  Do these prognostic biomarkers behave similarly to humans? 3.125

5. Etiological validation 12.5

5.1 Is the etiology of the disease similar to humans? 12.5

6. Histological validation 12.5

6.1  Do the histopathological structures in relevant tissues resemble the ones found in 
humans?

12.5

Weight

7. Pharmacological validation 8. 12.5

7.1 Are effective drugs in humans also effective in this model? 4.17

7.2 Are ineffective drugs in humans also ineffective in this model? 4.17

7.3  Have drugs with different mechanisms of action and acting on different pathways 
been tested in this model? If so, which?

4.16

8. Endpoint validation 12.5

8.1  Are the endpoints used in preclinical studies the same or translatable to the clinical 
endpoints?

6.25

8.2  Are the methods used to assess preclinical endpoints comparable to the ones used 
to assess related clinical endpoints?

6.25

Tool developed by Wehling (Wehling, 2009; Wendler and Wehling, 2012; 2017)
The last scoring system, Wehling’s model, focuses on the early assessment of the translatability 
of pharmacological research (Wehling, 2009; Wendler and Wehling, 2012; 2017). Five dimen-
sions are distinguished: starting evidence (e.g. what is already known from in vitro data?), 
human evidence (e.g. from clinical trials); biomarkers for predicting efficacy and safety (e.g. 
how ‘close’ to the clinical picture is a biomarker?); proof-of-mechanism, proof-of-principle and 
proof-of-concept testing (e.g. clarity and acceptance of surrogate endpoints); and aspects linked 
to personalised medicine (e.g. what is known about the impact of genetic variation on the 
pharmacokinetic and pharmacodynamic processes). The subcomponents of the various 
dimensions all have different weights, and in the most recent publication this is specified by 
disease area. For example, based on the latest findings, Wendler and Wehling (2017) assign the 
greatest weight to the ‘biomarkers for predicting efficacy and safety’ dimension in oncology 
research, but in psychiatric research, the ‘human evidence’ dimension has the greatest weight. 
The weight per subcomponent is multiplied by a score between 1 and 5, where 1 stands for 
weak and 5 for strong. Wehling (2009) thereby provides applicable characteristics for weak 
and strong scores respectively. After adding up the individual scores, this number is divided by 
100, giving a final score between 1 and 5. A score of 4 or higher represents good translatability.

Choice of tool
For the purposes of this report, it would go too far to compare the various tools for determin-
ing the validity of animal models and suggest the use of a particular tool. The aim was to 
provide an overview of tools that could be helpful for prioritising the replacement of animal 
experiments with regard to translatability. Ideally, the selection of tools for assessing the 
translatability of animal experiments in practice will be refined in consultation with scientists 
specialised in this field. 
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Is translation of animal experiments even possible?
Since the publication of LaFollette and Shanks’ ‘Brute Science: Dilemmas of Animal 
Experimentation’ (1996), even the very possibility of translating insights gained through an 
animal model to humans has been fundamentally called into question. LaFollette and Shanks 
point out that it is insufficient to only present successful or failed cases of translation – with 
proponents of animal experiments presenting successful cases and opponents presenting 
failed cases – to be able judge if translation is possible. Indeed, negative results are inherent to 
conducting research. It is necessary to delve deeper into what failed cases of translation 
actually mean: do they reflect a methodological defect, or are they part of ‘normal scientific 
research’ (Kuhn)? LaFollette and Shanks believe that such a methodological defect is indeed 
present in laboratory animal research. There is an ontological problem that exists in causal 
disanalogies between model animals and humans: causal mechanisms are almost never 
identical between model animals and humans. According to LaFollette and Shanks, animal 
models can therefore only serve as hypothetical animal models and not as causal animal models. 
LaFollette and Shanks thus argue that causal disanalogies preclude the translational step from 
model animals to humans, and draw the conclusion that animal models can at most serve to 
generate hypotheses for human research.16 This also calls into question the ethical acceptabil-
ity of animal experiments. 

There is also an epistemological issue: we cannot determine whether an animal model has 
external validity if we do not already know exactly what we hope to learn from the extrapola-
tion. In other words, according to LaFollette and Shanks, we can only find out whether the 
ontological claim of comparability is met by comparing the results of animal research with the 
results of human research.17 This is known as the ‘extrapolator’s circle’ (Steel 2010).

While it goes too far to discuss this matter in detail here, it should be noted that LaFollette and 
Shanks’ argument has not gone unchallenged. Nordgren (2010), for example, cites Steel’s 
work on comparative process tracing, which says that a causal mechanism need not be completely 
identical for a model animal and a human, but that we need to look at the similarities between 
the phases of this causal mechanism (cf. Steel, 2010). Nordgren also suggests that a combina-
tion of in vivo, in vitro and in silico methods could reinforce the potential for extrapolation, and 
that using only non-animal methods also has serious limitations. Finally, Nordgren notes that 
LaFollette and Shanks’ approach is too theory-driven and does not do enough justice to the 
pragmatic and provisional nature of scientific practice. More specifically, Degeling and Johnson 

16 The professional literature also touches on this point of ontological differences, for example in A. Knight (2019) 
and Pound & Ritskes-Hoitinga (2018).

17 This is particularly problematic for LaFollette and Shanks, because they say that scientists consider human 
research to be “scientifically second-rate” (LaFollette and Shanks, 1996, 23).

(2013) criticise LaFollette and Shanks’ distinction between causal animal models and hypo-
thetical animal models, saying it devalues hypothetical animal models and betrays LaFollette 
and Shanks’ ethical agenda. Degeling and Johnson instead propose making a distinction – that 
already exists in everyday laboratory animal practice (Hau and Schapiro, 2011) – between 
exploratory, explanatory and predictive animal models. This latter distinction also recognises 
the validity criteria of face, construct and predictive validity, respectively. So, based on 
Degeling en Johnson’s proposal, the criterion of translatability can also be used to prioritise 
the replacement of animal experiments.

Summary
Translatability concerns the extent to which the data obtained from an animal experiment are 
translatable to humans. Where the starting point of the problem definition of a research 
proposal is a social practice such as medicine, translatability is a relevant criterion for both the 
applied and the fundamental research within that domain. The applied research then concerns 
the translatability of a product: is a drug or device that is effective in a laboratory animal also 
effective in humans? The fundamental research involves the translatability of knowledge of a 
specific mechanism to the clinical situation: does the model have clinical relevance? 

Translatability also concerns validity: an animal model (of a disease) has validity only insofar 
as it is a reliable model of the human disease or disorder, and more specifically insofar as the 
same underlying mechanisms are involved. Experimental aspects such as randomisation and 
blinding are typically cited in the context of validating animal experiments. While these quality 
requirements are obviously important – animal experiments that do not meet high scientific 
standards are always undesirable – these requirements do not say anything about the 
usefulness of the animal model itself, even if the experiment is conducted in accordance with 
high scientific standards. However, reproducibility and generalisability as subcriteria of validity 
are relevant for assessing the animal model itself. Reproducibility indicates whether the model 
produces consistent and reliable results, i.e. are the right things being measured? 
Generalisability indicates whether the results obtained with the animal model can be extrapo-
lated to the human situation, i.e. does the animal model indeed constitute a good model for 
the phenomenon we want to study in humans? The three classical criteria of face, construct 
and predictive validity are generalisability criteria.

Several tools have been developed to estimate or measure the validity of animal models. 
Preferably, a single tool, or several suitable tools, will be selected in consultation with the 
professional field.
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Animal experiments that use animal models with a low degree of translatability have first 
priority for replacement, also depending on the assessments of other criteria, such as the 
relevance of the goal of an animal experiment.

Example of translatability 

FORCED SWIM TEST
The forced swim test (FST) has been used in research into depression since the 1970s. The test involves 
placing a rodent in a container of lukewarm water from which it cannot escape. The animal will actively 
swim around the container and try to escape, but will give up at some point and passively float. This 
duration of immobility is the primary outcome parameter of the test. Because clinically used antide-
pressants reduce this duration of immobility when applied in rodents, a shorter duration of immobility 
is interpreted as evidence of the efficacy of newly tested drugs (Porsolt, Le Pichon and Jalfre, 1977). 

The test is the subject of heated debate, mainly because of its limited translatability to humans in terms of 
depression (for a review, see Trunnell and Carvalho, 2021). Whether the FST can be assigned face validity 
depends on the interpretation of the rodents’ floating behaviour. If this is interpreted, according to Porsolt, 
Le Pichon and Jalfre (1977), as an expression of despair (a sign of depression in humans), then the FST has 
face validity. However, this interpretation is contested; in the alternative interpretation that FST tests 
floating behaviour as a coping strategy, it does not have face validity for measuring depression (Commons 
et al., 2017; Molendijk and De Kloet, 2015; 2019; De Kloet and Molendijk, 2016; Molendijk and De Kloet, 
2021). Furthermore, the FST has no etiological validity, because the 15-minute (rat) or 6-minute (mouse) 
test differs significantly from the slow pathogenesis of depression in humans (Molendijk and De Kloet, 
2015). Moreover, antidepressants are given to healthy animals, which does not reflect clinical practice. 
Closely related to this is the lack of construct validity, because the underlying mechanisms of depression 
are unknown (Sewell et al., 2021). It is strongly debated whether the FST has any degree of predictive 
validity (high degree: Slattery and Cryan, 2012; none: Trunnell and Carvalho, 2021). So, based on the 
criterion of translatability, the FST used in depression research is an example of an experiment that has 
high priority for replacement. In fact, this is already happening in research institutions and the industry 
(PETA, 2022; Ritskes-Hoitinga, personal communication, 30 September, 2021).

Relevance of the goal of an animal experiment
Animal experiments are conducted with a goal. A distinction is made between the immediate 
and the ultimate goal (CCD, 2019).18 The immediate goal is the goal that can be answered 
within the context of an animal experiment, while the ultimate goal lies further ahead in the 
future. For example, the immediate goal of Alzheimer’s research could be to further unravel 
the mechanism underlying the formation of amyloid-beta plaques between nerve cells in the 
brain. The ultimate goal is then to contribute to preventing, curing, or alleviating Alzheimer’s 
disease. This concerns the multitude of experiments and research projects carried out within a 
scientific field that together can substantially contribute to this ultimate goal. 

Types and variants of animal experiments
The various ultimate goals that animal research can serve involve two factors. The first is the 
type of goal pursued by the research. A precedent was established in 2013 with a ban on animal 
experiments for cosmetic goals (although exceptions still exist) (European Parliament and the 
Council, 2019). The interests involved in animal experiments for cosmetic goals also score low 
in surveys and studies, and not only in a European context (Cameron, Clemence and Xypolia, 
2018; S. Knight and Barnett, 2008; T. B. Lund et al., 2014; Sandgren et al., 2020). These surveys 
also reveal that respondents rate safety testing of chemicals for use in household and 
commercial contexts only slightly higher than cosmetic testing. Research for the benefit of 
human and animal health consistently scores highest (see also Ormandy and Schuppli, 2014).

Sandgren et al.’s (2020) survey of faculty staff and students at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison in the United States also included agricultural research as a category.19 Respondents 
considered such animal research more justifiable than cosmetic research, but less justifiable 
than research for the benefit of human and animal health. However, the category of agricul-
tural research itself does not explain everything. It can, after all, be assumed that the degree of 
acceptance of agricultural research varies depending on the variant of agricultural research. For 
example, in 2018, at the behest of the Central Authority for Scientific Procedures on Animals 
(CCD), the then State Secretary for Economic Affairs of the Netherlands, Van Dam, commis-
sioned an advisory report from the Council on Animal Affairs (RDA) on the desirability of using 
animal experiments for research into conventional and intensive livestock farming. The RDA 
(2018b) advised that animal experiments in livestock farming should ideally contribute to the 
health and welfare of livestock and the transition to a sustainable livestock industry. 

18 These goals are closely related to the benefits of the research (Niemi, 2021). In analogy with the distinction 
between immediate and ultimate goals, Brønstad et al. (2016) speak of actual and promised benefits. It would 
go beyond the scope of this report to elaborate on the exact relationship between benefits and goals here.

19 It should be kept in mind that such surveys among faculty staff and students have serious limitations in terms 
of generalisability to a wider audience (Ormandy and Schuppli, 2014).
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This implies that, for example, research into the use of regionally sourced protein sources in 
the diets of dairy cows is more justifiable than research into the inclusion of a tropical crop in 
the feed of sows in farrowing pens. More in general, the degree of acceptance of animal 
research therefore also depends on the variant used within a given type of research. This is the 
second factor. 

Assessing different types and variants of animal experiments
Variants of animal research are also rated differently within medical research. For example, 
surveys have revealed that people consider the use of laboratory animals for the purposes of 
research into diseases like Alzheimer’s and cancer more acceptable than research into obesity 
(T. B. Lund, Lassen and Sandøe, 2012; T. B. Lund et al., 2014). One aspect that plays a role in 
respondents’ answers is that obesity is a condition that is, in principle, preventable (through 
lifestyle adjustments) and that people perceive preventing obesity as an individual responsi-
bility (Freriks et al., 2005; T. B. Lund, Lassen and Sandøe, 2012). Other factors include the 
mortality and morbidity associated with a disease, and the extent to which existing means are 
available to make living with a disease or condition bearable. For example, migraine is 
accorded less weight in this regard than Alzheimer’s disease and cancer (T. B. Lund, Lassen and 
Sandøe, 2012).

However, the example of obesity as a so-called lifestyle disease also demonstrates why this is 
a complicated discussion. As Freriks et al. (2005, 68) rightly observe with regard to the 
question of whether animal experiments should be allowed for developing drugs for manag-
ing overweight and obesity: 

At first glance, it seems it is easy to provide the morally appropriate answer. Animal welfare organisa-
tions will answer this question in the negative, but other parties will tend to nuance their answer. Not 
all cases of obesity, they will argue, can be blamed on individual responsibility, so it would be unfair to 
deny the ‘innocent’ victims of this condition a potential cure just because others with the same ailment 
have only themselves to blame. 

On top of this, social and addiction factors can also play a role. This conundrum also emerged 
in the debate early this millennium on whether animal research into conditions linked to 
smoking is ethically justifiable. In its 2003 annual report, the then Food and Consumer Product 
Safety Authority reported on a case that played out within an animal ethics committee (VWA 
2004) involving research into the harmful effects of aldehydes in cigarette smoke. Such 
research is (potentially) “ethically problematic, because smoking is a bad habit that is 
avoidable and socially contested” (Freriks et al., 2005, 69). However, this too can be qualified, 

because “in the case of an addiction-disease such as smoking, which is called a ‘lifestyle’ 
disease, to what extent can one still speak of an individual responsibility?” (Schurgers, 2005, 
35). Moreover,

To what extent can people blame a disease on their own deliberately risky behaviour anyway It is 
important to realise here that, during sensitive periods in life such as puberty, the reasons for starting 
smoking can be different to when someone takes up the habit in adulthood. And, of course, there is 
also the question of passive smokers. If the animal ethics committee ‘decides’ that animal experiments 
cannot be carried out for the benefit of smokers, it also deprives the latter two groups of the prospect of 
a treatment (Schurgers, 2005, 37).

While animal rights organisations may be quick to rule that such research into lifestyle-related 
conditions is unacceptable, a nuance will always be found to explain why such an animal 
research variant should nevertheless go ahead (Freriks et al., 2005). 

Another difficulty regarding the definition of the relative value of research has to do with the 
fact that insights obtained from one type of research, or a variant of a type of research, may 
have relevance for a broader field. Thus, animal experiments into the etiology of obesity may 
also provide insights that are relevant to a broader group than only people with obesity. So 
perhaps animal research for the benefit of human nutrition should be ranked even higher than 
medical research, because nutritional interventions can be used to strengthen the immune 
system and thus potentially help protect against all kinds of diseases and disorders (so-called 
nutraceuticals). 

Another example is research into breeding eels in captivity (CCD, 2021). The current eel 
farming sector depends on glass eels caught in the wild. These glass eels are fattened for sale 
to the consumer on eel farms. The big problem with eels is that they are both an endangered 
species and do not naturally reproduce in captivity. However, a hormone treatment has been 
developed to obtain eggs and roe from parent animals and develop them into larvae. If this 
method of raising glass eels is successful, it will serve both the goal of conserving the species 
and improving the sustainability of eel farming. The problem here is that the conservation of 
the species can be attributed great value, while the production of glass eels for fattening in eel 
farms may be valued less (the consumption of eels is unnecessary and there are also alterna-
tives). But both these outcomes fall under the goals of the research.

More in general, Olsson et al. (2015) conclude that the relative importance of different 
(ultimate) goals of research is difficult to evaluate, because so many issues are involved and 
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there is no agreement on how the various goals should be ranked. Also, the European working 
document on ‘Project Evaluation and Retrospective Assessment’ further argues that there is a 
lack of agreement on the relative importance of using animals for, for example, educational 
purposes, statutory safety testing, human health or animal health, and therefore no simple 
hierarchical order can be given (Expert Working Group for Project Evaluation and 
Retrospective Assessment, 2011).

It is true that it is difficult to define a simple and precise hierarchy of the ultimate goals of 
animal research. Nevertheless, a trend can be discerned. VanDeVeer’s (1995) distinction 
between basic, serious and peripheral interests can be helpful here. Basic interests involve 
specific conditions or goods that are required by humans and animals to enable “minimally 
adequate” functioning, such as food, water, oxygen or the absence of chronic, intense pain 
(VanDeVeer, 1995, 88).20 For example, hunting seals represents a basic interest for the 
traditionally living Inuit, while for people in modern agricultural regions, keeping animals for 
slaughter does not. Serious interests concern goods or conditions without which a human or 
animal can survive, but only with difficultly or at a cost. For example, chickens have a serious 
interest in dust bathing and pigs in rooting. Peripheral interests, finally, concern a good or 
condition without which life is possible, but the human or animal cannot flourish without it. 
Examples include the cultural use of decorations such as ivory pendants and, to some extent, 
the use of grooming products.

If we translate the weights of these interests into goals of animal research, research with ‘basic 
goals’ could involve studies aimed at preventing, curing and making more tolerable life-
threatening diseases and diseases that seriously impair the quality of life of humans21 and 
animals, and the conservation of animal species and ecosystems. Serious goals could include 
studies aimed at developing sustainable forms of agriculture and animal husbandry, and 
safety testing of chemicals needed for sustainable food production. Examples of peripheral 
goals might be studies into the safety of cosmetic products (already banned in the EU), fur 
production (banned in the Netherlands since 2021), production goals of intensive livestock 
farming, and safety tests for chemicals for use in the plastics industry.

The relative importance of these goals of research must be seen in the light of today’s modern 
society, and against the background of the use of laboratory animals. All the goals of research 

20 Such conditions are specific to a species or breed: for example, dairy goats require a housing in the winter, while 
many sheep breeds do not.

21 We do not make a further distinction between lifestyle-related diseases and other diseases or conditions here, 
because acquiring a disease or condition is always partly determined by the environment. Moreover, there will 
always be more and less culpable groups of people who will benefit from the outcomes of animal research.

are legitimate in themselves, but a certain hierarchy can be defined in relation to the use of 
laboratory animals. For example, it is possible to conceive a situation where, in an age and 
society where there are no alternatives to wearing fur, and people are dying of cold, research 
into fur production becomes a basic goal. 

To be able to weigh the goals of animal research and the associated values, it is also important 
to take our current knowledge as starting point, and only make plausible assumptions. So, it is 
reasonable to argue that research into the etiology of obesity will be of primary benefit to 
those suffering from this condition. Any possible wider applications of insights gained from 
such research fall under the category of ‘flukes’ (serendipity), and the small chance of that 
happening should not be given any weight when defining the importance of the goal of a 
proposed animal experiment.

Of course, research can serve several purposes at once, as the eel example made clear. 
However, this in itself does not form an obstacle for defining a hierarchy of the goals of 
research. A practical solution here is to always start with the most ‘serious’ goal when 
assessing whether animal experiments should be replaced sooner for a particular form of 
research. So, forms of research with a more ‘serious’ goal, will have lower priority for replace-
ment (also depending, of course, on how they score on other prioritisation criteria).

Finally, it should be kept in mind that this concerns defining prioritisation criteria in the search for 
replacements for animal experiments, and not, for example, the desirability of an outright 
ban. This means that the lack of precision when establishing the importance of the categories 
of research goals forms only a relatively minor problem.

Summary
Animal experiments are conducted with a goal. The immediate goal of a concrete animal 
experiment (e.g. unravelling a mechanism) can be distinguished from the ultimate goal (e.g. a 
therapy for multiple sclerosis) which lies further in the future and requires multiple experiments 
and studies. Some of those ultimate goals are the subject of debate. For example, animal 
research for the purpose of manufacturing cosmetics has been banned in Europe and many 
people also question whether it is still necessary to carry out chemical safety tests on animals.

The ultimate goals of research can be ordered based on VandeVeer’s distinction into basic, 
serious and peripheral interests. Research with a basic goal could involve studies aimed at 
preventing, curing and making more tolerable life-threatening diseases and diseases that 
seriously impair the quality of life of humans and animals, and the conservation of animal 
species and ecosystems. Serious goals could include studies aimed at developing sustainable 
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forms of livestock farming and food safety tests. And in today’s modern society, livestock 
research to improve production could be called a peripheral goal.

To be able to weigh the goals of animal research and the associated values, it is also important 
to take our current

These can all be legitimate goals of research, but a hierarchy of importance can be established 
when the use of laboratory animals is required to achieve such a goal. Projects and animal 
models that primarily serve peripheral goals should have highest priority for replacement.

Example of the relevance of the goal of an animal experiment

POST-WEANING DIARRHOEA IN PIGLETS
Research has been conducted into ways to address health problems in piglets for more 
than two decades now. This focuses on piglets that suffer diarrhoea during the period 
shortly after being separated from their mothers. A range of factors make piglets sensitive 
to infections which often result in diarrhoea during the period after weaning. Particularly 
now that the downsides of using antibiotics on livestock have become clear, much of the 
research has been focused on preventing post-weaning diarrhoea, such as using 
improved feed and adjusting management and housing systems (see for reviews: J. 
M. Campbell, Crenshaw and Polo, 2013; Rhouma et al., 2017; Wensley et al., 2021).

Although the studies have already led to various adjustments in farming practice, 
post-weaning diarrhoea remains a major problem for pig farmers. This gives rise to the 
following questions: To what extent have the animal experiments carried out thus far 
contributed to solving the problem? Are proposals for research into the effects of yet 
another feed supplement not merely ‘sticking plasters’? And are there not other, more 
fundamental alternatives available (for example, leaving piglets with their mothers for 
longer or keeping them in lower densities)? Another option would be to opt for more 
sustainable solutions, although these would require the entire sector to change in the 
long term.

So how should such animal research be judged in the light of the relevance criterion? 
According to the distinction between basic, serious and peripheral interests, this type of 
research into post-weaning diarrhoea in piglets can be said to have a peripheral interest: 
it concerns research that primarily serves an economic interest, and only to a very limited 
extent piglet health. Moreover, alternatives are available. So, replacing such animal 
research therefore has high priority.

This example is reproduced with permission in modified form based on: RDA (2018b).
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Distress in laboratory animals22

Animal research involves distress, in other words damage to the welfare of laboratory animals. 
Given the definition of an animal experiment in the Experiments on Animals Act, all animal 
experiments inherently involve at least mild distress.23 Within the European Union, the distress 
suffered by laboratory animals is the main form of damage covered by the mandatory 
harm-benefit analysis. In addition, Europe prescribes an upper limit to harm:24 

Subject to the use of the safeguard clause in Article 55(3), Member States shall ensure that a procedure 
is not performed if it involves severe pain, suffering or fear that is likely to be long-lasting and cannot 
be ameliorated (European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2010, Article 15.2).25

The said safeguard clause states that long-lasting severe distress may be permitted by 
individual member states in exceptional and scientifically justifiable cases. 

European directive 2010/63/EU also prescribes a classification of the severity of procedures in 
terms of non-recovery, mild, moderate, and severe distress. The severity of procedures is 
“determined by the degree of pain, suffering, distress or lasting harm expected to be experi-
enced by an individual animal during the course of the procedure” (European Parliament and 
Council of the European Union, 2010, Annex VIII). Although the European directive describes 
pain, suffering and distress in the same breath, Olsson et al. (2019) argue that a qualitative 
distinction should be made between different degrees of pain (and illness) on the one hand, 
and suffering (and distress) on the other. The degree of pain depends on the duration and 
intensity, but the crucial question is whether the animal is capable of coping. The moment the 
pain becomes overwhelming for the animal, “compensation cannot occur, normal life cannot 
be experienced, and) the animal cannot fully recover and will be fundamentally changed even 
if the external situation improves” (Olsson et al., 2019, sec. ‘How to Measure Severe Suffering). 
This may be the reason why the European directive has also included a separate clause on 
long-lasting severe distress, in addition to the mandatory harm-benefit analysis. 

22 This section has been kept short because of a parallel NCad study into severe distress and the already wide 
knowledge of measuring distress in the field.

23 See the Introduction for the definition.
24 Recently, DeGrazia and Beauchamp (2020) also launched a framework of six criteria to determine the moral 

acceptability of animal experiments, one of which concerns an upper limit to harm. 
25 See also Experiments on Animals Act (2021, §3, Article 10b(2)).

In the context of prioritising the replacement of animal experiments, theoretically, animal 
experiments that involve severe and prolonged distress (suffering) will be high on the agenda. 
However, animal experiments involving severe and prolonged distress are not carried out in 
the European Union. If a Member State wishes to carry out an animal experiment with severe 
and prolonged distress, it must report this to the European Commission within one month. 
However, Olsson et al. (2019) report that no notification of an animal experiment involving 
severe and prolonged distress had been received by the European Commission as of 1 July 
2019. While this may be reason for cautious optimism, it should be kept in mind that the 
estimation of the degree of distress involved is the responsibility of individual committees, 
and there are only general rules for this (Olsson et al., 2019). So there may be some variation in 
how the rules are interpreted and applied. Consequently, the absence of serious and pro-
longed distress may be merely an administrative description. In any case, an enquiry should be 
conducted to establish if the European Commission received any notifications in recent years.

After severe and prolonged distress, animal experiments that involve any period of severe 
distress should logically have next priority for replacement. In the UK, 4% of animal experi-
ments conducted in 2020 involved severe distress (Home Office, 2021). This was 0.9% in 
the Netherlands in the same year (NVWA, 2022). According to the latest European figures 
however, in 2016 and 2017, 11% of animal experiments involved severe distress (European 
Commission, 2020). 

Of further significance here is that, from a European perspective, so-called batch potency testing 
is by far the largest category of severe distress, followed at some distance by nervous system 
experiments and diagnostic tests (European Commission, 2020). 

So, the scale used in the European Union to ‘measure’ distress can be used to prioritise the 
replacement of animal experiments. This prioritisation ranges between severe and prolonged, 
severe, moderate, and lastly mild distress.

Summary
Animal research involves distress, in other words damage to the welfare of laboratory animals. 
European directive 2010/63/EU prescribes a classification of the severity of procedures in terms 
of non-recovery, mild, moderate, and severe distress. This classification of distress can be used 
to prioritise the replacement of animal experiments, starting with the promotion of alterna-
tives to animal experiments and animal models that involve (long-lasting) severe distress.
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Example of distress

ROUTINE BATCH TESTING FOR CLOSTRIDIUM VACCINES
In Europe, batch potency testing constitutes by far the largest category of animal testing 
with severe distress. The European Pharmacopoeia requires that every batch of a vaccine 
produced must be tested for efficacy. Little is known about which specific vaccines involve 
severe distress in laboratory animals. A 2008 study by the RSPCA provides the most, 
albeit dated, information (J. Cooper and Jennings, 2008). 

One of the examples that gives rise to the greatest concerns about distress in laboratory 
animals involves the efficacy testing of batches of veterinary vaccines (J. Cooper and 
Jennings, 2008; Cruelty Free Europe, 2022; Hendriksen, personal communication, 9 
February 2022). An example of this is the Clostridium vaccines. Concerning vaccines 
against blackleg (Clostridium chauvoei) in sheep and cattle, and botulism (Clostridium 
botulinum) in sheep, cattle, horses and birds, the Pharmacopoeia is quite unrestrictive 
and allows exposure tests to be conducted (J. Cooper and Jennings, 2008). It is these 
exposure tests in particular (in addition to toxin-neutralising tests) that cause a lot of 
distress during routine batch testing. Mice (C. botulinum) and hamsters (C. chauvoei) are 
divided into vaccinated and unvaccinated groups and then exposed to the respective 
pathogen. The laboratory animals suffer severe distress during these tests. In the case of 
C. chauvoei, this involves oedema formation, tissue necrosis and ultimately death of the 
hamsters in the unvaccinated group (K. P. Singh, Parihar and Tripathi, 1992, quoted in J. 
Cooper and Jennings, 2008). In the case of C. botulinum, this involves dehydration, loss of 
sensorimotor reflexes and cardiac or respiratory failure in mice in the unvaccinated group 
(Luvisetto et al., 2003, cited in Cooper and Jennings, 2008). 

Thus, in regard to distress, replacing routine batch testing of Clostridium vaccines has 
high priority. Importantly in this respect, replacement in vitro tests are under develop-
ment for both C. botulinum (Rust et al., 2017) and C. chauvoei (Nicholson et al., 2019).

Violation of the integrity of laboratory animals

Background to the concept of integrity
Several authors have argued that the animal ethics debate would benefit from an explicit 
discussion about the violation of the integrity of laboratory animals in research projects 
(De Vries, 2004; Röcklinsberg, Gamborg and Gjerris, 2014; Verhoog, 2004). The Central 
Authority for Scientific Procedures on Animals has also included the integrity of laboratory 

animals as an evaluation item in the advice form that animal ethics committees submit to the 
Authority (question C12) (see also CCD, 2019).26 Although it was already applied in laboratory 
animal practice, the concept of ‘animal integrity’ first emerged in the Netherlands in the 1990s 
as part of the debate about interventions such as dehorning cattle, docking tails of pedigree 
dogs, and the genetic modification of animals (Brom, 1997; De Vries, 2009). In this regard, the 
concept of integrity violation refers to morally problematic issues that lie ‘above’ or ‘behind’ 
welfare violations (Bovenkerk, Brom and Van Den Bergh, 2002; Röcklinsberg, Gamborg and 
Gjerris, 2014; De Vries, 2006). Even though an operation like docking a dog’s tail is virtually 
painless when done under anaesthesia and according to good veterinary practice, many 
people perceive such operations as morally problematic. The concepts of integrity and 
integrity violation provide an entry point for the discussion about this issue.

Most studies that discuss integrity refer to Rutgers and Heeger’s 1999 definition (Bovenkerk, 
Brom and Van Den Bergh, 2002; Gjerris and Gamborg, 2010; Grimm, 2014; Nordgren, 2010; 
Ortiz, 2004; Schmidt, 2008; Verhoog, 2007).27 This classical definition of animal integrity is as 
follows: “[the] wholeness and completeness of the animal and the species-specific balance of the creature, 
as well as the animal’s capacity to sustain itself independently in an environment suitable to the species.” 
(Rutgers and Heeger, 1999, 45).28 Three concepts play a central role in this definition: (1) the 
wholeness of the animal; (2) the species-specific balance of the animal; and (3) the ability of 
the animal to sustain itself independently in an environment appropriate for the species. 
Rutgers and Heeger cite the dehorning of cattle as an example of the violation of the whole-
ness of the animal. Regarding the violation of an animal’s species-specific balance, Rutgers 
and Heeger give the example of breeding for rapid muscle growth in broilers, which eventually 
restricts the animal’s capacity to walk and sometimes even results in spontaneous death. This 
is because the metabolism is out of balance in these broilers. Finally, an example of a violation 
of the animal’s capacity to sustain itself independently in an environment appropriate for the 
species is the breeding of ‘double-muscled’ cattle like the Belgian Blue (Rutgers and Heeger, 
1999, 47-48). These animals show exceptionally strong muscle growth but have a narrow birth 
canal, a physical configuration that has been achieved through domestication and selection 
and does not occur in cattle bred in a more natural context. As a result, the calves of double-

26 In Denmark, the concept of integrity was used in 2006 in legislation governing animal cloning (Gjerris and 
Sandøe, 2006). It is unknown to us if it is still used.

27 Although the concept of ‘animal integrity’ has strong roots in the Dutch discussion, it was used as early as 1995 
in a document by a Swiss ethics committee, without any reference to Dutch authors (Ethik-Studienkommission des 
Eidgenössischen Volkswirtschaftsdepartements zur Gentechnologie im ausserhumanen Bereich, 1995). This suggests that 
‘animal integrity’ as a concept does not have purely Dutch origins.

28 The Council for Animal Affairs (RDA) more or less adheres to the following definition of integrity: “Integrity 
encompasses the species-specific wholeness and completeness of an animal and its ability to function 
independently, according to its nature, in an environment appropriate to its species” (RDA, 2018a, 25).
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muscled breeds cannot be born naturally or in a species-specific way, but must always be 
delivered by a caesarean section. So, these double-muscled cattle are always dependent on 
intensive assistance from humans. 

The examples provided by Rutgers and Heeger themselves to illustrate integrity violations all 
relate to farm animals and companion animals. There are also examples of integrity violations 
in laboratory animals according to Rutgers and Heeger’s definition (this does necessarily entail 
agreement with Rutgers and Heeger’s definition at this point). A violation of the wholeness of 
the animal, firstly, could be toe or ear clipping in genetically modified mice for the purposes of 
identification and genetic characterisation (cf. NCad, 2020). A highly controversial ‘example’, 
secondly, of violating the species-specific balance of laboratory animals, is the mouse with a 
human ear on its back (cf. Trouw, 1995). A more subtle example is the prevention of horn 
formation in cattle using CRISPR technology. Finally, an example of a violation of an animal’s 
capacity to sustain itself independently in an environment appropriate for the species are the 
nude mice that are regularly used in oncological research. These mice lack a thymus and fur, 
and so require a highly controlled laboratory environment (both microbiologically and 
climatically) to be able to function biologically and mentally. This makes them strongly 
dependent on humans.

In summary, in the now classical definition of Rutgers and Heeger, integrity concerns the 
wholeness of the animal, the species-specific balance of the animal, and the ability of the 
animal to sustain itself independently in an environment appropriate for the species.

Reception of Rutgers and Heeger’s definition of integrity
With regard to the reception of Rutgers and Heeger’s definition of integrity, there are three 
points that should be noted. The first concerns the interpretation of the first subcriterion, the 
wholeness of the animal. The second concerns a shift in the interpretation of integrity towards 
a stronger focus on the capacities or abilities of animals. The third is a critical note regarding 
the third subcriterion of functioning independently in an environment appropriate for the 
species. These three points are discussed separately below.

Wholeness of the animal
The question is what exactly should be understood by the ‘wholeness of the animal’. Is 
dehorning cattle problematic because it directly intervenes in the animal body, or is it 
problematic because the cattle then lack a body part that they naturally should have?29 Brom 

29 Or: is it problematic because the cow lacks certain abilities as a result of dehorning? This is addressed under 
‘Animal abilities’. 

describes wholeness as the “wholeness of the animal in the physical and physiological sense” 
(Brom et al., 1996, 15). However, his interpretation is very broad, as evidenced by his example 
of a nude mouse that lacks the fur that it should naturally have (see also ‘Example of integrity: 
nude mice’).30 This is in line with the view that dehorning cattle is problematic because the 
animals lack something that they should naturally and physically have as a species. 

Schmidt (2008, 319), however, argues that operationalising the wholeness of the animal firstly 
and foremostly concerns crossing the boundaries of the animal body, as in the case of an amputa-
tion.31 This is in line with the view that tail docking is problematic because it involves a direct 
intervention in the animal body. Breeding a nude mouse, for example, would not constitute a 
violation of animal integrity, because no literal physical boundaries are crossed (see also 
‘Integrity of the individual, breeding line or breed, and species’).

So, there are at least two possible interpretations of the wholeness of the animal. This is 
discussed further in the section on ‘Narrow and broad interpretations of integrity’.

Animal abilities
As early as 1996, Brom wrote that, in addition to the wholeness of the animal in the physical 
and physiological sense (see the section on ‘Wholeness of the animal’ above), integrity can 
also be seen as (1) “the ability to function species-specifically and to achieve this ability” (Brom 
et al., 1996, 15) or (2) “the ability of the animal to maintain a physiological and ethological 
balance in a specific environment without intensive human assistance” (Brom et al., 1996, 15). 
The first interpretation “mainly concerns ethological and functional factors. Here it refers to an 
‘ethogram’ describing all the more or less essential species-specific behavioural expressions of 

30 ‘Naturally’ refers to ideas such as ‘naturalness’ and ‘telos ‘ (Hauskeller, 2005; Kramer and Meijboom, 2021), and 
involves all manner of interesting relationships between the concepts of integrity, naturalness and telos. For 
example, Hauskeller says that “biological integrity consists in the ability to live according to one’s natural ends [or] telos” 
(Hauskeller, 2016, 47). This needs to be explored further, however not in the context of the present report.

31 A legal question here is what the term ‘crossing the boundaries of an animals body’ contributes to the existing 
regulatory framework, that defines an animal experiment as involving “experimental or other [and] educational 
goals, which may cause the animal a level of pain, suffering, fear or lasting harm equivalent to, or higher than, 
that caused by the introduction of a needle in accordance with good veterinary practice” (Experiments on 
Animals Act, 2021, §1, Artikel 1a). Does the current definition of what constitutes an animal experiment by law 
not already cover any violation of the wholeness of the animal? It is in any case so that the wholeness of the 
animal, as understood in a narrow sense, is by definition violated during an animal experiment. However, this 
says nothing about the degree of violation of this wholeness/integrity (see ‘Integrity: absolute or relative?’). 
Furthermore, the legal definition of an animal experiment has a different relationship with the concept of 
‘wholeness’ in a broader sense.
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an animal” (Brom et al., 1996, 15).32 Animals should have the opportunity to exhibit species-
specific behaviour. Pigs should be able to root in the mud, chickens to scratch, and rodents to 
dig tunnels. This aspect of the opportunity to exhibit species-specific behaviour has also been 
given more weight in the recent amendment to the Animals Act (House of Representatives, 
2021). The second interpretation does not refer to the species, but rather to the degree to 
which the animal can independently and successfully ‘cope’, and so is close to certain views 
regarding animal welfare (e.g. Broom, 1993; Korte, Olivier and Koolhaas, 2007). 

In line with this focus on abilities of animals, Heeger and Brom somewhat later came with 
another definition of integrity: “the physical and mental ability of the animal to realise their well-being 
and to flourish” (Heeger and Brom, 2001, 245). In general, abilities can be said to be “that which 
a human (or non-human animal) is or could be capable of under the right conditions” 
(Nussbaum 2006, 119).33 So, here, animal abilities concern that which enables an animal to 
achieve well-being and flourish. Here, Heeger and Brom come very close to the definitions of 
well-being in terms of coping as discussed above. This subsequently raises the question of the 
extent to which integrity actually still says anything about problematic issues ‘above’ or 
‘behind’ animal welfare.34 

De Vries (2009, 88) points out that Heeger and Brom’s definition of integrity does not 
completely coincide with the classical definition: for example, the dehorning of cattle is 
problematic according to the classical view of integrity because the wholeness of the animal is 
violated. However, according to Heeger and Brom’s definition, such an intervention is only 

32 Cf. “When essential species traits have disappeared in an animal, the integrity of that animal is said to have 
been violated” (RDA, 2016, 37).

33 Although the discussion of integrity in terms of abilities contains no explicit reference to Nussbaum’s abilities 
approach (as far as we know), it does show formal similarities. Nussbaum translates ten key human abilities 
into their animal context, namely the ability to live, healthiness, bodily integrity, enjoyment, experiencing 
emotions through engagement with others, practical thinking (to the extent this ability is present), establishing 
social bonds, relationships with other species, play, and having control over the environment (Nussbaum, 2006; 
Janssens, 2020). It is interesting that Nussbaum includes ‘bodily integrity’ as an ability. She seems to mean this 
in the sense of ‘the ability to maintain bodily integrity’. Yet bodily integrity would appear to be a more 
fundamental trait, in the sense that it is a prerequisite for having any abilities at all, as has been discussed in the 
animal integrity debate (cf. Schmidt, 2008). 

34 As mentioned above, Heeger and Brom explicitly mention the relationship with animal welfare when they state 
that integrity comprises “the physical and mental ability of the animal to realise their well-being and to flourish.” Since 
Heeger and Brom consider ‘respect for integrity’ to be a separate requirement to a ‘good life’ for animals, this 
implies that they do not reduce integrity violations to welfare violations.

problematic if it violates the ability of the animals to achieve well-being and flourish.35 
According to the newer definition, violation of the (physical) wholeness of the animal is not 
always a form of violation of the animal’s integrity. So, the newer definition does not define 
‘wholeness’ in absolute terms. Instead, it takes into account that which the animal has the 
potential to achieve, based on its genome or a specific body part, to determine whether an 
intervention is an integrity violation.36

Independent functioning
As mentioned earlier, the third subcriterion of Rutgers and Heeger’s definition involves the 
ability of the animal to sustain itself independently in an environment appropriate for the 
species. Schmidt elaborates this subcriterion theoretically – and originally – by arguing that 
integrity does “not only mean a state in which [the animals] can find themselves, but also 
involves a specific ability to integrate” (Schmidt, 2008, 318, translated from German to Dutch by 
CJR). The animal itself actively maintains the interaction between the various parts of its body,37 
and the incorporation of its body as a whole into the environment (Umwelt) (Schmidt, 2008). A 
concrete example is nest-building in birds: 

Building a nest consists of a pattern of different behaviours, which in turn form part of a larger pattern 
of behaviour including social behaviour between male and female birds, breeding behaviour, and the 
pair caring for their youngsters. These behaviours form part of the behavioural pattern of the relevant 
bird species. Thus, in addition to the species-specific wholeness of organs, the wholeness of a particular 
bird consists of its ability to organise its own behaviour (Lijmbach, 1996, 68, emphasis added).

35 De Vries claims that dehorning cattle does not adversely affect their ability to live a good life and flourish, and 
therefore dehorning does not violate the integrity of the animal. But this is debatable. Welfare violations in the 
form of pain at the location where the horns are burned away, for example, can be long-lasting, which is a 
violation of the animal’s ability to have a good life.

36 De Vries ultimately opts for the newer definition because (among other reasons) he thinks it can do justice to 
almost all moral intuitions and judgements that might be involved in animal integrity issues.

37 Verhoog (2007, 369) says that “integrity presupposes the existence of an ‘organism’, a living whole with interconnected 
parts. It is the interconnectedness, the balanced harmony of the parts of the whole, which is somehow linked to the concept of 
integrity”. Others also note that integrity implies ‘wholeness’, but thereby also an integration of ‘parts’ within a 
given ‘whole’ (Holdrege, 2002; quoted in Hauskeller, 2016; Schmidt, 2008; Nordgren, 2010). We speak of 
‘wholeness’ when these various parts exist in a balanced relationship with each other. Seen in this way, the first 
two subcriteria of the classical definition are two sides of the same coin: the ‘wholeness’ in the first subcriterion 
automatically assumes the ‘balance’ in the second subcriterion. The death of an animal is thus the ultimate 
violation of its integrity, because “the whole is completely broken into pieces and ceases to exist” (Nordgren, 2010, 70). 
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While at an initial level of integrity violation, this would involve crossing the animal’s more or 
less static physical boundaries (see above, ‘Wholeness of the animal’), at the next level it 
indicates the active maintenance by the animal of the boundaries of its body in relation to its 
environment. It is this ‘active’ component that is referred to in the third subcriterion in Rutgers 
and Heeger’s definition.

The question is whether, by stating that animals should be able to maintain themselves 
independently, Rutgers and Heeger’s definition does not actually go further than this active 
component. This definition would appear to be too absolute. Firstly, this makes the concept of 
integrity difficult to explain in relation to domesticated animals, that by definition no longer 
live in their ‘original’ natural habitat (Brom, 1997, 139). Brom (1997, 139) therefore suggests a 
more manageable criterion: “the extent to which an animal requires humans to satisfy its 
needs and, for example, be fed and kept by artificial means.”

Secondly, according to the ethics of care in relation to the human situation, dependency and 
vulnerability – whether or not they are mutual – are characteristic of human existence and not 
necessarily problematic (e.g. Comstock, 1992; Kittay, 2011; Engster, 2019). Another relevant 
question is why the animals must be able to function independently; dependency relation-
ships can have a legitimate place too, depending on the situation (Engster, 2006). It can be 
argued, however, that there is a moral difference between actively taking certain abilities away 
from humans and animals (and thereby making them more dependent), and the simple 
existence and acknowledgment of (mutual) dependency relationships. In the former case, 
there is a risk of instrumentalisation and the violation of the dignity of humans and animals 
(Balzer, Rippe and Schaber, 2000; Ortiz, 2004; Nussbaum, 2006; Hauskeller, 2007). The second 
case concerns a given reality.

Narrow and broad interpretations of wholeness
As mentioned earlier, there are at least two possible interpretations of the wholeness of an 
animal in relation to this subcriterion. In the first interpretation, wholeness (and thereby also 
integrity) is understood in a narrow sense to involve crossing the animal’s physical boundaries. 
In this sense, for example, toe clipping – where it has no further consequences for the mouse’s 
locomotion and other behaviour – involves a violation of animal integrity, but not the 
breeding of nude mouse lines that are severely limited in their ability to adapt to the microbial 
environment and climate.38 The latter case does not involve a direct physical intervention.

38 A more complicated example involves cutting off a piece of a fish’s fin (fin clipping) (Berger Eriksen et al., 2011). 
This involves violating the wholeness of the body, but not permanently, as a fish fin grows back.

Wholeness, however, can also be interpreted within a broader interpretation of integrity, 
involving animal abilities on the one hand and the species to which it belongs on the other. In 
short, then, an integrity violation is any intervention that results in a loss of species-specific abilities. 
Integrity thus involves possessing the set of abilities characteristic of the species.39 This explicitly 
concerns the set, in other words the combination of abilities characteristic of a species. Some of 
these abilities will be widely shared, but others may be exclusive to a species. For example, a 
more or less species-specific ability of rodents is gnawing relatively hard (organic) objects, 
while the ability to reproduce is a widely shared ability within the animal and plant kingdom. 
Lammerts van Bueren et al. (2003) refer to the ‘integrity of life’ for this latter case.

Because these concern abilities, the animal is required to act to achieve those abilities.40 
Abilities therefore ‘require’ an appropriate context within which they can be achieved. Laying 
hens in cages, for example, lack an appropriate context in which to achieve dust bathing as a 
species-specific behaviour. Similarly, individual housing of male mice deprives them of the 
ability to groom each other as a species-specific activity.41 However, it should be noted that the 
failure to provide an appropriate environment for animals in these examples does not in itself 
constitute a violation of their integrity. The animals retain their abilities, only they are not 
offered an opportunity to achieve these abilities. While this is a concern,42 it is not a violation 
of integrity.

Important here is that this broad interpretation of integrity can do justice to the moral unease 
evoked by procedures such as breeding nude mouse lines and the use of vasectomised male 
mice. These practices are not necessarily problematic according to a narrow interpretation of 

39 Thus, the distinction made between indicators of species-specific behaviour and indicators of integrity in the 
RDA’s advice (2016) on breeding and reproductive techniques is not very useful. Indeed, the RDA fails to give 
any concrete indicators of integrity. The example that it gives of chickens bred for blindness could just as easily 
be approached in terms of the opportunity to exercise species-specific behaviour (scratching, etc.). 

40 Nussbaum (2006) calls these ‘functionings’.
41 In the same line, stereotypies can be seen as unnatural behaviour that, in a sense, mirrors a natural or 

species-specific behaviour: for example, bar biting in sows is seen as surrogate rooting and nest-building 
behaviour. Stereotypies are repeated sequences of behaviour with no apparent function (Broom, 1991). 
Research into preventing stereotypies and encouraging species-specific behaviour by enriching the cages of 
laboratory animals such as mice has been limited to date but is currently ongoing (Bailoo et al., 2018; Gross et 
al., 2012; Mason et al., 2007; Novak et al., 2016).

42 This point is addressed within broader interpretations of animal welfare like ‘natural living’ (Fraser et al., 1997b; 
Fraser, 2008; V. Lund, 2006; Green and Mellor, 2011).
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integrity.43 However, operationalising a broad interpretation of integrity will require much 
knowledge about the species-specific abilities of animals and the extent to which these may 
be violated (more on operationalisation under ‘Operationalising integrity’). 

On the other hand, the narrow interpretation of integrity is the easiest to operationalise, and 
is in line with how the bodily integrity of human beings is enshrined in the Dutch Constitution 
and applied in human medical ethics.

Empirical utility of the concept of integrity
In the scientific and ethical literature, there is and has been much debate about whether 
integrity is an empirically useful concept. The question is whether integrity describes an ideal 
or that it (also) relates to empiricism. To discuss this question, we will start by explaining the 
different points of view in this debate and then move on to a more critical discussion of them, 
and finally propose a constructive interpretation of integrity. 

One reason to deny that integrity has a relationship with empiricism was prompted by the 
claim that a veterinary intervention in an animal – such as a caesarean section of an ewe 
because the lamb is poorly positioned – does not involve a violation of the integrity of the 
animal, as opposed to an intervention for utilitarian purposes – such as a caesarean section of 
an ewe to simulate the effects of premature birth (Vorstenbosch, 1993; Rutgers and Heeger, 
1999). In the first case, the intervention is primarily in the interest of the health of the ewe and 
lamb themselves. In the second case, the intervention is primarily in the interest of human-
kind: the ewe and lamb serve as a model for premature birth in humans. So, according to 
Vorstenbosch and Rutgers and Heeger, the intention of the intervention plays a role in our 
judgement of whether that intervention violates the integrity of an animal.44 

A problem with this interpretation is that the result of two actions with different intentions 
can physically produce the same result. Docking a dog’s tail for aesthetic reasons produces the 
same physical result – a dog without a tail – as docking a tail for veterinary reasons 

43 At the same time, it must be noted that such procedures may also be considered problematic on other grounds, 
for example based on the notion that human beings belong to a given order of reality that they can only 
manipulate to their detriment, and must therefore practise modesty and avoid conceit (Brom, 1997, 152-56; D. 
E. Cooper, 1998; Scruton, 1998).

44 Another, more peripheral, reason for arguing that integrity is not an empirical concept has its origin in 
Vorstenbosch’s (1993) observation that an animal’s integrity can only be harmed by human intervention. As 
explained by De Vries, Vorstenbosch probably does not mean to deny that the (bodily) wholeness of an animal 
can be altered by biotic causes, such as the occurrence of cancer or by a predator, for example, but that we only 
speak of a violation of animal integrity if the wholeness of the animal is violated by humans. However, it is not 
immediately obvious, for example, why a mouse’s integrity is not compromised if its paw is torn off by a cat.

(Bovenkerk, Brom and Van Den Bergh, 2002). According to the interpretation of Vorstenbosch 
and Rutgers and Heeger, docking for aesthetic reasons would violate the integrity of the dog, 
but docking for veterinary reasons would not. But in that case, should we not draw the 
conclusion that: 

Integrity is not a biological aspect of the animal itself after all. The concept then loses its objective, 
biological character and becomes a moral rather than an empirical notion. It does not refer to a notion 
of factual intactness or wholeness so much as to a perceived intactness. It refers to how we feel an 
animal should be (Bovenkerk, Brom and Van Den Bergh, 2002; emphasis in original)?45

In line with this, the CBD notes that:

The extent to which the biological traits of an animal are violated or altered can be considered an 
indicator of the degree of violation of the animal’s integrity. In philosophical terms, the concept of 
integrity violation would then be operationalised by considering the extent to which certain biological 
traits – such as appearance, behaviour and self-reliance – are changed. However, the two cannot be 
equated: integrity is evaluative, while an animal’s biological traits can be objectively described (CBD, 
2008, 22).

Although this is not made explicit, integrity in this sense is considered to be intersubjective. In 
contrast to objectively observable traits such as appearance, behaviour, etc., integrity concerns 
a valuation of these objectively observable biotic phenomena that has wide support and is 
established in a dialogue between humans. 

But there are several criticisms of this line of thought. To start with, this view of integrity links 
the intentions of the intervention to the judgement of whether a particular animal interven-
tion violates the integrity of an animal. De Vries (2009, 89-90) argues, in our opinion correctly, 
that the violation of the integrity of an animal does not need to be linked to the intentions of 

45 Incidentally, Rutgers and Heeger themselves believe that integrity can be determined objectively, because it 
refers to “biological traits that are characteristic of the species in question” (Rutgers and Heeger, 1999, 49). One 
can only guess how Rutgers and Heeger intended to maintain this objective character of integrity combined 
with the intention of the intervention.
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the intervention.46 A veterinary intervention can also be seen as a violation of the integrity of 
the animal. The wholeness (physical or otherwise) of the animal is violated and/or the animal 
loses certain abilities (it loses a leg, is made infertile, etc.). However, such an intervention may 
be justified because the principle of beneficence dictates that the health and welfare of the 
animal comes first. In this case, the act of beneficence outweighs the necessity to respect the 
integrity of the animal. So, there is a moral difference between these two interventions (a 
veterinary intervention and a utilitarian intervention) that is not determined by the intention 
of these interventions.

It can also be noted here that linking intentions to the concept of integrity does not improve its 
empirical usefulness. The example of the caesarean section for veterinary reasons makes this 
clear. Caesarean sections are in the interest of the health of ewes and lambs, but also in the 
interest of the farmer (who wants living, healthy animals). A veterinary intervention may thus 
be embedded in a utilitarian practice. If we include intentions in our judgement of whether – 
and to what extent – the integrity of an animal is violated, in the case of a caesarean section on 
a sheep farm, it will not be clear whether the integrity of the ewe is violated or not.47

46 A similar conclusion can be reached about Bovenkerk, Brom and Van den Bergh’s (2002, 18-19) example of 
human integrity. They are reluctant to draw the conclusion that a transgender person’s bodily integrity would 
be violated if they decided to change their gender through a medical intervention. This is because Bovenkerk et 
al. say that, when an intervention is desired by the affected individual themselves, there can be no violation of 
integrity. Again, it could be argued that such an intervention in fact does concern a violation of bodily integrity, 
but that this violation must be weighed against the (potential) benefit that the transgender person will find 
more harmony with themselves. So, we do not need to conclude that “integrity as a moral notion can therefore 
be diametrically opposed to integrity as an empirical notion” (Bovenkerk, Brom and Van Den Bergh, 2002, 19), 
because the concept of integrity has both an empirical and evaluative dimension.

47 This is probably why Vorstenbosch concludes that “it is unusual – at least – to say that the integrity of the 
animal is violated when human (veterinarian) action, for instance surgery, is taken that is intended to benefit 
the animal – and only the animal” (Vorstenbosch, 1993, 111; emphasis added). Only if an intervention were 
entirely for the benefit of the animal, and not also for the benefit of, say, the farmer or researcher, would there 
be no violation of integrity of the animal. However, this means the concept has very little empirical usefulness, 
because in practice, the goals and interests of humans and animals are often intertwined.

A second criticism regarding this line of thought relates to the CBD’s comment that integrity 
has an (intersubjective) evaluative character, while biological concepts are objective (and 
descriptive).48,49 However, nobody would debate that health (and illness) is a biological concept. 
Yet not only is it a descriptive concept – ‘this rhesus monkey is healthy’ – but it is also evalua-
tive. Health is therefore sometimes referred to as a ‘thick concept’ (Haverkamp, Bovenkerk and 
Verweij, 2018). The state of ‘health’ involves a certain norm; when this is deviated from, we 
speak of disease. Opinions differ as to what this norm means, as is illustrated by the many 
definitions of health, but this does not change the fact of the norm itself.

Important in this context is that animal welfare is also a ‘thick concept’: “Any conception of animal 
welfare inherently involves values because it pertains to what is better or worse for animals” (Fraser et al., 
1997a, 188, emphasis in original; cf. Fraser, 1995; Tannenbaum, 1991). Animal welfare does not 
only concern the current state of the animal – for example, whether it is free from hunger and 
thirst, has comfortable shelter, is healthy, has the ability to exercise species-specific behaviour, 
and is free from fear50 – but also assumes that, for example, the chronic or occasional 
occurrence of hunger and thirst involves distress for the animal, and is therefore problematic 
and undesirable. 

This demonstrates that biological concepts are not purely objective-descriptive, as stated by 
the CBD. The proposition put forward here is that integrity is a ‘thick concept’ of the same sort 
as health and well-being (cf. Visser and Verhoog, 1999, iii). Integrity has both an empirical (or 
descriptive) and an evaluative side. Here, as with the concepts of health and well-being, there 
is room for debate about what the norm of integrity comprises (see, for example, CBG, 2002). 
However, this is no reason to discard the concept, any more than we need to discard the 
concepts of health and well-being.

Given that contributing to the welfare of laboratory animals has been widely supported and 
operationalised – think of the 3Rs of replacement, reduction and refinement (e.g. Fenwick, 
Griffin and Gauthier, 2009) – it can be argued that, by analogy, there need not be a fundamen-
tal objection to applying the concept of integrity as a prioritisation principle simply because it is 

48 Another criticism, albeit of lesser importance, is that the CBD gives ‘self-reliance’ as an example of a biological 
trait. However, self-reliance is also very much an evaluative concept, so it is not a particularly suitable example 
for the CBD’s argument.

49 Pairs of concepts – such as intrinsic and extrinsic value, final and instrumental value – may be primarily 
subjective or inter-subjective in nature, although this is also contested (e.g. Van den Heuvel, Nullens and 
Roothaan, 2017). Be this as it may, integrity does need to be distinguished from a concept such as intrinsic 
value, but this is not always the case (see for an example: COGEM, 2018).

50 The famous five freedoms of animal welfare as formulated in 1965 by a British commission (Rogers Brambell et 
al., 1965).
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evaluative in nature. Of course, the use of the degree of violation of integrity as a prioritisation 
principle can be objected to on other grounds. One objection, for example, is that integrity is 
too absolute a concept and does not allow for gradation. This objection will be addressed in 
the ‘How can integrity be operationalised?’ section.

The conclusion of this section is that integrity does indeed also have an empirical component. 
This conclusion can be upheld if the integrity violation is not determined by the intention of the 
intervention, but rather has a relationship to the consequences for the animal. At the same 
time, integrity as a concept has an evaluative function, as do the concepts of health and animal 
welfare. So, there is no reason to exclude animal integrity as a prioritisation principle for the 
replacement of animal experiments because this concept would only be evaluative in nature.

Operationalising integrity

Integrity: absolute or relative?
Alongside the debate on the empirical usefulness of the concept of integrity, the question of 
whether integrity is an absolute or relative concept has also been played out in the scientific 
literature. Vorstenbosch suggests that integrity is a kind of yes/no concept, just like the 
concept of being a virgin or not (Vorstenbosch, 1993). Similarly, Bovenkerk, Brom and Van den 
Bergh (2002) argue that integrity appears to be an absolute concept, like being pregnant or 
not. In other words, there is integrity, or there is not. There are no gradations in between.

However, others have argued that there are degrees of integrity violation, and thus a relative 
concept of integrity. According to Rutgers and Heeger (1999), more or less severe violations of 
integrity involve violations of (1) the wholeness of the animal; (2) the species-specific balance 
of the animal; and (3) the ability of the animal to sustain itself independently in an environ-
ment appropriate for the species. It is not entirely clear whether the degree of violation of 
integrity is determined here by how many criteria are violated (with each criterion having a yes/
no status), or whether the degree of violation can be determined for each of these three 
criteria, which would then give a cumulative degree of integrity violation.

De Vries also believes that it is possible “to objectively assess the seriousness of the violation of 
integrity” (De Vries, 2009, 91). According to De Vries, the severity of the violation is a function of 
the degree to which the animal’s abilities to achieve welfare are reduced. For example, he 
argues that amputating a leg could well be a less serious violation of a dog’s integrity than 
docking its tail, because the tail has an important social function. 

However, it is important to note that both Rutgers and Heeger and De Vries refer to the degree 
of violation of integrity (see also Brom et al., 1996). However, this is not yet the same thing as 
degrees of integrity. In fact, Bovenkerk, Brom and Van den Bergh (2002) argue that while 
degrees of violation of integrity exist, degrees of integrity, as mentioned above, do not.51 

However, one can ask how meaningful it is to separate the reason or cause of the integrity 
violation from its impact on the animal in this way. A ‘violation’ is always a violation of 
something, in this case the integrity of the animal. So the intervention cannot be separated 
from the consequences for the animal. If we want to use the degree of ‘more and less’ in 
relation to the violation of animal integrity, we will still have to consider the empirical effects 
on the animals.52 

Indeed, Brom previously said that “gradation is possible because it is possible for an animal 
whose integrity has been violated, to have its integrity violated again. The integrity of a dog 
whose tail has been docked is violated, but can be violated again by ear cropping” (Brom, 
1997, 131-32). In this sense, it differs from being a virgin or pregnant: once you have been 
deflowered, you cannot be deflowered again, and someone cannot (normally) become 
pregnant if they already are. 

51 Unfortunately, Bovenkerk, Brom and Van den Bergh do not elaborate on this issue, but you can argue that they 
have hereby disregarded the consequences of the intervention and focus instead only on the intervention itself. 
This is known in ethics as a deontological form of moral reasoning, as opposed to, say, a consequence-based 
ethical form of reasoning. This is in keeping with their linking integrity to the intention of the intervention. Yet 
this, too, is not entirely consistent with the example cited by Bovenkerk, Brom and Van den Bergh (2002) – 
amputating a dog’s leg versus docking its tail – in which they propose that the former involves a greater 
violation of integrity than the latter. Viewed in the light of the intention of the intervention, tail docking would 
constitute a greater violation of integrity because this operation is usually conducted only for aesthetic 
purposes, in contrast to a leg amputation, which is usually carried out for veterinary reasons. 

52 Cf. “To say of someone that he has violated the integrity of an animal does not so much say that someone has 
the wrong attitude towards animals, but first and foremost that he has performed an intervention in the life of 
an animal with morally problematic consequences” (De Vries, 2006, 481). And likewise: “In this sense, the 
concept of animal or phenotypical integrity may be called a consequentialist concept, because arguments that 
are couched in its terms base the (prima facie) rightness or wrongness of an action, in this case a genetic 
modification, on the consequences of the action for the resulting animal” (De Vries, 2009, 97).
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In summary, integrity can also be interpreted as a relative concept, and thus degrees in the 
status of integrity are possible.53 Ways of defining this gradation will be discussed in the 
section ‘Integrity as a practical criterion’. 

Integrity of an individual, breeding line or breed, and species
Earlier, it was mentioned that animal integrity came to play a role in the debate on genetic 
modification because it provided instruments for discussing the moral unease that people felt 
about this intervention (Macnaghten, 2004). The question that arises now is to what extent it 
is possible to speak of the integrity of a breeding line, breed, or species. This question will be 
addressed using an example.

The Green Fluorescent Protein (GFP) gene derived from the jellyfish Aequorea victoria and the 
luciferase gene derived from the firefly Photinus pyralis are widely used in laboratory animal 
research. Inserting these genes into mice or zebrafish, for example, allows the activity of 
physiological processes to be monitored. This is because the relevant tissues light up when 
exposed to light (GFP) or luciferin. 

Does the insertion of such genes in, say, a zebrafish line constitute an integrity violation? 
Before this question can be answered, we first need to establish whose or what’s integrity is 
involved. Is it the integrity of an individual member of this zebrafish line? Or is it the integrity 
of the entire zebrafish line? Let us start with the individual fish. It should be noted that genetic 
modification takes place at very early embryonic stages. At these stages, there is not yet a 
body in the sense of a division into and connection between organs. So, there is no violation 
of any physical boundaries in the strict sense (the narrow interpretation of integrity). However, 
we can speak of a violation of integrity in a broad sense if the introduction of such genes leads to a 
loss of certain abilities later in life. The reference for what counts as a ‘loss of abilities’ is the set of 
abilities the animal would have had if the animal were not genetically modified. However, in 
the case of the zebrafish carrying GFP and/or the luciferase gene, it is hard to imagine what 

53 Several authors have argued that integrity ‘evokes’ the norm ‘respect for integrity’ (Vorstenbosch, 1993; Brom, 
1997, 135; Hauskeller, 2016). Indeed, if integrity is interpreted as an absolute concept (as according to 
Bovenkerk, Brom and Van Den Bergh, 2002), then no human intervention can add to it, but only detract from it 
(Hauskeller, 2016, 29-30). The only appropriate response for humans would seem to be respect for integrity. 
However, if integrity is understood to be something that can be present to a greater or lesser extent, then 
respect alone need not be a morally appropriate response. Benevolence could also be an appropriate response, 
for example, namely if the animal’s integrity has already been violated. Benevolence to the animal then 
involves restoring its integrity partially or fully. For example, a dog that is missing a leg due to whatever cause, 
and is fitted with a prosthesis, can be said to regain some of its integrity.

abilities are lost when these fish are kept under laboratory conditions.54 This involves the 
problem that consequences at the phenotypic level are not always easy to predict in advance 
(CBD, 2002).

However, a difficulty now arises: a distinction can be made between the embryos that undergo 
an intervention and the future offspring of these GM embryos. We mentioned the integrity 
violation of the embryos that are subject to an intervention. But what of their possible future 
offspring? Has their integrity also been violated?

There are at least three options. The first is to take the wild-type animal with its abilities as a 
reference (as according to Verhoog, 1992; 2003; 2007). In that case, the integrity of the 
offspring of genetically modified zebrafish is also violated. The problem with this option is 
that it is not (always) clear what ‘the’ wild-type animal is – as many laboratory animals have 
been domesticated over decades and millennia – and why that animal possesses the relevant 
set of abilities.

The second option is to take the breeding line or breed as developed so far as a reference. In 
that case, the effects in the current generation of biotechnical interventions that took place in 
previous generations do not ‘count’ as integrity violations of the current generation. However, 
a genetic modification in the current generation, if it had negative consequences on the set of 
abilities, would entail an integrity violation of the animals in the current generation. We are 
not aware of any author in the literature defending this option. In any case, the arbitrary 
reference point is an issue with this option.

The third option is to consider the animals’ overall body structure and behaviour. This is 
particularly relevant when abilities are removed, as sometimes in the case of a gene knockout. 
The description of the whole body structure (including physiology) may still apply to a specific 
function, however this function is frustrated by the gene knockout. Although Hauskeller (2005) 
and Kramer and Meijboom (2021) do not use the concept of integrity, but rather the notion of 
telos, this is nevertheless the thrust of their argument. 

Both when the wild-type animal is taken as the starting point, and if the overall body structure 
and behaviour of the animal is taken as the starting point, one can speak of ‘breeding 
involving an integrity violation’, being a variation on the well-known expression ‘GM animals 
with a harmful phenotype’ (in Dutch ‘fok met ongerief’).

54 This could potentially be different for zebrafish that are subsequently released into the wild. It could be that such 
zebrafish have problems reproducing because the light they emit scares off other zebrafish. In that case, the 
integrity of the zebrafish has been violated.
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The aforementioned considered the integrity of individual members of a species. Is it also 
possible to speak of the integrity of a breeding line, breed, or species? Neither the narrow nor 
the broad interpretation of integrity seem to suggest that a breeding line, breed or species 
could have integrity. In both cases, integrity is based on physicality; the broad interpretation of 
integrity only takes this a little further by arguing that this physicality provides for certain 
abilities in animals and that morally speaking, the issue lies in taking away these abilities. 
However, breeding lines, breeds and species have no body, and consequently it is difficult to 
speak of the integrity of a breeding line, breed or species.55 

To summarise, some breeding lines involve an inherent integrity violation, i.e. ‘breeding 
involving an integrity violation’. This will more likely be the case if the wild-type animal is 
taken as the starting point than if the final body structure of the resulting animals is taken as 
the starting point. So, because of the link between animal abilities and physicality, and the 
non-physicality of species (only individuals of the species have a body) it is better not to speak 
of integrity violations of a breeding line, breed or species.

Integrity as a practical criterion
The concept of integrity was used as a review criterion by the Committee on Animal 
Biotechnology (CBD), which applied the concept for a period of some ten years to assess 
animal experiments involving the genetic modification of animals (Brom et al., 1996). The CBD 
went on to make a further distinction between genotypic and phenotypic integrity violations in 
the genetic modification of animals. The CBD considered “any alteration made to the genome 
of the animal as a violation of genotypic integrity”, but went on to describe the degree of the 
violation of integrity by considering the phenotypic consequences of the biotechnological 
interventions (CBD, 2002, 11). In practice, this meant, for example, that “with a relatively large 
construct, a particular genetic modification can be conditioned or applied so that it is only 
expressed in one particular organ or tissue. Often, this in fact makes it possible to limit the 
violation of integrity at the phenotypic level”. In other words, the introduction of a larger piece 
of DNA did not necessarily count as a greater violation of integrity, as this depended on the 
final phenotype and therefore the violation of phenotypic integrity. 

55 Rolston (2002) takes a somewhat complicated position, because on the one hand he argues that species can 
possess integrity, and he sees individual members of a species as parts of the species as a whole, while on the 
other hand, he accepts that “a species…is not a bounded singular” (Rolston, 2002, 7), which still suggests that 
species have no body. Discussing this further here would be to exceed the scope of this report.

The latter violation mainly involved aberrations in “biological characteristics, such as appear-
ance, behaviour and self-reliance” (CBD, 2008, 22), with the norm for behaviour (and appear-
ance) being dictated by whether or not it is “species-specific” (CBD, 2008, 13).56 

The example of the CBD shows that, in practice, it is not always easy to define when and to 
what degree there is a violation of integrity of an animal:

A recurring difficulty for the CBD is that, in many cases, the violation of health, welfare and 
integrity of GM animals cannot be reliably measured, and therefore cannot be adequately 
and scientifically substantiated. Even if these animals were available to researchers with 
the required expertise and facilities, there is still a lack of validated scientific tools to carry 
out such research according to a broadly endorsed method. However, GM often involves 
animals that are not available for such research, or even animals whose phenotype is not 
yet known. So, for the meantime, the CBD can only evaluate alleged violations of welfare 
and integrity based on the information and expertise available internally and to the best of 
its knowledge. The development of valid measurement instruments to this end should 
therefore receive full attention (CBD, 2002, 13).

The CBD addresses the point that ‘valid measurement instruments’ are required to assess 
violations of integrity. Conceivably, and analogous to the distress assessment used in Europe, 
violations of integrity could be assessed and classified by a working group formed for that 
purpose. 

A question that arises here, is to what extent we can distinguish between degrees of the severity 
of the violation of integrity? The following in any case applies: If integrity is narrowly interpre-
tated as physical wholeness, it is difficult to imagine how various interventions – such as a 
vasectomy, toe clipping, or taking a blood sample – could have varying degrees of severity. In all 
these cases, the physical boundaries are crossed. The gradation will then mainly relate to the 
frequency of the interventions that violate integrity. Brom (1997) suggests a variation on this: the 
integrity of a vasectomised male mouse is violated, but is violated again by toe clipping. 

56 The CBD (2008) did not make entirely clear whether ‘species-specific’ concerned only ‘behaviour’, or whether it 
involved ‘appearance’ too. If ‘species-specific’ does not concern ‘appearance’, then the question is, what norm 
was applied to this characteristic? If it does also involve ‘appearance’, then questions arise regarding the 
consistency of the CBD’s assessment method. For example, the CBD argued that the phenotypic integrity of 
animals (such as mice or zebrafish), in which a gene construct from a jellyfish or firefly has been inserted, is not 
or minimally violated. However, it is difficult to maintain that a zebrafish, that lights up like a firefly on exposure 
to a certain substance, has a species-specific appearance. 
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The broad interpretation of integrity is different. The frequency of interventions also plays a role 
here, but in addition, the severity of integrity violation is mainly related to the degree to which a 
specific animal ability is affected, and the number of abilities affected. In a vasectomy, for 
example, the reproductive apparatus as a system is violated in its integrity, loses its reproductive 
function, and consequently also affects the integrity of the animal as a whole. However, an 
intervention is conceivable that does not completely eliminate the reproductive function, but 
instead only reduces fertility. This therefore involves a more limited violation of integrity. 

A classification of integrity violations could conceivably be developed with mild, moderate and 
severe degrees of violation. As with the distress assessment, this will not be a quantitative 
exercise, but rather a qualitative estimation which preferably will also involve the input of 
ethologists. Severe integrity violations then form the key focus area for prioritising the 
replacement of animal experiments.

Summary
It has been argued above that the degree of integrity violation of laboratory animals can be 
used as a criterion to prioritise the replacement of animal experiments. At the heart of 
integrity lies the relationship between parts of a given whole: in the case of animals, the 
relationship between body parts and the animal as a whole, which in itself in turn relates to 
the whole of its environment. A narrow and a broad interpretation of integrity were discussed, 
with the former referring to the crossing of the animal’s physical boundaries, and the latter 
referring to any intervention that leads to a loss of species-specific abilities. 

The broad interpretation of integrity raises the question of what reference point to use in the 
case of offspring that are born to animals whose integrity has been violated through genetic 
modification. Is these offspring’s integrity also violated? Both when the wild-type animal is 
taken as the starting point, and if the overall body structure and behaviour of the animal is 
taken as the starting point, one can indeed speak of integrity violation of the offspring. This 
involves a variation on the expression ‘GM animals with a harmful phenotype’’ (in Dutch ‘fok 
met ongerief’): ‘breeding involving an integrity violation’.

Regarding degrees of integrity violation, in the narrow interpretation (intervention in an 
animal body), only the number of interventions in a single animal can be distinguished. The 
frequency also plays a role in the broad interpretation, but a further gradation of integrity 
violation can be made based on the fact that more or less species-specific abilities can be 
taken away from an animal to a greater or lesser extent. 
The broad interpretation of integrity probably does the most justice to people’s sense of 

moral unease concerning, say, nude mice or vasectomised male mice. However, it is not easy 
to operationalise the broad interpretation of integrity, because this requires a lot of knowl-
edge of the species-specific abilities of animals and whether and when these abilities are 
affected. A working group will preferably be formed to work on a classification in terms of 
mild, moderate and severe degrees of integrity violation, linked to the frequency of interven-
tions, the degree to which a specific animal ability is affected, and the number of abilities 
affected. Animal models and animal experiments with severe forms of integrity violation will 
then form the key focus area for prioritising the replacement of animal experiments (see also 
‘Example of integrity: nude mice’).

Example of integrity

NUDE MICE
Nude mice lack a thymus and fur. They are the result of a natural mutation. The absence of a thymus 
means that the mice possess only very few T cells and so are immunodeficient. Nude mice are widely 
used in oncological animal models (Boven and Winograd, 2018).

Although nude mice did not originate as a result of deliberate human intervention, they can still be said 
to suffer an integrity violation. The animals are not ‘whole’, in the sense that they lack fur and a 
thymus, and so are poorly adapted to changing environmental conditions: nude mice are more likely to 
become undercooled and ill. Consequently, these animals cannot live independently, but require a 
highly controlled microbiological and climatic laboratory environment. This means the degree of 
integrity violation in nude mice is greater than, for example, in mice that have undergone a thymec-
tomy. Nude mice do not only lack a thymus, but they also do not have fur and thus a relative ability to 
adapt to changing climatic conditions. 

A concrete example of a potential key focus area for prioritising the replacement of animal experiments 
is the Red Fluorescent Protein (RFP) Nude Mouse. This is a nude mouse in which the gene for Red 
Fluorescent Protein obtained from the cnidarian Discosoma striata was inserted into the germ line. 
Cells from a human cancer cell line (in which the gene for Green Fluorescent Protein obtained from the 
jellyfish Aequorea victoria is inserted) are then orthotopically transplanted into these mice. This 
allows researchers to study the microenvironment of the tumour.

According to a narrow interpretation of integrity, it is particularly the orthotopic implantation that 
forms an issue here. This is also the case for the broad interpretation of integrity, because it is likely that 
certain abilities will be affected by the developing tumour, for example with regard to locomotion. 
However, the state of nudeness and the lack of a thymus then also form a problem (as discussed 
above). It is more difficult to say whether RFP and GFP violate integrity. This will require further study.
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Assessment using a framework of criteria
The aim of this study is to identify criteria for prioritising the replacement of animal experi-
ments and animal models. It is important to note here that this issue can be discussed both at 
the level of the assessment of an animal experiment based on the four primary criteria, and at 
the level of the empirical assessment of how a specific type of animal experiment scores for a 
criterion or subcriterion. Tools developed to facilitate the latter form of assessment can be 
found in the literature (see, for example, the section on ‘Tools for determining the validity of 
animal models’ for the case of translatability). When choosing to use a quantitative assess-
ment tool like this, it should be kept in mind that it may well create a semblance of objectivity, 
as the choices made will be integrated into the developed scoring system (Grimm, Olsson and 
Sandøe, 2019).

Based on the various criteria, an assessment can be carried out into whether a specific type of 
animal experiment should be placed higher or lower on the hypothetical list of animal 
experiments that should be replaced as soon as possible. It is worth noting here that there 
may be both synergisms and conflicts between the various criteria. An example of the former 
is the work on semi-natural habitats for laboratory animals from the point of view of translat-
ability, which also benefits the welfare of laboratory animals. An example of a conflict 
between criteria is a thymectomy versus using a line of nude mice. The use of a nude mouse 
line involves a greater violation of integrity because all individuals in that breeding line will 
exhibit the phenotype of lacking a thymus, as opposed to the few mice that will undergo a 
thymectomy. A thymectomy, however, brings inherent (albeit moderate) distress. The 
existence of synergisms or conflicts, and how to deal with these, will have to be considered on 
a case-by-case basis.

Conclusion
The ultimate goal of this report is to make a first contribution to establishing criteria for 
prioritising the development of non-animal alternatives to animal experiments and animal 
models. This report reveals that the degree of translatability of the research, the degree of 
relevance of the goal of an animal experiment, the degree of distress caused to the animals, 
and the degree of violation of their integrity provide adequate starting points to be used as 
criteria for prioritising the replacement of animal experiments. 

Translatability concerns determining the reproducibility and generalisability of animal models 
used in animal experiments. For example, there is debate in the scientific literature on the 
question of the generalisability, and hence translatability, of the forced swim test in depres-
sion research: does this test really say something about depression in humans, or does it 
merely say something about coping strategies of rodents – and perhaps humans – in stressful 

contexts? Animal experiments that use animal models with a low degree of translatability 
within a given field of research have first priority for replacement, also depending on the 
assessments of other criteria, such as the relevance of the goal of an animal experiment.

Two factors play a role in determining the relevance of the goal of an animal experiment. The 
first is the type of goal pursued by the research, such as research to develop or improve 
cosmetics, food, health, chemicals, or otherwise. The second factor is the variant within a type 
of research, such as health research to cure or alleviate migraine or cancer. In general, a 
distinction by type of research goal is a useful criterion for prioritising the replacement of 
animal experiments. Research goals can thereby be classified as basic, serious, or peripheral, 
where animal experiments that serve peripheral goals have priority for replacement. Examples 
of the latter are safety tests on chemicals used in the plastics industry and research into 
post-weaning diarrhoea in piglets.

The third criterion for measuring the degree of distress in laboratory animals builds on existing 
legislation that covers distress evaluations and assessments of laboratory animal research. The 
degree of distress caused to an animal concerns the pain, suffering, fear or lasting harm that an 
individual animal may suffer because of an intervention. Dutch legislation follows the European 
legislation in classifying the degree of distress in terms of non-recovery, mild, moderate and 
severe. Animal experiments that cause severe and prolonged distress have first priority for 
replacement, followed by animal experiments involving any severe distress. An example of the 
latter are batch potency tests, where the efficacy of each batch of vaccines needs to be tested.

The criterion for the degree of violation of integrity refers to any physical intervention (narrow 
interpretation of integrity), or any intervention that results in a loss of species-specific abilities 
(broad interpretation of integrity). Animal experiments that constitute a severe violation of 
integrity have the highest priority for replacement. Whether an intervention entails a mild, 
moderate or severe violation of integrity will depend mainly on the frequency of the integrity 
violations (in the case of the narrow interpretation of integrity), and will also depend on the 
extent to which animal abilities are affected and the number of abilities affected (in the case of 
the broad interpretation of integrity). Analogous to the classification of distress in animal 
experiments, this could be further elaborated, for example by a working group.

The animal species used, the degree of proportionality of the animal experiments, and the 
numbers of animals or procedures involved are considered to be unusable as criteria for the 
replacement of animal experiments. While the development phase of alternatives for animal 
experiments is strategically important, it is not relevant as an argument for replacing animal 
experiments that are ethically most problematic. 
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This report concludes that the degree of translatability of the research, the degree of relevance 
of the goal of an animal experiment, and the degree of distress and violation of integrity 
caused to the laboratory animals, provide adequate starting points for prioritising the 
replacement of animal experiments. Based on these criteria, a list of priorities can be con-
ceived based on types of animal experiments and animal models that should be replaced as 
soon as possible. Examples of types of animal experiments that score poorly on at least one 
criterion include the forced swim test, research on post-weaning diarrhoea in pigs, batch 
testing of Clostridium vaccines, and the use of genetically modified nude mice.

Recommendations
Based on the interviews and the literature review, we have the following recommendations for 
the various stakeholders:
• Laboratory animal experts, ethologists, and scientists with related expertise should form a 

working group in which a classification – e.g. in terms of mild, moderate and severe – of 
integrity violations is developed, analogous to the classification of distress. It is important 
to do this at the European level to ensure effective harmonisation.

• Researchers who work with animal models (both in academia and the industry) and 
philosophers of science should form a working group in which a classification – e.g. in terms 
of low, medium and high – of translatability is developed. Existing tools for establishing 
translatability can provide a starting point here. Again, it is important to do this in the 
European context.

• Research boards and funding bodies should apply the four criteria (the degree of translat-
ability of the research, the degree of relevance of the goal of an animal experiment, the 
degree of distress caused to the animals, and the degree of violation of their integrity) as a 
framework to encourage non-animal technologies there where the ethical priority is 
highest. Ideally, this should coincide with support for non-animal alternatives that are 
already at an advanced stage of development (see also ‘The stage of development of 
alternatives’). Such instruments may include funding (e.g. through NWO), public-private 
partnerships and PR campaigns (for more examples, see Borrás and Edquist, 2013).

• Animal experiment policy advisers and animal welfare representatives should work together 
with research boards and researchers, biotechnicians and animal carers working in specific 
research fields to identify animal experiments and animal models where non-animal 
alternatives are urgently needed according to the four criteria. This will not be easy, as was 
revealed during the production of this report. Researchers often have a certain interest in 
using specific animal models and animal experiments, and the public debate is highly 
polarised. Moreover, animal experiments are used in very different contexts, which makes it 
difficult to establish a valid point of departure. Promoting innovation ‘from within’, that is, 
by the practisers of animal experiments themselves, is possibly the most important in this 

matter. The development of a ‘prioritisation tool’ could be useful in this regard, as science 
boards and researchers, biotechnicians and animal caretakers within a specific field would 
be able to deploy it themselves. In doing so, it will be important to highlight the value of 
such a tool both financially (animal experiments are not cheap), strategically (‘licence to 
science’), scientifically (a poorly translatable experiment = substandard science) and 
ethically (care of animals).
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Appendix A

Table 1: List of persons interviewed 

Person Organisation Details

Bas Blaauboer Central Authority for Scientific 
Procedures on Animals (CCD), 
Utrecht University

Interviewed on 29/09/2021

Anonymous Radboud UMC Interviewed on 30/09/2021

Jan Langermans Biomedical Primate Research 
Centre, Utrecht University

Interviewed on 30/09/2021

Anonymous Maastricht University Interviewed on 04/10/2021

Nelleke Verhave Animal Welfare Body (IvD), Leiden 
University Medical Centre/
Netherlands Association of 
Animal Ethics Committees 
(NVDEC)

Interviewed on 05/10/2021

Harry Emmen Charles River Laboratories Interviewed on 08/10/2021

Erik Baltussen Charles River Laboratories Interviewed on 08/10/2021

Lennert Schrader Netherlands Food and Consumer 
Product Safety Authority

Duo interview on 14/10/2021 

Anonymous Netherlands Food and Consumer 
Product Safety Authority

Duo interview on 14/10/2021 

Saskia Aan Proefdiervrij (Dutch Society for the 
Replacement of Animal Testing)

Group interview on 07/10/2021

Janneke Hogervorst People for the Ethical Treatment 
of Animals (PETA)

Group interview on 07/10/2021

Elly von Jessen Dierenbescherming (Dutch Society 
for the Protection of Animals)

Group interview on 07/10/2021

Anonymous Animal Rights Group interview on 07/10/2021
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