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Introduction

Gail Davies, Beth Greenhough, Pru Hobson-West, 
Robert G. W. Kirk, Alexandra Palmer, and Emma Roe

Why research animal research?

The collaborative Animal Research Nexus Programme (AnNex), 
funded by the Wellcome Trust from 2017 to 2023, sought to deliver 
new research and engagement to increase understanding of the social 
relations around animal research in the UK. The starting point for this 
work is that animal research is part of a complex research infrastruc-
ture made up of humans and animals, practices inside and outside of 
the laboratory, formal laws, and professional norms, as well as social 
imaginaries of the past and futures of medicine and multispecies 
health. The aim of this book is to demonstrate an interdisciplinary 
approach for investigating this wider infrastructure, and to examine 
the changing social relations through which UK animal research is 
constituted. In doing so, it shows how the humanities and social sci-
ences can contribute to understanding laboratory animal science and 
welfare and foster conversations about animal research across the 
sector. Creating opportunities for conversations that enable mean-
ingful exchange between diverse perspectives, in ways that acknowl-
edge the power relations between different positions and entities, was 
a key aim of the collaborative agenda-setting paper1 that preceded 
the current collaboration. This goal continues to inform the way the 
authors work together. This introduction explores the disciplinary 
and conceptual trajectories that have underpinned the research, 
introduces the range of organisations and actors that animal research 
involves, and outlines the methods used to engage these.

AnNex took place across five UK universities (University of 
Exeter, University of Manchester, University of Nottingham, 
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University of Oxford, and University of Southampton), and 
involved six distinct, but interrelated, thematic strands of work. 
These were: 1) History and Cultures, focusing on the recent history 
of animal research in the UK, with an emphasis on the development 
and passing of the Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act, or ASPA; 
2) Species and Spaces, examining the challenges that new or dif-
ferent species (zebrafish) and sites outside the laboratory (known 
as ‘Places Other Than Licensed Establishments’) introduce into 
animal research; 3) Markets and Materials, exploring the changing 
networks relating to research animals before (breeding and supply) 
and after (rehoming) their time in the laboratory; 4) People and 
Professions, investigating challenges faced by veterinarians working 
in the laboratory, and how publics and laboratory workers imagine 
each other; 5) Engagement and Involvement, charting the chang-
ing interfaces between patient representatives and those who use 
animals in research; and 6) Collaboration and Communication, 
using nexus thinking and findings from all other strands to engage 
stakeholders, publics, and researchers from different disciplines 
in productive dialogue. This book presents some key results from 
these projects, while also bringing AnNex work into conversation 
with perspectives from beyond the programme team. Our work is 
focused on the UK, which has a long history of both regulatory and 
interdisciplinary discussions about the acceptability and operation 
of animal research, to which we hope this volume makes a positive 
contribution.

This book is written as a collaboration between historians, geog-
raphers, sociologists, anthropologists, science and technology schol-
ars, and creative professionals, with invited commentaries from the 
arts, social sciences, and animal research sector. Each author brings 
their own disciplinary interests to the topic, which means that dif-
ferent issues and actors are foregrounded. For example, sociologists 
are attuned to look at professional identities; science and technology 
scholars often focus on knowledge controversies; while geographers 
may draw attention to the flows of materials or expertise between 
places and people. The book draws on the specialist literatures from 
these disciplines, and the interdisciplinary field of human–animal 
studies, in a way that facilitates exchange between these fields and 
is accessible to those who are not from them. 
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Despite different disciplinary backgrounds, the authors also hold 
much in common, including a commitment to in-depth case studies 
and to the importance of contextualisation. Animal research has 
featured as a case study for many of the book’s chapter authors and 
commentators in their previous research,2 and for other scholars 
working in these disciplines. A few prominent examples include 
work focusing on animal research in the US by Lesley Sharp and 
Arnold Arluke;3 in Europe by Tara Holmberg and Tone Druglitrø;4 
and in the UK by Lynda Birke and Mike Michael.5 Some key 
concepts used throughout the book derive from these literatures. 
These include: coproduction, an approach to looking at how ideas 
in science and of society are generated together through regula-
tory forms and institutional norms (see Kirk in Chapter 4); care, 
a concept derived from feminist scholarship (see Greenhough in 
Chapter 8); expertise, which has been discussed and critiqued 
extensively in science and technology studies (see Hobson-West in 
Chapter 13); and public engagement, which is often construed as 
the transfer of knowledge from experts to uninformed publics, but 
is increasingly (including in our own work) constructed to be more 
multidimensional (see Roe in Chapter 17).

Another central concept used in this book is that of nexus, 
which figured prominently in the title of the research programme. 
The animal research ‘nexus’ refers less to an object of study than 
a way of approaching the complex web of connections that make 
up animal research.6 As a way of thinking, a nexus approach has 
been used within the social sciences (and particularly environmen-
tal studies) to better understand how complex, multi-dimensional 
arrangements develop over time through the interaction of inter-
dependent and sometimes conflicting interests, processes, objects, 
and values.7 By focusing attention upon connections and interde-
pendencies, nexus approaches can reveal transformative ways of 
thinking about a topic by connecting constituent parts in novel 
or unexpected ways, while exposing neglected drivers, influences, 
and obstructers of change. Implicit within this approach is the 
assertion that changes in animal research also involve the rework-
ing of social relations: natural and social order are co-produced 
as opposed to a priori assumption that they are different in kind. As 
a historical process, animal research can be mapped in these terms 
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by  identifying how particular constituting parts – for instance, legal 
instruments and practices of care – shape and change each other 
over time. This happens as different parts of the nexus of human 
health, animal welfare, and research governance shift around each 
other. For example, wider changes in societal expectations as to 
what animals are (for example, whether they are property or how 
far they are sentient), or what science and medicine should be doing 
in the pursuit of collective health and wellbeing, will change poli-
cies and practices around animal research but are also informed by 
them. A nexus is always in motion, and as such, the chapters that 
follow are intended to serve as an invitation for others to enter 
and remake the animal research nexus, or to explore how far these 
ideas developed in the UK can be applied to different contexts and 
situations.

Of course, discussion of animal research cannot take place 
without consideration of ethics. Ethical debates around animal 
research have taken place since the nineteenth century in the UK,8 
and these ethical debates have recently been enlivened by scholars 
in the humanities and social sciences and the field of critical animal 
studies.9 Many of the commentators, collaborators, and research 
participants undertake advocacy from a particular ethical stand-
point. The book seeks to include a diversity of voices in response 
to the work, with invited commentaries from a critical perspective 
by Giraud and Tyson, alongside voices from within the animal 
research community, with commentaries by Dennison, Carbone, 
Tremoleda and Kerton, and Lear. Chapter authors also bring a 
diverse set of ethical commitments and things they care for through 
their current and previous work, including care for animal welfare 
policy,10 research governance,11 scientific training,12 patients and 
publics,13 social and historical methods,14 and those who do the 
work of care.15 Where relevant the book seeks to reflect on how 
these differences in expertise, ethics, and past experience inform the 
work (see for example Hobson-West, Chapter 13).

Yet the goal of AnNex as a whole is not to champion a particular 
‘side’ in ethical debates, nor to resolve difficult outstanding ques-
tions about animal research. Rather, methods from the humanities, 
arts, and social sciences are used to understand how ethics are 
enacted in animal research – for example, how institutions seek to 
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define and enact a ‘culture of care’ for both animals and humans 
(Chapter 6). In doing so, the book aims to situate ethical debates in 
their wider regulatory, institutional, and constitutional contexts 
to better understand their consequences. This suggestion is not an 
attempt to undermine the importance of ongoing and energetic 
ethical debates around animal research. However, the book pro-
poses that there is value in focusing on the constitution of animal 
research, where constitution refers to social, economic, and political 
processes that shape and allocate identities, authority, and rights 
and obligations to certain actors.16 Arguments around the ethics of 
animal research have travelled internationally in often important 
ways, but they are also frequently illustrated through case studies 
of earlier time periods or high-profile examples that do not trans-
late meaningfully from place to place. This can affect a barrier to 
conversations with those involved in the day-to-day oversight and 
activities of animal research, or strategic policy development. The 
book suggests that these dialogues are more likely to take place 
through a focus on the constitution of animal research, and how 
ethics – or other processes like public engagement – work in prac-
tice in specific contexts. As such, the approach seeks to prompt 
reflection and nuanced discussion about animal research.

Who is involved in animal research?

Given our interest in the constitution of animal research, a key 
starting point for our empirical explorations is to understand the 
diversity of actors and interests that animal research involves, the 
variety of ways in which they are held together, and what and who 
is included and excluded. The range of different actors and agencies 
that UK animal research involved during the period of research can 
be illustrated through the UK government’s 2014 delivery plan on 
‘Working to reduce the use of animals in scientific research’.17 This 
report was produced during the period of the Liberal Democrat and 
Conservative coalition government in the UK, which ran from 2010 
to 2015. Its acknowledgements range widely, referring to input 
from a long list of departments, agencies, and advisory bodies, 
from the Home Office (where the UK regulation for animal research 
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resides) through to those involved in overseeing health, busi-
ness, science and funding, food, human and veterinary medicines, 
and more, including the National Centre for the Replacement, 
Reduction and Refinement of Animals in Research (NC3Rs). The 
list encompasses a broad set of government responsibilities, profes-
sional roles, economic sectors, national and international interests, 
and human, environmental, and animal stakeholders. As the report 
says on page 18, ‘Everyone has a part to play’ when it comes to 
reducing the use of animals in scientific research.18

However, while everyone has a part to play, these roles are not 
equal and are often carried out in prescribed ways. While relations 
between the actors and agencies involved in animal research are 
not solely shaped by law and licensing – informal and changing 
social and political norms around expertise and authority are also 
crucial19 – the current legal framework of the Animals (Scientific 
Procedures) Act 1986 (ASPA) is used to ground our work in UK 
animal research. As Myelnikov (Chapter 1) demonstrates, while 
certain voices were excluded from the law’s development, ASPA 
also signalled a reduction in the authority of scientists compared 
with its predecessor. ASPA placed greater emphasis on the knowl-
edge and expertise of laboratory animal veterinarians, animal tech-
nicians and technologists, animal welfare scientists and advocates, 
and sometimes selected lay members in its operation. This law, 
and its revision following the European Directive 2010/63/EU in 
2013, continues to regulate the use of animals used for research in 
the UK.20 It sets out the three-fold licensing system of UK animal 
research, with its requirements for people, places, and projects to be 
licensed before research can be carried out. It incorporates the need 
for a harm–benefit analysis, whereby the potential harms to animals 
have to be weighed against the likely benefits of the research for 
each project. It also mandates that researchers have to apply the 
3Rs to their research, considering ways to replace, reduce, and 
refine the use of animals. Supporting this complex work of regula-
tion are a raft of documents and named roles that have to be in 
place and consulted throughout the research, from the original idea 
to final reporting.21

Chapter 1 sets the scene for many of the chapters that follow; 
it explores how relationships between different actors involved in 
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animal research are framed, rather than simply determined, by law. 
Many chapters explore how boundary cases reveal both the central 
importance of law and its openness to interpretation at the margins, 
such as the flexibility required to apply ASPA to wildlife science in 
the work of Palmer (Chapter 10), the proposed arguments about 
extending the 3Rs to horseshoe crab welfare in work by Gorman 
(Chapter 2), or the challenges of accounting for animals bred but 
not used in scientific procedures in the work by Peres and Roe 
(Chapter 12). Looking at these margins can help understand where 
new kinds of coalitions around future legislative change for animal 
research may occur. Other chapters look specifically at the changing 
expression of professional voices, such as the Named Veterinarian 
Surgeons (NVS) required under ASPA in work by Anderson and 
Hobson West (Chapter 9), or the skilled role of the animal tech-
nologist in facilitating both science and care in chapters by Kirk 
(Chapter 5), Greenhough and Roe (Chapter 6), and Message 
(Chapter 7). Work by Davies, Gorman, and King (Chapter  11) 
looks at growing interest in the role of patient voices in animal 
research. Patient representatives are increasingly empowered as 
stakeholders in health research, but still occupy an ambiguous posi-
tion in conversations around animal research – the hesitancies here 
perhaps mirroring the uncertain engagement between the regula-
tory body for UK animal research and the Department of Health 
and Social Care.

As well as looking at regulatory control, many chapters are also 
concerned with the changing flows of knowledge and distribution 
of expertise throughout animal research. Animal research involves 
many diverse practices. The formal work of scientific research 
includes generating ideas, designing research projects, securing 
funding, conducting experiments, writing up, and disseminat-
ing research. Then there are a whole series of wider material and 
organisational practices that support this endeavour, including the 
provision of physical and administrative infrastructures, processes 
of peer and ethical review, the breeding and care of laboratory 
animals, the training of staff, the provision of funding, the creation 
and maintenance of spaces for disseminating work through scien-
tific publications, and stakeholder and public engagement. Many 
of the voices now challenging animal research are emerging from 
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within these practices. Joining ongoing societal debates over animal 
research are scientists and others raising questions around how far 
frameworks like the 3Rs or harm–benefit analysis are able to encap-
sulate the range of issues around contemporary animal research, 
from reporting bias to translational validity.22 Where once scien-
tists were presumed to hold authority over both the scientific value 
of the research and the process of assessing animal suffering, now 
these judgements are increasingly subject to scrutiny from without 
and within, adding ever-changing demands to research governance.

Our focus has been on the social dimensions of these practices: 
the relations between humans, and between humans and the 
animals they work with. These relations involve particular kinds of 
skills and competencies, which our work and methods have been 
developed to pay close attention to, including the embodied skills 
animal technologists draw on to sense and respond to the care needs 
of their animals,23 and the communication skills that different stake-
holders in animal research use to engage both with each other and 
with wider publics.24 This focus has allowed key conceptual ques-
tions around care to be explored (see Part II), as well as emerging 
concerns around the need to develop and sustain a strong culture of 
care in animal research25 – a task which includes addressing issues 
such as the impact of workplace cultures,26 emotional labour,27 and 
compassion fatigue.28 As Hilgartner suggests, the constitutional 
basis of knowledge production allocates entitlements, but also 
burdens.29 Inspired by the work of feminist care scholars, we hope 
our work has been attuned to how these entitlements and burdens 
are distributed, in often unequal ways. In doing so, we examine 
who benefits from the knowledge produced and who carries out the 
work of care across the complex nexus of animal research.

Of course, animal research also involves animals. The social sci-
ences and humanities are often said to have undergone an ‘animal 
turn’ since the late 1990s:30 a move that has meant studying not just 
how animals act as ‘mirrors and windows’ into human social life,31 
but also how animals are themselves agents who influence the world 
and our interactions with them. This interest in animal agency has 
inspired proposals for new methods for studying human–animal 
relationships,32 for example by observing animals,33 and for his-
torians (not without difficulties)34 to look for animal agency in 
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archives.35 It has also encouraged the rethinking of human–animal 
relationships in the research laboratory, for example via attention 
to how research animals shape both science36 and animal care,37 
and how they act as ‘workers’ rather than merely ‘lab tools’.38 We 
take inspiration from this thinking throughout the book. While 
moving out from the empirical sites of regulation means our work 
here rarely involves dedicated observations of research animals, 
their agency is apparent in how their aesthetic and corporeal cha-
risma,39 or lack thereof, shape care practices. Skidmore (Chapter 3) 
writes of how dogs are disproportionately rehomed compared with 
other species, while Message (Chapter 7) and Gorman (Chapter 2) 
both articulate some of the challenges of extending care to the 
cold-blooded, or blue-blooded in the case of horseshoe crabs. The 
power  of individualisation and bonds with specific animals for 
shaping science, relationships, and care are also explored, though 
Message reminds us that individualisation is not the only route to 
care.

Finally, while most animal research takes place in a world of 
certified experts and named individuals (those with specific respon-
sibilities under ASPA legislation), the policy and practice of animal 
research also creates particular ideas or imaginaries of lay publics. 
These imaginaries range from publics as beneficiaries of the out-
comes of animal research, as patients or consumers of medical 
knowledge and products, to images of publics as citizens with a 
stake in animal research who ought to be consulted, for example 
through the use of national opinion polling.40 Less commonly, some 
individuals considered part of the contested category of ‘publics’ 
are also involved in animal research, for example as lay members 
of ethical review processes,41 as citizen scientists (Chapter 10),42 
or as participants in research involvement (Chapter 11). However, 
a nexus approach also encourages us to look at these imaginar-
ies together: it is important to consider how the very category 
of ‘publics’ is created or performed through discourses around 
animal research,43 and how scientific imaginaries of what the public 
think or want impact directly on the policy and practice of animal 
research.44 These public voices are usually opaque within formal 
requirements of regulation; it is often not evident when different 
members of the public have shaped the workings of animal research 
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in a meaningful way, nor the routes for others to make their contri-
bution. How we might act carefully to create these wider connec-
tions motivates our work on patient involvement (Chapter 11) and 
public engagement (Part IV).

How did we research animal research?

The individual contributors to this volume come from a variety 
of disciplines, ethical orientations, and positions in relation to 
animal research. Each chapter thus reflects a slightly different focus, 
methodology, and goal. However, there are common approaches 
and threads that hold together many of the book’s contributions, 
such as a commitment to, wherever possible, collaboration with 
stakeholders to co-produce questions. This included working with 
researchers, regulators, animal technologists, veterinarians, and 
others whose day-to-day practices revolve around the questions 
raised by doing animal research. The book includes a selection of 
voices from these individuals in the commentaries that conclude 
each part. We also engaged with those affected by animal research 
in direct or indirect ways, but who are currently held outside or at 
the margins of these conversations, like citizen scientists in wildlife 
research, patient representatives in research involvement, or diverse 
participants in public engagement events. Representing this multi-
plicity in the book is intended to reflect the value of bringing differ-
ent perspectives and disciplines into conversation with one another.

Given the history of animal rights activity in the UK, there has 
been a tendency to both construct and imagine the worlds of animal 
research as closed and secretive. However, our work has also coin-
cided with a growing openness agenda around animal research, 
through which institutions have sought to enable people who 
work in the field to talk more openly about their work,45 as well as 
increasing public transparency and open science. This has made an 
important contribution to making our work possible, but its focus 
on facilitating communication across the sector still leaves some 
questions and voices beyond its scope.46 The boundaries between 
inside and outside in this field are still significant, but they are shift-
ing. Our approach was necessarily shaped by who would engage 
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with us, which has implications for the kinds of accounts that are 
presented here. The convention of offering anonymity in the social 
sciences may have facilitated people’s engagement as research par-
ticipants, but it also brings challenges for historians and others who 
are used to putting names on record. All methodological choices, 
whether in the social sciences or sciences, have consequences for 
the way a field is constructed and what evidence is produced. 
Particularly enriching were conversations with those  who were 
similarly speaking in a number of different directions in their work, 
such as the veterinarians who aim to support researchers and 
protect animals, or animal welfare scientists who generate knowl-
edge but also new controversies in their work around what matters 
to animals in care or training practices. We have also learned much 
from those looking backwards or forwards, from those involved in 
past policy changes, and those who are developing new research 
directions.

The work in this book draws primarily on qualitative rather 
than quantitative research methodologies. Qualitative research is 
most suitable for exploring the interrelationships and networks 
that co-produce research policy and practice across the animal 
research nexus. Qualitative research is widely recognised as the 
most appropriate approach to ‘answer questions about experience, 
meaning and perspective’.47 Within this qualitative and construc-
tivist paradigm, the chapters in this book use a range of methods. 
First, some of the chapters utilise documentary analysis of historical 
and contemporary documents, such as political debates, reports, 
and newspaper and magazine articles. Second, many of the chap-
ters draw on in-depth qualitative interviews with those engaged in 
animal research, such as researchers, regulators, animal technolo-
gists, and laboratory veterinarians. Third, many of the projects also 
utilise ethnographic observation of key sites and spaces such as 
research facilities and industry events. Finally, the book’s authors 
also report on more creative attempts to think within the topic of 
animal research. Part IV in particular reports from a series of more 
experimental methodologies, including the use of drawing activi-
ties, crafting, and immersive theatre to explore the different ways 
in which these might facilitate participants to engage with animal 
research.



12 Researching animal research

The qualitative data from this work are analysed in a variety 
of ways; for example, social science chapters typically made use 
of inductive thematic analysis, whereby text from interviews and 
fieldnotes is assigned codes based on themes emerging from within 
the data (rather than being pre-defined ahead of time).48 Where 
relevant, individual chapter authors have described their analy-
sis methods in more detail. Working together, albeit on different 
individual projects, also meant agreeing some methodological 
strategies in advance, such as anonymising transcripts and allo-
cating letters for the pseudonyms given to research participants 
across the AnNex programme to prevent different individuals 
being given the same name. Despite some differences in analyti-
cal methods, we have adopted common strategies for identifying 
central themes in each chapter, and across the book as a whole. 
Firstly, we explored  connections – for example, the displacement 
of certain forms of expertise cuts across contributions focusing 
on patients (Chapter  11), citizen scientists (Chapter  10), animal 
care staff (Chapters 4, 6, and 12), publics (Part IV), veterinarians 
(Chapter 9), and activists (Chapters 4 and 8). Themes were also 
identified through exploring comparisons – between the treatment 
of certain species (Chapters 2, 3, and 7) and between different 
research sites (Chapter 10). Absences offered a third set of central 
concerns, for example the lack of attention to certain species or 
locations in animal research statistics and regulations (Chapters 2 
and 12), and the absence of certain voices from policy conversa-
tions (Chapters 1 and 11). Finally, we examined instances of 
change over time, such as the expectations around care for labora-
tory animals and staff in the past (Chapter 5) and looking forward 
into the future (Chapter 6).

Reflecting on our collaboration for the purposes of this introduc-
tion, several recurring questions come to the fore, including what 
we understood by ‘interdisciplinarity’, and how to shape this elusive 
concept into a pragmatic collaborative tool that unified rather 
than fractured our research.49 Working with stakeholders from the 
animal research community for many of us was interdisciplinary; 
what else could working across the humanities, arts, social sciences, 
and natural sciences be? Nevertheless, our work was often haunted 
by unasked and unanswered questions, like what distinguished the 
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humanities from the social sciences. Other frictions emerged at the 
boundaries between fields. One consequence of living with rather 
than resolving these uncertainties was that the further along the col-
laborative process we travelled, our trust in other ways of working 
grew as our certainty as to how best to define our own expertise 
and disciplinary identity diminished. Navigating collaboration 
became a matter of pragmatic decision-making and compromise, 
driven by an emphasis on interactive research events as opposed 
to interdisciplinary research.50 Whether this reflected a trust that 
ambiguity could be productive, or something less seemly, was less 
important than the fact that our collective act of faith moved our 
research forward.51 We knew that we could collaborate with each 
other and with the animal research community. We knew the latter 
saw value in what the humanities and social sciences could contrib-
ute to animal research. We knew the key to success was attention 
to language and, if not quite developing shared understanding, at 
least being sensitive to the ways in which the same words could be 
understood differently across different audiences.52 And we knew 
that our premise was neglected but not original: no less a figure than 
W. M. S. Russell had drawn on the humanities and social sciences 
in the original formulation of the 3Rs.53

If you reach for any dictionary, the word ‘annex’ is usually given 
at least two different definitions. In the first, an annex is defined as 
an extension, or a supplement, suggesting something added later. 
All too often the humanities, arts, and social sciences have been 
construed as this sort of addition to the primary work of science and 
technology,54 either playing a supporting role for the operational 
business of science, or imagined as the means through which to enrol 
wider publics more effectively into supporting scientific research or 
demonstrating scientific literacy.55 A second meaning of annex also 
refers to movements over space and of meaning, referring to a ter-
ritory that is annexed or appropriated by another. Here too there 
are some resonances with past engagements between science and 
social science, and in particular the perceived threat that the emerg-
ing field of science and technology studies was seen to present to 
scientific authority.56 As the AnNex programme comes to a close, 
we suggest that while our work could be seen to have elements 
of each of these meanings, it is in fact something rather different. 
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Humanities  scholars who read Derrida will know that the extension 
or supplement comes from outside and is necessarily different, while 
also having the capacity to change understandings of the original.57

Understanding the meanings of animal research for different 
people, and enabling communication across these meanings, have 
been prominent themes in our work. One key aim was to generate 
new cultures of communication between stakeholders across animal 
research, but this was not limited to communicating the results of 
animal research to a wider public. We have sought to create new 
opportunities for dialogue through which knowledges, understand-
ings, meanings, and experiences are exchanged in many different 
directions, which we hope is reflected in the contributions and com-
mentaries in this volume. Our work has included drawing curious 
members of the public to make a mouse and learn more about the 
breeding and supply of lab animals (Chapter 14), to experience the 
complex decision-making processes of ethical review (Chapter 16), 
and to design mock labels for medicines (Chapter 15). It has 
involved working with scientists and patient groups to develop new 
guidelines for patient and public involvement in animal research 
(Chapter 11)58 and helping researchers, named people, animal tech-
nologists, and others develop cultures of care and mutual respect.59 
We have sought to bring insights from the worlds of animal research 
into conversation with wider debates about how science is trans-
formed, whether through the histories of scientific innovation and 
regulation,60 the practices of translational research,61 public engage-
ments with science,62 changing professional roles,63 or supporting 
care infrastructures. Similarly, while we did seek to extend our work 
with scientists by co-producing an agenda for social science and 
humanities engagement with animal research,64 we sought to do so 
in a way that was collaborative, curious, and respectful, as well as 
critical. For us, above all the Animal Research Nexus is a meeting 
point, where we arrive with a commitment to ‘working with’ (as 
opposed to either annexing or being annexed by) the wide range of 
stakeholders and publics invested in animal research. In doing so, 
we hope that the Animal Research Nexus delivers new thinking, 
research, and engagement to increase understanding of the social 
relations around animal research, and generates new connections, 
conversations, and cultures of communication between them.
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Introducing the book

While these motivations held our work together, each of the chap-
ters makes a distinctive contribution. The chapters are organised 
into four sections. Part I focuses on ‘Changing and implementing 
regulation’, Part II on ‘Culturing and sustaining care’, Part  III 
on ‘Distributing expertise and accountability’, and Part IV on 
‘Experimenting with openness and engagement’. Each part includes 
three or four chapters showcasing research completed by members 
of the AnNex programme. Each part also closes with a chapter fea-
turing three different commentaries, two from invited experts who 
are not members of the AnNex team, and one from the AnNex team 
member who brought these different voices together to discuss the 
contents of that section. In incorporating these commentaries we 
have sought to replicate in print some of the dialogic methods that 
characterise our work, and challenge ourselves and others to con-
sider how nexus thinking constructs what is inside or outside of 
any conversation. These commentaries feature the voices of practi-
tioners active in shaping the practices and policies around animal 
research (whether as veterinarians, activists, artists, or engagement 
experts) and academics who have worked on animal research (from 
both cognate and critical perspectives). Some commentaries are 
written by those with whom we have worked directly, others by 
those who have been instrumental in opening up the contexts in 
which our work takes place, and yet others by those who have 
provided a conceptual and political challenge that we have valued 
throughout. We asked each person to introduce themselves within 
their commentaries, which interestingly came more readily to 
stakeholders than academics. The commentaries have enriched our 
understanding of what it means to position our work in relation to 
and speak across the animal research nexus, even as they raise many 
questions that are still to be answered.

Part I centres on the theme of regulation and policy practices. It 
begins with Myelnikov’s historical account of how ASPA came to 
be (Chapter 1). Myelnikov demonstrates that while the voices of 
animal advocates perceived as ‘extreme’ were excluded from the 
policy-making process, ASPA did respond to the concerns of such 
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groups and change practice on the ground. Gorman (Chapter 2) 
then provides an account of the exclusion of horseshoe crabs from 
animal research regulation and social imaginations, despite their 
blood being widely used for checking that medical products are 
free from contamination. In doing so, Gorman challenges us to 
expand the scope of oversight and care to include these forgotten 
creatures. Finally, Skidmore (Chapter 3) extends the theme of inclu-
sion and exclusion in care and regulation by considering why some 
species, such as dogs, are disproportionately considered candidates 
for rehoming after life in the laboratory. In the commentaries in 
Chapter 4, Tyson offers a critique from an animal rights perspec-
tive, picking up on the themes of invisibility and exclusion of certain 
animals, harms, and voices from animal research discourses and 
policy. Hinterberger examines what Part I’s chapters can tell us 
about the institutional life of animals: how laws, regulations, and 
other forms of governance shape the definition and care of research 
animals, in the past, present, and future. Finally, Kirk brings these 
threads together by considering how regulation both shapes, and is 
shaped by, popular perceptions of research animals, including their 
charisma.

Part II focuses on the theme of culturing and sustaining care, 
beginning with Kirk’s historical account of how the role of the 
professional laboratory animal technician developed alongside that 
of the purpose-bred research animal (Chapter 5). Kirk explores the 
difficulty of standardising and formalising the care provided by 
technicians, a theme picked up by Greenhough and Roe (Chapter 6) 
in their discussion of the emergence and meaning of ‘cultures of 
care’ in animal research. A lesson from this piece is that different 
forms of care – such as ‘cold’ institutionalised care versus ‘warm’ 
everyday care – may not sit easily alongside each other. Finally, 
Message (Chapter 7) explores how aquarists seek other ways of 
enacting ‘good care’ when faced with the difficulties of empathising 
and developing emotional connections with individual zebrafish. 
In the commentaries (Chapter 8), Tremoleda and Kerton draw 
on this work and their own professional experience to reflect on 
the challenges of defining, developing, harmonising, and assessing 
cultures of care across institutions. Giraud then poses a challeng-
ing question: are the notions of care put forward by those within 
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the research laboratory fundamentally incommensurable with the 
forms of care proposed by activists, who view care as necessitating 
the end of animal research? Concluding Part II, Greenhough reflects 
on how care is constituted in both academic scholarship and animal 
research practice.

Part III turns to the question of how expertise and accountabil-
ity are distributed across the animal research nexus. Anderson and 
Hobson-West (Chapter 9) explore the complex regulations and 
expectations placed on Named Veterinary Surgeons (NVS), with a 
focus on how NVSs view themselves as at the margins of the vet-
erinary profession, and how they negotiate the laboratory–clinic 
boundary. Developing these themes of marginalisation and lab-field 
borders, Palmer (Chapter 10) examines the role of ‘citizen scientists’ 
in wildlife research. Palmer demonstrates that while citizen scientists 
feel excluded from securing ASPA licences themselves, the law’s 
valuable flexibility allows expert non-professionals to significantly 
contribute to research. Davies, Gorman, and King (Chapter 11) 
then explore the involvement of another group often incorrectly per-
ceived as non-expert: patients. Taking aim at four common assump-
tions about patient involvement, the authors highlight the value of 
including patient voices in biomedical research, and further oppor-
tunities for doing this. Chapter 12, by Peres and Roe, demonstrates 
that when it comes to the problem of ‘avoidable surplus’, those who 
bear the emotional burden of culling surplus animals are both the 
most aware of the problem, and often experts in surplus avoidance. 
The commentaries in Chapter 13 from Carbone and Dennison both 
draw on personal experience as laboratory animal veterinarians. 
Carbone uses this experience to reflect on the value, and chal-
lenges, brought about by outsiders – citizen scientists, patients, and 
social scientists – watching, participating in, and critiquing animal 
research. Dennison explores lessons from the chapters about the 
importance of open, honest, and meaningful conversations around 
animal research. Hobson-West closes the part by highlighting the 
cross-cutting themes of active navigation of regulation; expertise and 
space, and the creation of insider/outsider boundaries; and the nar-
ration of expertise, including how we do this as academics.

Part IV focuses on our efforts to experiment with openness and 
engagement. It begins with an account by Roe et al. of The Mouse 
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Exchange (Chapter 14) – a participatory, curiosity-driven activity 
in which publics are encouraged to explore the breeding and care 
of laboratory animals through making research mice from felt. 
McGlacken and Hobson-West (Chapter 15) describe their efforts to 
engage in open discussion through asking publics: should medicines 
developed via animal testing be labelled, and if so what should the 
label look like? Finally, Crudgington and co-authors from The Lab 
Collective (Chapter 16) discuss the interactive theatre performance 
Vector, in which publics are placed in the shoes of an Animal 
Welfare and Ethical Review Board and asked to decide how to 
use and care for research animals when developing treatment for 
a fast-spreading zoonotic disease. Together, these activities dem-
onstrate the value of grounding discussions about animal research 
in people’s experiences, moving conversations beyond the experi-
ment itself, and developing two-way engagements in which publics 
are participants in conversations rather than merely recipients of 
information. In Chapter 17, the two external commentaries contex-
tualise these experiments through contributions involving personal 
biography and professional practice. Lear writes from her perspec-
tive as a driver of developments in openness within the UK life sci-
ences sector, providing insights into the trajectories through which 
openness has emerged as both an opportunity and a challenge. 
Mackenzie explores the provocations animal research provides 
to an artist: for honesty, for openness, for experimentation, and 
perhaps for work that ‘playfully jumps off the fence and dives deep 
into … imaginative possibility’. Roe’s closing commentary connects 
questions of openness to those of care and ethical responsibility, 
asking what kinds of openness would benefit the animals in animal 
research.

Finally, we are grateful to Carrie Friese for the Afterword, which 
puts her reading of AnNex into a wider context. We are indebted 
to Friese in many ways. She has collaborated with team members 
in organising events and journal special issues, but she is also 
able to offer an overview of our work that is hard to perceive and 
articulate when you are in the middle of staging sometimes fraught 
conversations. We hope readers of this text are able to follow her 
in moving out of the polarisation cycle, to hold sometimes different 
possibilities side by side, working together to exchange experiences 
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across them. We will continue to work on these possibilities beyond 
this book. We close with a collated bibliography of outputs from 
the AnNex programme to date, introducing the academic articles, 
stakeholder reports, and public websites through which we hope to 
continue these conversations.
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A ‘fragile consensus’? The origins of the 
Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986

Dmitriy Myelnikov

Introduction

The Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986 (ASPA) regulates the 
conduct of most scientific work that involves non-human vertebrates 
in the UK, and is overseen by the Home Office.1 ASPA had replaced 
the 1876 Cruelty to Animals Act, a law that had governed scientific 
research for 110 years, through a period of profound transforma-
tions in science and medicine. Since its passage in 1986, ASPA has 
undergone some updates and changes, and has been harmonised 
with EU legislation via European Union Directive 2010/63/EU. Its 
core principles, however, have remained largely consistent with its 
original spirit. ASPA involved difficult negotiations, balances, and 
exclusions across numerous interest groups invested in its outcome. 
It ended up reshaping moral obligations, legal commitments, and 
approaches to regulating research. The history of ASPA offers a case 
study for investigating the kinds of multidirectional entanglements 
that we call the animal research nexus.2 This chapter explores the 
compromises and construction of consensus involved in the making 
of ASPA, and outlines how its implementation put pressure on that 
consensus.

To date, histories of ASPA have been written by figures involved 
in the process, and from animal rights perspectives.3 Robert Garner’s 
study, drawing on published sources and communication and inter-
views with some of the key players, offers an excellent account on 
the passage of ASPA and the role of moderate welfare voices in its 
design.4 Using recently opened government and personal archives 
and supplemented by interviews with historical actors as evidence, 
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the historians in the Animal Research Nexus Programme have 
been able to revisit this crucial bit of legislation, and answer several 
questions.5 Why did ASPA originate when it did, under Margaret 
Thatcher’s governments that had, at best, a passing interest in the 
issue? How did the civil servants and politicians involved in its design 
navigate the broad range of positions and interests over the highly 
divisive issues; which voices did they prioritise, and which did they 
exclude? How did ASPA operate on the ground, and what impact did 
it have on science, animal care, and activism? Finally, how do these 
past decisions, specific to their time and context, resonate today?

After introducing the political context of animal campaigns 
in the 1970s, the chapter traces strategies involved in consensus- 
building across three key contexts: the alliance of the moderate 
animal welfare groups that ended up representing the position of 
animal welfare in ASPA design; the Home Office E Division that 
drafted two white papers (in 1983 and 1985),6 trying to balance 
diverse stakeholder interests while ensuring continuity in imple-
mentation and excluding the more radical voices; and the Cabinet, 
where animal research was a marginal and inconveniently contro-
versial concern, yet pressure existed to enact reform. Paradoxically, 
given the extent of polarisation over animal research that intensi-
fied in the 1970s, consensus was a key theme in deliberations over 
ASPA. Home Office civil servants sought to establish it across the 
stakeholders; ministers and MPs sought to create workable law and 
assuage societal concerns; various activist groups found different 
ways of arriving at a meaningful set of reforms for them. Despite 
Margaret Thatcher’s rhetorical disavowals of consensus in favour 
of conviction politics, her government actively sought to construct 
and claim a common position, while excluding voices that could 
threaten their agenda. The fragility of this consensus, moreover, 
proved not so much a weakness, but a political tool that ensured the 
smooth passage of ASPA through Parliament.

Putting animals into politics

Why did reform take place in the 1980s? Animal experimenta-
tion has been controversial throughout its history, especially in 
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Britain. While the intensity of public debate waxed and waned, 
the opposition to animal experimentation never disappeared, and 
the legal protections afforded to laboratory animals were  routinely 
 criticised.7 Throughout most of the twentieth century, amid dra-
matic changes in medicine and the life sciences, experiments 
remained governed by the Cruelty to Animals Act (1876). Despite 
multiple calls for reform, subsequent governments delayed any 
substantial action, reluctant to engage with controversy and happy 
with ad hoc arrangements within the Home Office. It took the new 
wave of opposition to animal research in the 1970s to push for 
reform, as it combined activism and media campaigns with targeted 
lobbying of subsequent governments.

The Cruelty to Animals Act (1876) was a product of Victorian 
debates about morality, animal sentience, politics, and society.8 Yet 
it created a series of institutions that persisted for over a century in 
their oversight. It gave the responsibility over animal experimenta-
tion to the Secretary of State for the Home Department (‘the Home 
Secretary’) and instituted an Inspectorate within the Home Office. 
Qualified applicants were granted licences to perform experiments, 
based on the assessment of their overall competence, and inspectors 
monitored compliance. As the biological and medical sciences went 
through spectacular transformations in the twentieth century, the 
system kept up through the executive branch; any issues were dealt 
with internally through the licensing system, stripping scientists of 
their licence in the most egregious cases.9 The justifications under 
the 1876 Act – extending knowledge of physiology, prolonging 
life, or alleviating suffering – were interpreted broadly. Numbers of 
animal experiments, which had to be reported annually under the 
Act, grew steadily through the twentieth century, reaching the peak 
of 5.3 million in 1972.10 At the same time, the 1876 Act required 
reduction of pain, and the majority of work was done under anaes-
thesia; dogs, cats, horses, and donkeys received extra protections.11

The fact that old legislation was regulating a field where much 
was changing drew growing criticism, especially in the post-war 
years. In 1963, Harold Macmillan’s Conservative government 
intervened, initiating a committee to review legislation, chaired by 
the lawyer Sir Sydney Littlewood. The Littlewood report found the 
1876 Act ‘generally effective’ but outdated and in need of reform, 
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especially when it came to the scope of procedures, licensing, the 
powers of the Inspectorate, and the lack of emphasis on veterinary 
expertise within laboratory animal care.12 These recommendations 
were well received, but subsequent governments preferred to ignore 
them. Many changes to care and husbandry happened without 
regulatory oversight; the University Federation for Animal Welfare 
(UFAW, founded in 1938), which promoted better care, and pub-
lished crucial handbooks, was influential, as were new associations 
of animal technicians (Institute of Animal Technology, f. 1950) 
and of groups of vets specialising in laboratory animal case (British 
Laboratory Animal Veterinary Association, f. 1963).13 In addition, 
in the 1970s a small number of scientists were making the case for 
greater use of alternatives to animals in testing toxins or carcino-
gens, addressing fellow researchers.14 Still, while many scientists 
may have agreed it was time to update the 1876 Act, the pressure 
for reform came largely from without.

In the 1970s, campaigns for animal welfare grew in both numbers 
and ambition. The civil rights movement of the 1960s and second 
wave feminism were inspiring some to extend similar arguments 
to non-human animals, and new provocative texts were attract-
ing broad readership. In Britain, a new generation of activists, 
now known as the Oxford Group, published a collection of essays 
in 1971 making a case against the wide-ranging mistreatment of 
non-human animals.15 One of their key members, the psychologist 
Richard Ryder, coined the term speciesism, by analogy with racism 
and sexism. In 1975, Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation made a philo-
sophical case for animal rights, and was a subject of wide-ranging 
and intense discussions, and Ryder’s Victims of Science appeared in 
the same year, focusing specifically on the scientific uses of animals.16 
The new wave of campaigners targeted established institutions. The 
Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA) had 
more active and radical members, Ryder among them, pushing the 
body to campaign more vigorously despite the tension this caused 
with its Conservative rural patrons, for instance in campaigns 
against hunting. The year 1976 was the Animal Welfare Year, with 
numerous events and interactions set up by welfare groups.

Public controversies in the 1970s helped turn animal experi-
mentation into one of the key issues for the new animal advocacy. 
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The smoking beagles exposé was a landmark media event. When 
working undercover at the ICI at Alderley Park near Macclesfield, 
Mary Beith obtained striking image of dogs restrained and made 
to inhale smoke in research aiming to design a safer cigarette. 
Published in the Sunday People in 1975, the images caused an 
uproar – the rather trivial purpose of the experiments, the use of 
charismatic dogs, and the fact that the photographs did not depict 
gory procedures and could thus circulate widely all contributed to 
their effect.17 Beith’s investigation happened with Ryder’s input, 
who suggested ICI as a site to investigate, and his Victims of Science, 
appearing shortly after, benefited from ongoing controversy around 
the beagle case.18 Cases like the smoking beagles helped galvanise 
public opinion against animal testing – the preferred emphasis of 
anti-vivisection campaigns – and made political inaction more of a 
liability.

In parallel to public campaigns, activists also embraced closer 
engagement with politicians, strategically pursuing the issue across 
party lines. Certain key figures proved essential go-betweens, notably 
Douglas Houghton, Baron Houghton of Sowerby, a veteran Labour 
politician by then in the House of Lords. As Ryder put it in retro-
spect, ‘Houghton’s main achievement at this time was to deflect our 
attentions away from backbench MPs and onto the Government 
itself.’19 One of the early interactions, stemming from the Animal 
Welfare Year in 1976, was a joint paper between Lord Houghton 
and Lord Platt, an eminent surgeon, which outlined a series of 
changes that would be acceptable to both the scientific establish-
ment and welfare groups. As a Labour peer, Houghton organised 
a meeting between the Labour Home Secretary Merlyn Rees and 
some of the key figures and MPs invested in animal welfare, includ-
ing Clive Hollands, Ryder, and Lord Platt. In February 1977, the 
group presented the Houghton/Platt memorandum and called for 
executive changes in the administration of the 1876 Act, namely 
expanding the Advisory Committee, tightening conditions around 
pain on personal licences held by scientists, and promoting alterna-
tives to animal testing.20 The Houghton group soon became the 
Committee for Reform of Animal Experimentation (CRAE), led 
by Hollands with Houghton’s patronage. While animal activism 
overall was getting more radical, CRAE pursued pragmatic and 
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moderate goals. The Houghton/Platt memorandum paved the way 
for an active campaign with tangible proposals, which flourished 
in the late 1970s and involved multiple stakeholders, including 
anti-vivisection societies. ‘Put Animals into Politics’ was one of the 
slogans, and by the 1979 General Election, Labour, Conservative, 
and Liberal manifestos had all committed to reform. Labour’s 
proposals went furthest, with a dedicated policy paper on various 
issues in animal welfare, ‘Living without Cruelty’.21 The charter 
was a significant move for the party, whose socialist wing had been 
suspicious of animal welfare as an essentially middle-class concern 
and a distraction from human social issues.22 Avoiding change was 
no longer the easy option.

The Conservatives’ 1979 manifesto may have committed to 
reforming animal experimentation, but it was not a priority for 
Thatcher’s first government. Animal welfare groups continued the 
pressure for reform, increasingly focused on legislation rather than 
administrative changes of practice. The House of Lords became an 
initial site of contention, as shortly after the General Election,  a 
Bill was introduced there by the Earl of Halsbury, who had had 
significant involvement in industrial research and development. 
The Halsbury Bill effectively promoted the position of pro-research 
lobby groups, including the Research Defence Society, and sought 
to pre-empt too radical a change, while proposing significant 
administrative reform. In response, Peter Fry MP presented an alter-
native Bill to the Commons in November 1979, which had input 
from the RSPCA and positioned itself towards animal protection.23

Despite the antagonism, the two Bills had much in common, 
showing both sides willing to make concessions in the face of 
looming reform. The Bills proposed new systems of licensing with 
stronger scrutiny and a need for two sponsors; an empowered statu-
tory Advisory Committee on animal procedures; greater powers for 
the Inspectorate; requirement to euthanise animals in severe pain. 
The key difference was that the Fry Bill sought to limit purposes 
under which animal testing could be done to medicine only, and 
to create five grades of licences based on the levels of pain to the 
animal. Neither Bill passed the committee stage, but the government 
appeased both sides, promising to design its own legislation, initially 
in the form of the White Paper that appeared in 1983.24 In addition 
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to Parliament, pressure came from the European Communities, 
as the European Commission was in the process of setting up its 
own directive on animal experiments that would establish minimal 
standards across the member states.25 Between 1983 and 1985, 
tense discussions across multiple stakeholders shaped the govern-
ment Bill, with a Supplementary White Paper published in 1985.26 
ASPA then finally made it onto the parliamentary calendar in 1986, 
and after a relatively smooth passage through the Commons and 
Lords, received royal assent on 20 May 1986.

The triple alliance

The voices that the government was willing to engage were what 
it designated as the ‘moderate’ animal welfare groups, on the one 
hand, and the scientific bodies on the other. Three organisations, 
acting in a coalition and willing to push for incremental, moderate 
change, ended up representing and articulating the animal welfare 
case. This ‘triple alliance’ comprised CRAE alongside the British 
Veterinary Association (BVA), and the Fund for the Replacement 
of Animals in Medical Experiments (FRAME). How did these dis-
parate groups come together, and how did they claim the political 
centre ground of reform?

FRAME, founded in 1969, pursued promotion of alternatives 
to animals within the biomedical research community. It was 
itself involved in lobbying MPs to promote the use of alternatives, 
especially in the light of the Advisory Committee on the Cruelty 
to Animals’ Act investigation into the controversial LD50 test.27 
Houghton and Hollands interacted with members of FRAME 
Toxicity Committee in parliamentary groups, and were eager to 
build an alliance with a group that was dedicated to one of the 
main issues in the CRAE proposals, and one that could lend CRAE 
scientific credibility.28 Michael Balls, a toxicologist who became 
Chairman of FRAME’s trustees in 1981, was the key figure in the 
process.

The third member of the alliance, the BVA, joined in 1982. The 
veterinary profession had been divided on the animal research 
debate in Britain. One the one hand, veterinary medicine relied on 
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animal experiments and some veterinarians had built expertise in 
working with laboratory animals. The Royal College of Veterinary 
Surgeons, the regulatory body in charge of registration and pro-
fessional gatekeeping, made representations defending scientific 
interests.29 The British Veterinary Association – the professional 
association – took a more welfare-focused approach, driven in 
part by its constituent, the British Laboratory Animal Veterinary 
Association (BLAVA). In 1982, BLAVA Secretary John Seamer 
articulated the BVA’s policy position on animal research, which 
recognised the need for animal experiments but called for tighter 
regulation and interpretation of pain, extending protections beyond 
the moment of experiment, and replacing animals with alternatives 
where practical. Given the many affinities in policy with CRAE 
and FRAME, and CRAE’s interest in introducing veterinary care 
more directly into animal experimentation, Hollands and Balls 
approached the BVA to join on the draft response to the White 
Paper.30

The figure of the veterinarian – what became known as a Named 
Veterinary Surgeon (NVS) – was a compromise that appealed to 
many parties, including the various representatives of the profes-
sion.31 To CRAE, they were potential ‘animal friends’, there on 
behalf of the animals.32 The BVA members also allowed the triple 
alliance to boost its scientific authority over a key point – the 
interpretation of pain in experiments. In negotiating the new con-
stitution of animal research, knowledge of pain was contested. 
The CRAE/FRAME/BVA coalition recruited alternative sources 
of evidence and authority, notably the neuroscientist and RSPCA 
member Patrick Wall, Professor of Anatomy at University College 
London and editor of the journal Pain. Wall argued that pain could 
interfere with most experiments in the first place, and that a work-
able assessment could be made using the principle his journal had 
adopted: ‘pain in animals is manifested by abnormal behaviour 
which can be alleviated by analgesic procedures which relieve pain 
in humans.’33 Laboratory animal veterinarians positioned them-
selves further across the diverse interests by claiming expertise and 
practical approaches to interpreting pain and distress – especially for 
rodents, central in research but often unfamiliar to ordinary veteri-
narians. In assessing pain, the Home Office Code of Practice relied 
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on David Morton, Peter Griffiths, and Paul Flecknell’s research on 
recognising distress and promoting consistent pain relief (analgesia) 
alongside anaesthesia (Morton represented the BVA and at the late 
stages was on the RSPCA animal experiments committee).34 Voices 
from the laboratory animal veterinary community therefore offered 
a palatable position in codifying the new governance of research 
that straddled divisions.

In choosing to pursue compromise, the triple alliance was placed 
in a precarious position with respect to other animal welfare and 
rights groups. Major anti-vivisection groups – the British Union 
for the Abolition of Vivisection, National Anti-Vivisection Society, 
Animal Aid and Scottish Anti-Vivisection Society – launched a 
campaign of ‘Mobilisation Against the Government White Paper’, 
seeking to ban cosmetic testing, the controversial LD50 and Draize 
Eye Irritation toxicity tests, military animal research, and invasive 
psychological research. Increasingly through the consultations, 
Mobilisation criticised CRAE’s position, but had little engagement 
from the Home Office.35 Despite protests from others in the animal 
protection community as to the illegitimacy of such narrow repre-
sentation, CRAE took a self-consciously moderate position. To the 
RSPCA, Lord Houghton presented CRAE not as a competitor, but 
as ‘the channel of communication to Ministers and Government’.36 
The alliance’s press-release insisted, ‘the operative words here are 
“animal welfare” and not “animal rights” or “animal liberation”’.37

The triple alliance’s compromise position was largely behind its 
influence on reform. It was not, however, always consistent within. 
The Home Office civil servants suggested that FRAME and the 
BVA were easier to negotiate with than CRAE; some issues caused 
considerable differences, notably the re-use of animals that had 
been anaesthetised. The 1876 Act forbade any re-use under those 
conditions – death was always a preferable outcome to pain and 
suffering in its logic. In designing ASPA, civil servants sought to 
adjust the clause to allow carefully controlled re-use of animals that 
had fully recovered from anaesthesia in further experiments, and in 
some cases, to allow rehoming or release into the wild of animals 
after experiments.38 All sides agreed that re-use after anaesthesia 
would have limited effect as the cases where this could happen were 
few. FRAME and BVA members favoured re-use in some cases, 
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as it would lower the number of cats, dogs, and primates used 
in research – species that would receive special protections under 
ASPA and engendered most public concern.39 CRAE argued against 
such concessions, arguing that the system might be open to abuse, 
and that the move could be interpreted as lowering protections 
compared to the 1876 Act.40 During the Lords debate on the gov-
ernment’s Bill in January 1986, Lord Houghton successfully argued 
against the amendment that would allow re-use:

This proposal is going into highly contentious politics very soon 
indeed – as soon as this Bill arrives in another place [House of 
Commons]. In these circumstances it is absolutely essential from 
the point of view of continued goodwill and collaboration that this 
be  dropped here and now. Let us have discussions about this for 
the future. Let us see whether we can rationalise the situation; let us 
see whether we can get proposals for the re-use of animals, if that 
becomes a feasible political proposition, and consider under what 
conditions it may be done.
 […]
 However irrational it may be and however difficult it may be to 
justify, even in ethical terms, let us at least refrain from trying to 
reverse the understanding that was reached in collaboration on the 
consensus Bill.41

The removal of re-use, except in very few circumstances under 
explicit permission from the Home Secretary, also marginalised 
some attempts to introduce re-homing of animals post-recovery, 
where animals would be ‘returned to the farm or the wild or be 
found suitable homes as pets, depending on the species’.42 In his 
speech, Houghton argued the issue must not be raised to avoid 
dividing the opinion in Commons, since re-use and rehoming to 
reduce numbers was in fact a special case for cats and dogs, which 
were already receiving extra protection continuing from the 1876 
Act, and that rehoming would imply scientist had ownership over 
the animals in their charge, which he believed was misguided.43 
The final text of ASPA did not mention rehoming, while the guid-
ance published in 1990 only euphemistically referred to animals 
being ‘dispatched into private care’ or ‘released for non-scientific 
purposes’ and mentioned rehoming as pets only in Appendix IV, 
requiring that a project licence must explicitly allow for releasing 
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animals as ‘pets’ in advance.44 As Skidmore shows in Chapter 3, 
while rehoming is technically enabled by the law, it remains a rare 
practice. The key focus on pain as the primary welfare concern in 
ASPA has meant that humane killing in accordance with the Act is 
still the most common outcome. 

In emphasising collaboration and consensus, Houghton rallied 
against allowing re-use but also expressed a hope for future flex-
ibility in interpreting and amending the law. Such a compromise 
approach was consistent with the aims and strategies of the triple 
alliance. By accepting the licensing reform and the new Animal 
Procedures Committee (APC) as useful moves from the Home 
Office, and focusing on core issues – pain, alternatives, and reuse – 
the alliance was a major voice in shaping ASPA. Its anticipation for 
flexible interpretation of the law proved justified, as ASPA imple-
mentation changed through the actions of the Animals Procedure 
Committee (with many key players of the triple alliance as 
members) and, in 1993, through an amendment to include Octopus 
vulgaris alongside protected vertebrate species.45 By being willing 
to relinquish certain issues to the executive rather than legislative 
sphere, these could be further negotiated with less public pressure. 
But how were these concerns and strategies addressed and managed 
by the Home Office, whose civil servants also had to balance multi-
ple perspectives from scientific bodies, industry, other government 
departments and its own Inspectorate?

Curating the consensus: inclusions and exclusions  
at the Home Office

Civil servants in the Home Office ‘E’ Division oversaw the design 
of the new legislation, under the political auspices of David Mellor, 
the junior Home Office minister assigned to the mission. Geoffrey 
de Deney was the senior civil servant, while Nigel Johnson coor-
dinated most of the drafting, with the aid of Martha Woolridge. 
While most stakeholders worked on the assumption that the system 
was woefully outdated, this view was not necessarily shared by the 
E Division. While the 1876 Act may have been archaic and arcane, 
the system of supervising animal research that had developed ad 
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hoc and with little parliamentary oversight appealed to civil serv-
ants, working side-by-side with the Inspectorate.

As Nigel Johnson put it, ‘the present system works. It works well. 
It would be deplorable to replace it by a new system which did not 
work.’46 This commitment did make the Home Office much more 
receptive to the scientific and industrial lobbies, but not blindly so. 
The civil servants were eager to expand the degree of oversight and 
to spell out concrete expectations and parameters. Mainstream sci-
entific groups, moreover, had publicly accepted the need for reform, 
and while they campaigned against tying the levels of pain to the 
perceived importance of research, they largely accepted a tougher 
licensing system. In many ways, the resulting regulation challenged 
existing arrangements greatly and at high cost. The old settlement, 
in which scientists held the authority over both scientific value 
of the research and assessing animal suffering, while the Home 
Office represented society’s interest as regulator, no longer held. 
Veterinarians, animal technicians, and moderate welfare advocates 
acquired a degree of expertise, control, and responsibility.47

Several issues took centre stage in the discussions of the White 
Paper and subsequent responses to it in drafting legislation. Some 
of the key features were largely well-received, notably the three-
part licensing system, which required licences for an individual as a 
competent experimenter, for the institution and facilities where the 
research took place, and, crucially, for the actual project as being 
justified on scientific grounds and in its experimental design. The 
proposals broadened the law’s scope from just the experiment to a 
much broader ‘procedure’, reflected in the Bill’s name, and extended 
protections to housing and breeding of animals, which now had 
to be included in statistics. While this meant a greater regulatory 
burden for institutions and animal suppliers, it was one of the key 
commitments of the Home Office, which responded to pressures to 
ascertain that only purpose-bred animals could be used in experi-
ments. The scope of protected species caused some debate – the legis-
lation remained constrained to vertebrates, largely for convenience, 
even though octopuses had their advocates for inclusion and did end 
up being covered by the law’s extension in 1993. Primates received 
special protections, alongside cats, dogs, horses, and donkeys. For 
the first time, foetal and larval forms were protected, too, after 
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certain developmental stages. Finally, new figures became signifi-
cant, as animal technologists received more responsibilities and insti-
tutional leverage, and veterinarians were given a formalised role.

In setting out the scope of the White Paper, the Home Office 
had a disparate field of stakeholders to deal with. From the sci-
entific bodies, the Royal Society was a major participant, as well 
as multiple representatives of universities and the pharmaceutical 
industry. The combative pro-animal experimentation Research 
Defence Society (formerly Physiological Society) took a back seat 
in liaising with the Home Office, except to emphasise laboratory 
break-ins and the intimidation that researchers increasingly faced 
from more radical activists. At the other end were anti-vivisection 
societies, who mobilised public campaigns of letter writing; some 
opposed all forms of animal experimentation, while others were 
willing to negotiate. The RSPCA, as a more moderate body combin-
ing multiple interests, was struggling with internal conflict – often 
public – between the more radical new members and the moderate 
old guard.48 Mellor met with RSPCA representatives regularly, and 
pain proved a major source of contention, but the Society was not 
closely involved in the legislative process until the late stages. There 
were other professions and groups that sat uneasily across the two 
extremes. Animal technicians and scientific experts in care and hus-
bandry had some representation, through the Institute of Animal 
Technologists and UFAW, especially when it came to the details of 
care and possible guidelines. Finally, as discussed above, the veteri-
nary profession provided a diversity of inputs.

From the outset, Home Office civil servants decided to exclude 
anti-vivisection groups and anyone opposed to animal experiments 
in principle. As de Deney put it:

Nothing we can responsibly say will satisfy people who are convinced 
that it is morally wrong to use animals for scientific purposes, but we 
need to get it across as strongly as possible to people with an open 
mind that we are committed to preserving and strengthening the pro-
tection given to animals used in scientific procedures, and will extend 
control to the breeding and supply of animals.49

Through selective engagement and ready exclusion of disruptive 
voices, the Home Office civil servants narrowed the extensive range 
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of opinions to manageable options. One point, however, caused 
major contention, and required most effort from the Home Office 
in aligning the scientific interests and welfare arguments. It was 
the question of animal pain – how it could be defined in law, and 
whether levels of pain induced in an experiment could be made 
conditional on the potential importance of research to human and 
animal health.

The issue of pain was a major point of contention, and one that 
illuminates the mechanisms underlying the design of new legisla-
tion. By 1984, the E Division civil servants were exhausted by the 
issue. Venting his frustration to de Deney, Nigel Johnson com-
mented in a brief note, ‘Personally I should welcome a period of 
say six months’ silence in public discussion of the pain condition, 
to give people interested in the topic a chance to consider ascer-
taining what the facts are and whether there is anything new to 
say about it.’50 As a key subject for negotiation, discussion of pain 
demonstrates the strategies that the Home Office used to construct 
consensus opinion, and how it balanced formal legal language in 
an Act of Parliament with other kinds of legal instruments such as 
guidelines and the Code of Practice, and less formal arrangements 
with the Inspectorate.

Animal welfare groups objected to severe pain being permis-
sible, and sought to tie procedures to goals, so that high levels of 
pain could only be allowed for important medical research with 
concrete outcomes. Both the RSPCA and the CRAE/BVA/FRAME 
coalition were also starting from a point of preventing any pain to 
animals through the use of anaesthesia, including in lethal amounts 
if severe pain was likely on recovery, in line with the 1876 Act 
system. A number of scientists and institutions advocated that some 
experiments that caused severe pain had to be allowed, at least in 
principle, and argued that the Home Office could not judge poten-
tial importance of research before it had taken place. The Royal 
Society, charged with creating the Code of Practice to accompany 
the law, questioned the basis for gradations of pain. In negotiating 
with CRAE/BVA/FRAME, the Home Office civil servants quoted 
the words of the Royal Society president, Sir Andrew Huxley, 
that ‘criteria [of pain] cannot usefully be incorporated in an Act 
of Parliament because a phase like “substantial pain or distress” 
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cannot be given a precise definition; no one has yet discovered a 
distress indicator in the blood to which a legal limit of concentra-
tion can be ascribed’.51

In navigating the pain condition, the Home Office was eager to 
keep CRAE and especially Lord Houghton as allies, who could 
convey legitimacy among moderate welfare groups and welfare-
minded MPs and Lords. The E Division civil servants argued that 
many of the demands were already being carried out in practice 
by the Inspectorate – that very painful experiments would not 
be allowed without a good reason, and the Chief Inspector con-
ceded that informal ‘pain–benefit analyses’ had been happening 
 routinely.52 Reluctant to legislate levels of pain without clear 
precedent, and eager to maintain interpretive flexibility, the pro-
posed solution avoided including explicit discussions of pain levels 
in ASPA, but committed to administrative procedure that would 
correlate pain to potential benefit at the level of assessing project 
licence applications. The decision was similar to the Police and 
Criminal Evidence Act 1984, which was being drafted by the Home 
Office in parallel, and also relied on a code of practice in major 
reform of policing in Britain.53 The guidance to the implementation 
of ASPA, published in 1990, defined three levels of pain severity – 
mild, moderate, or severe – and urged that harm to the animal be 
weighed against potential scientific benefits.54

In negotiating the ‘pain condition’, the Home Office pushed the 
parties to maintain what it represented as consensus between scien-
tific and moderate welfare interests. It relied on resources beyond 
legislation, by seeking to consolidate new agreements at the level 
of regulatory practice and committing to extend the Inspectorate’s 
powers to make decisions. This quest for consensus position, 
carefully balanced by civil servants, not only ensured potential 
legitimacy; it also served as a political instrument to push legislation 
through Parliament.

The uses of consensus in the Cabinet

The connotations of ‘consensus’ were fraught in the 1980s. In the 
broadest sense, Thatcher’s governments self-consciously put an 



44 Changing and implementing regulation

end to the ‘post-war consensus’ in political economy, ripping apart 
the tacit agreement between Labour and Conservative  politicians 
on the importance of the welfare state, Keynesian economic 
 measures, high levels of nationalisation, and strong trade unions.55 
Thatcher loathed the word in its political sense, and frequently 
emphasised that she was not a consensus politician, but one driven 
by  conviction.56 Yet in practice, as Brian Harrison put it, ‘in some 
areas Thatcher’s combative rhetoric and style did not preclude 
even the direct pursuit of consensus, let alone the indirect one’.57 
Animal research, loaded with potential controversy, was one 
such area, and the pleading from the fragile consensus standpoint 
paid off.

David Mellor and the Home Office civil servants spent consider-
able energy on maintaining a viable middle ground across the stake-
holders they had included in deliberations. But they also capitalised 
on this delicate balancing act to push the Bill through Parliament. 
The new Bill was not a priority for Thatcher’s government, which 
was eager to minimise publicity on the sensitive subject of animal 
experimentation.58 Despite reform being a manifesto commitment, 
the government was reluctant to include the Bill in the 1985–86 
agenda, as other major and complex legislation took priority,59 
to the frustration of the Home Office. Leon Brittan, the Home 
Secretary, urged the Cabinet to commit to reform in the 1984–85 
Queen’s Speech to Parliament that outlined the forthcoming legisla-
tive agenda, and to pass the Bill through Parliament the following 
year. He stressed that the ‘considerable consensus we have achieved 
with moderate animal welfare interests’, was bound to ‘slip away’ 
with delay, and, moreover, that it was ‘perhaps surprising that any 
sort of consensus was achieved in the first place’.60 Brittan also 
stressed the urgency of reform in the face of public pressure, and the 
political costs of inaction:

We must defuse the high level of public and political concern. Home 
Office Ministers now receive over 150 letters every month from MPs 
about the animals legislation. In the last year we have received 4,000 
letters from members of the public. The uncertainty is making back-
benchers restive, in response to considerable constituency pressure. 
The Opposition Parties, too, may be compelled to drift to a more 
extreme position.61
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These efforts failed in 1984, but Brittan renewed his commitment to 
pass the law the following year. In a February 1985 policy summary 
written for Thatcher, the Home Office insisted reform was widely 
expected and could no longer be delayed, and summarised the 
political strategy succinctly:

Public confidence must be restored in the Government’s desire and 
ability to protect animals from abuse, and to enable scientists to 
get on with their work in peace … The proposed legislation would 
clip the wings of the increasingly violent extreme anti-vivisectionist 
movement by isolating them from moderate opinion … to decide not 
[to] legislate now would leave the Government in the worst possible 
situation, facing criticism from all those who have taken an active 
part in the debate.62

Writing to Willie Whitelaw, his predecessor as Home Secretary 
and by then Lord President of the Council, Brittan restated that 
‘The absence of this measure from the Queen’s Speech will … put a 
severe strain on the fragile consensus between the moderate animal 
welfare lobby and the scientific community.’63 In tandem, Janet 
Fookes, a Conservative MP closely involved with the RSPCA, wrote 
to Thatcher to express alarm that ‘the unprecedented consensus of 
opinion voiced by the scientific and veterinary community, together 
with the responsible element in the animal welfare movements may 
be lost if there is no Bill before Parliament in the next session’.64 
The multi-directional appeal paid off. The Bill returned to the par-
liamentary schedule for 1985/86, and a promise to reform animal 
experimentation concluded the Queen’s Speech on 6 November 
1985.65 The efforts the Home Office had gone to in maintaining 
agreement meant ASPA passed smoothly, receiving royal assent on 
20 May 1986.

In pursuing an appearance of consensus, Thatcher’s govern-
ment not only aimed to marginalise the increasingly vocal anti-
vivisectionist groups, but also create a new settlement for industry, 
academia, and society. Once ASPA passed, Sir Robin Ibbs, Director 
of ICI, wrote to Douglas Hurd, the third Home Secretary in posi-
tion during the drafting of ASPA, to praise David Mellor’s efforts 
in galvanising agreement and pushing the parliamentary process. 
Echoing Brittan’s views, Ibbs suggested that ‘a greater consensus of 
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opinion … resulted in the isolation of the extremists and the emer-
gence of legislation which, while much more rigorous in its control 
of animal experiments, is nevertheless still workable by all serious 
research departments in industry and academia’.66 Forwarding the 
letter to Thatcher, Hurd emphasised that while the Home Office 
‘deliberately [had] not blown trumpets about this’, ASPA was ‘a 
major achievement of your Gov[ernmen]t in an area of enormous 
difficulty’67 and Thatcher agreed, noting it was ‘a great credit to all 
concerned that [ASPA] had such a smooth passage’.68

Implementing ASPA

Did ASPA meet expectations from civil servants, inspectors, and 
animal welfare groups, and did the Conservative government 
succeed in retaking the middle ground from animal rights campaign-
ers? The more radical activists distanced themselves from CRAE 
in the later stages of deliberations. Thus, in late 1985, Richard 
Ryder resigned from the RSPCA’s internal Animal Experimentation 
Advisory Committee in vocal opposition to the Bill, driven in part 
by the increasing engagement of veterinarians as representatives 
of the RSPCA who pushed for compromise.69 In a letter to Peter 
Singer, Ryder described the forces behind ASPA as a ‘conspiracy of 
vets, vivisectors and Tories’.70 A breakaway group from the RSPCA 
criticised the Act as a free-for-all ‘Vivisectionists’ charter’.71 In the 
immediate aftermath of the passage of ASPA, direct action and 
attacks on laboratories intensified, and persisted through the 1990s. 
As ASPA was being implemented through its five-year transition 
period, however, some campaigners changed their assessment. 
The more moderate RSPCA became heavily involved in promot-
ing welfare standards. Welfare advocates and scientists sought 
common ground, notably via the Boyd Group, designed to enhance 
dialogue between critics and proponents of animal research, which 
produced a number of influential reports.72 By 1996, Ryder saw 
ASPA as achieving some of the goals he had envisioned, an opinion 
he upheld in a recent interview.73

As a piece of legislation, ASPA has been successful in changing 
some practices of animal experimentation and breeding. With an 
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elaborate system of surveillance represented by the Home Office 
Inspectorate, the cost of non-compliance could affect careers (but 
almost never resulted in prosecution). Scientists could lose their 
licence and therefore their ability to perform experiments. In addi-
tion, the Inspectorate offered recourse to Animal Technologists, 
newly empowered by the legislation, and as a body in charge of 
licensing as well as surveillance, it curated what counted as best 
practices across establishments. From the rather informal assess-
ment, much of which was up to the individual inspector, ASPA 
extended bureaucratic oversight. The Code of Practice favoured 
specific and measurable parameters, such as pen size, temperature, 
and humidity. Some parameters came from ethological observa-
tions or knowledge of laboratory species in the wild, but many 
were derived from what their designers saw as existing best prac-
tices. Sometimes the decisions were made haphazardly – as a senior 
animal technician recalled, on request from a Home Office inspec-
tor, they ‘measured the dog pens and that size became enshrined 
in the legislation, because [the inspector] says, “well, I know it 
works”’.74 As a result, ASPA drove up costs for animal research. 
The animals themselves became more expensive as regulation 
extended to breeding establishments, especially species for which 
dedicated laboratory supply had been less developed, such as farm 
animals. In addition, many animal units had to be updated, consoli-
dated, or moved into purpose-built facilities.

Infringements and how they were dealt with can shed some 
light on the extent of regulatory control, and the kind of resistance 
inspectors and Home Office civil servants faced. Overall, most insti-
tutions were eager to comply with regulations, backed by university 
management, some of whom had personal responsibilities as named 
individuals under ASPA. In some cases, senior researchers could 
be recalcitrant, but the Inspectorate had the ability to intervene 
and redress the balance of power within laboratories.75 Almost all 
cases of infringement were handled internally by the Inspectorate 
and institutions. In at least one case, the Home Office did refer 
the violation to the police. This had less to do with the nature of 
the violation – the case involved re-using animals for a relatively 
minor surgical procedure, explicitly banned by the Act – but with 
the reticence of the senior experimenter who refused to comply. 
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The prosecution, however, was not pursued by authorities. The 
core motivation for this decision, as explained to the E Division, 
was that prosecution would lift the confidentiality afforded by the 
Home Office process and involve naming the individual and their 
institution, exposing both to real risk of attacks. The authorities 
expressed a strong preference for dealing with the issue through 
administrative action by the Home Office.76

Some of the promises within ASPA did not materialise or 
were carried out only in part. Dedicated funding for alternatives 
to animal research – one of the major RSPCA demands and the 
main campaign goal for FRAME – was one. Initially, the Home 
Office set up a small funding programme to develop alternatives. 
After a trial, most scientific experts brought in to assess applica-
tions via the Medical Research Council disparaged this alterna-
tive stream of public funding with what they argued were inferior 
referee requirements.77 The recalcitrance and negative feedback on 
applications was detrimental to financing alternatives. Once the 
money was not spent, it became reabsorbed into the Home Office 
budget and was no longer available in subsequent years. While 
the Home Office funded some FRAME research – notably early 
work on INVITTOX, the database of reliable in vitro methods 
in  toxicology – most funding for alternatives came from FRAME 
campaigns and from Europe.

In the forged consensus, some arrangements and commitments 
were side-lined, while others developed into major regulatory 
subjects. While the Act was prescriptive and detailed, and shaped 
by guidelines and the Code of Practice, its interpretation remained 
flexible. From the outset, ASPA was envisioned as a ‘living’ piece of 
legislation, adaptable both through executive powers of the Home 
Office and the Home Secretary, and through legislative amendments 
as the research landscape changed. One instance of such flexibility 
is the 1993 extension of protections to the octopus, the first inver-
tebrate animal to be covered.78 The reformed and empowered APC 
was the most significant instrument for such flexibility. From an ad 
hoc group designed to advise the Home Office minister in charge 
of animal experiments and mostly filled by scientists, the APC 
became a statutory body within the Home Office, which combined 
voices of scientists with veterinarians, animal care experts, several 
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welfare advocates (initially, Michael Balls, Clive Hollands, and the 
RSPCA’s Judith Hampson and Thomas Field-Fisher) and a few lay 
members, and a lawyer chair. The APC played a key role in some 
of the crucial executive reform in the 1990s, notably the ban on 
cosmetic testing (1998), formal prohibition of experiments on the 
great apes (1998, although no such experiments happened in the 
UK since at least 1986). Finally, it was the APC, influenced by 
Balls and Hollands, that put the principle of the 3Rs – reduction 
(of numbers), refinement (of painless procedures and experimental 
design), and replacement (with alternatives) – on the agenda. While 
first articulated as early as 1959, the 3Rs were marginal in the 
design of ASPA.79 Through the APC, and building on new interac-
tions between scientists and welfare groups, they became a crucial 
principle in regulating British animal research.

Conclusion

In settling the new consensus, both the civil service and the govern-
ment sought to exclude abolitionist voices and reclaim the middle 
ground of public opinion, increasingly exposed to arguments from 
animal protection groups. Yet within this consensus, scientists’ auton-
omy over conducting research was challenged, too, as other voices 
received greater authority – veterinarians, animal technicians, moder-
ate welfare advocates, and selected lay members. Such expansion of 
oversight and challenge to scientists’ professional authority is consist-
ent with other contentious areas of research, especially that on human 
embryos, where bioethicists became a new voice brought in to balance 
scientific interests.80 More generally, the change is consistent with 
Thatcher’s broader policies to curtail professional self- regulation, a 
less-remembered aspect of Thatcherism. In changing society and liber-
ating markets, Thatcher also targeted the ‘vested interests’ that profes-
sions represented – especially those funded by the state.81 Much of this 
broadening of authority and expertise happened in the implementa-
tion of ASPA, and in mechanisms and institutions that it enabled but 
did not predetermine, notably the empowered APC.

The political scientist and anti-vivisection activist Dan Lyons 
has argued that ASPA was created by ‘an élitist policy community 
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environment that is strategically selective in favour of “animal use” 
groups to the disadvantage of animal protection actors’, abandon-
ing any significant change to animal research for minor reform, in 
what he describes as ‘dynamic conservatism’.82 As far as the exclu-
sion of anti-vivisectionist groups is concerned, archival evidence 
offers clear support for this narrative. The Home Office civil serv-
ants and the government sought to exclude any abolitionist voices 
from the outset and started from the presumed need to maintain 
animal experimentation, and indeed sought to marginalise radical 
groups by building a perceived consensus as the middle ground. 
While animal protection advocates of the 1970s pushed reform 
firmly onto the political agenda, through a combination of public 
campaigns and targeted lobbying, most were excluded from partici-
pating in its design. CRAE, seeking a moderate compromise, lost 
support of many activists in the late stages of deliberations, and 
its ability to represent the views of the animal protection groups 
was challenged.83 Contrary to Lyons’s assessment, however, the 
triple alliance was not a ‘peripheral insider’.84 Negotiations with 
the Alliance were a crucial component of the Home Office efforts, 
and the group had extensive access to civil servants and influence 
on the decision-making process, in order to forge a compromise 
position that the Home Office could bring to the Cabinet and MPs.

Was ASPA an example of dynamic conservatism? ASPA was 
not in any major way a Conservative project, but responded to 
external demands of animal protection groups, without embracing 
them. It remained permissive in its core, showing many continuities 
with the 1876 Act. Within the settlement, however, the dynamism 
mattered, and was built into the law and systems of its implementa-
tion. While not meeting demands of the more radical groups, and 
not ending dramatic public controversy over animal experiments, 
ASPA changed practice on the ground. It diversified expertise over 
animal welfare and care, extended the reach of regulation, and 
formalised internal enforcement at the level of the Inspectorate and 
licensing. While scientific voices constituted the majority of the APC 
in numbers, the Committee took a strong role in shaping decisions 
around welfare issues, defining key concerns for animal research 
since 1990. ASPA did not make provisions for the 3Rs, moves to 
increase openness, local institutional ethics review, or to encourage 
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the ‘culture of care’, but it made these new concerns possible by 
giving space and authority to voices that championed these issues. 
Some of the following chapters demonstrate how these dynamics 
continue to play out (on the 3Rs, Gorman, Chapter 2; on cultures of 
care, Kirk, Chapter 5, Greenhough and Roe, Chapter 6, Message, 
Chapter 7; on new voices, Palmer, Chapter 10, and Davies, 
Gorman, and King, Chapter 11). Constructed as a self-consciously 
partial consensus position for specific political and pragmatic needs 
of the 1980s, ASPA created new legal commitments and moral obli-
gations, both explicit and tacit.
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Outside of regulations, outside of 
imaginations: why is it challenging to 

care about horseshoe crabs?

Richard Gorman

Introduction

If you’ve received a vaccine, used insulin injections, or had an IV in 
the hospital, you are a consumer of horseshoe crab blood. If you’ve 
ever vaccinated a pet, or had a pace maker, stent, or joint replace-
ment implanted, you were also dependent on horseshoe crab blood. 
In one way or another, we are all consumers of horseshoe crab blood 
and all of us can play a role in conservation.1

The quote above from the Ecological Research and Development 
Group (a non-profit conservation organisation focused on horse-
shoe crabs) demonstrates how the biomedical use of these animals 
benefits huge swathes of the public every day. Moore suggests that 
‘probably every human since the 1970s has directly or indirectly 
benefited from horseshoe crab blood’.2

The Atlantic horseshoe crab (Limulus Polyphemus) is unlikely 
to be the first animal that people think of when they think about 
laboratory animals. Yet these enigmatic invertebrates are intri-
cately entangled with the supply chains of modern health and 
medicine. When the blood of these animals encounters endotoxins, 
a coagulation process occurs, trapping and containing bacteria. 
For the animals, this is a defence mechanism against pathogens, 
a response developed to cope with 350 million years of living in 
an oceanic stew of bacteria. Endotoxins are bacterial components 
that can cause systemic toxicity if they enter the bloodstream. 
Testing for the presence of endotoxins is vital for the safe use of 
vaccines, injectable medicines, and medical devices in human and 
veterinary medicine. In North America and Europe, the primary 
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method for endotoxin testing is currently the Limulus Amoebocyte 
Lysate (LAL) test, a critical component of which is the blood of 
Atlantic horseshoe crabs. Procuring the raw materials for this 
testing involves collecting and bleeding over 500,000 crabs from 
wild populations each year as they breed on the shores of the 
north-eastern US each spring. Efforts are made by manufacturers 
to return the crabs to the sea alive following the collection of their 
blood. However, there are increasing discussions about the impact 
that capture and bleeding can have on crab health and mortality, 
along with debates around horseshoe crab sentience and capacity 
to suffer.3

Despite the global reliance on this ancient species, the pharma-
ceutical utilisation of horseshoe crabs is rarely viewed through the 
ethical, regulatory, and conceptual frameworks that shape and 
manage the scientific use of animals more broadly. Frameworks 
such as the 3Rs – the ambition to reduce, refine, and, where pos-
sible, replace the use of animals – are now globally established 
and widely accepted as the best framework for governing animal-
dependent science. The 3Rs have become central to how the use of 
animals in science is socially understood, politically imagined, and 
(inter)nationally regulated.4 In the UK the principles of replace-
ment, reduction, and refinement are embedded within the Animals 
(Scientific Procedures) Act 1986 (ASPA). This Act requires that 
research involving the use of animals demonstrates the application 
and implementation of the 3Rs principles. That is, that animals 
are  replaced with non-animal alternatives wherever possible, that 
the number of animals is reduced to the minimum needed to achieve 
the results sought, and that, for those animals which must be used, 
 procedures are refined as much as possible to minimise suffering. 
The 3Rs exist as a means of weaving together ‘good science, good 
care, and socially acceptable practices’.5 Yet, the further the 3Rs 
have become established, the greater the interest in their potential 
has become. Rather than just principles that should be applied 
within ‘experiments’, the 3Rs can increasingly be interpreted as an 
ethical proposition that might be extended to encompass new species 
and new spaces (an alternative argument might contest this as wor-
rying conceptual drift). There is a need to be aware that there are 
different cultural norms to how the 3Rs are performed. For example, 
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Hobson-West has shown how the 3Rs are conceptualised in differ-
ent ways by different  stakeholders  – a route to managing ethical 
dilemmas, as part of good scientific practice, or as a politically stra-
tegic means of achieving consensus in controversial domains.6

In the case of horseshoe crabs, the interest in the 3Rs emerges 
shaped by the professional identities and wider cultures at play 
within the global pharmaceutical sector. Other ethical frameworks 
are obviously available (and indeed may have more relevance for a 
‘wild’ animal), but it is the 3Rs centrality in scientific imaginaries 
that have led it to beginning to be adopted by industry stakeholders 
searching for a way to initiate conversations about care, welfare, 
and alternatives. The 3Rs has a level of familiarity, it is deployed 
in other aspects of corporate work on animals – and indeed, cel-
ebrated. It provides a language and framework to grasp for more 
ethical modalities of relationship with horseshoe crabs. One that is, 
importantly, accessible in imagining its applicability – at least, on 
an abstract level. This is important when the specifics of horseshoe 
crab welfare can be hard to relate to, and when people are greatly 
removed from day-to-day encounters with the animals. At the same 
time, an interviewee from the biotechnology sector explained, ‘an 
increased philosophical approach to corporate sustainability has 
also contributed to more recent questions around the use of horse-
shoe crabs’ (interview, 2020). There have long been calls for a 4th 
R of ‘responsibility’.7 More recently McLeod and Hartley have 
suggested that the governance of animal-dependent science could 
be enhanced by examining the 3Rs through alignment with the 
Responsible Research and Innovation agenda.8 However, the adop-
tion (or co-option) of the 3Rs by the logics of ‘corporate-social-
responsibility’, a form of self-regulation amongst international 
businesses, raises new questions and potential directions of travel 
for the concept that has been so influential in changing attitudes, 
behaviours, and cultures of animal research.

Different stakeholders see different value and possibilities in each 
of the individual ‘Rs’, to the point of substantial friction between 
those who advocate focus on ‘replacement’ above ‘reduction’.9 
Thinking about horseshoe crabs through the 3Rs is not easy. This 
chapter explores why horseshoe crabs frequently fall outside of 
current regulations and social imaginations, and the challenges that 
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this exclusion presents to those who want to make arguments about 
more sustainable approaches to endotoxin testing.

How did we end up bleeding horseshoe crabs?

Richard Pfeiffer, the German bacteriologist, is credited with intro-
ducing the concept of endotoxin in the late nineteenth century.10 
We now know that endotoxins, synonymously known as lipopoly-
saccharides, are molecules found as part of the outer membrane 
of Gram-negative bacteria,11 and are released upon bacterial cell 
lysis. Endotoxins are ubiquitous in the natural environment but 
can become pyrogenic when released into the bloodstream or other 
tissue where they are not usually found, producing a complex 
pattern of systemic toxicity in mammals that ranges from fever to 
life threatening effects such as hypotension and shock.12 It was such 
endotoxins that complicated the early use of intravenous therapies, 
which routinely included unpredictable ‘injection fever’ side effects. 
Efforts to remedy these reactions saw initial experiments with 
rabbits as a predictive fever model in 1912 by Hort and Penfold13 – 
a model later built on by Bourn and Seibert in 1925 who demon-
strated that measuring the febrile response of rabbits could provide 
a means of monitoring contaminated intravenous solution.14 The 
high demand for intravenous solutions during the Second World 
War led to increased use of the test and of the adoption of 
the Rabbit Pyrogen Test (RPT) as a regulatory requirement by the 
US Pharmacopeia in 1942.15 The RPT involved clear demands on 
resources – in the form of animals, facilities, and trained personnel.

Interest in horseshoe crabs began to grow towards the end of 
the nineteenth century. Horseshoe crabs were large, readily avail-
able, and easy to maintain in laboratory aquaria.16 The establish-
ment of the Marine Biological Laboratory in 1888 at Woods Hole, 
Massachusetts, close to the breeding grounds of the Atlantic horse-
shoe crab, inspired a variety of early studies on the species which 
was ‘soon recognised as an animal well suited to morphological and 
physiological research’.17

Between 1950 and 1951, Frederik Bang injected various bac-
teria into the circulatory system of horseshoe crabs. Bang had 
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speculated that species of ancient origin might reveal primitive 
immunological functions.18 He found that Gram-negative bacteria 
produced intravascular clotting in horseshoe crabs – but Gram-
positive bacteria did not.19 Bang realised that further investigation 
by a haematologist might provoke a productive collaboration, and 
Jack Levin joined Bang at Woods Hole. Levin himself reflects that 
at that point he had ‘never previously heard of, much less seen, a 
horseshoe crab’.20 Their initial experiments together proved diffi-
cult, as samples of horseshoe crab blood would often clot spontane-
ously. Levin recalls that: ‘samples of blood which were liquid when 
I left the laboratory in the evening were solidly clotted by the next 
morning’.21 However, their collaborations would reveal that endo-
toxin was the key factor in the clotting of horseshoe crab blood, 
and by 1968, Levin and Bang had recognised that the sensitivity 
of the system would make a highly applicable method for assaying 
bacterial endotoxin, with the reaction being able to be adapted to a 
convenient in vitro test.22

The ‘replacement’ of the RPT by LAL as the ‘gold-standard’ 
for endotoxin detection involved a lengthy and complex process. 
Industry acceptance and adoption was slow, with many compa-
nies having years of experience with the RPT. The RPT, though 
expensive, was familiar, and viewed as more straightforward. 
There was also fear that LAL, through its greater sensitivity, 
would result in a greater rejection of products, or introduce a 
greater threshold of regulation.23 Large studies were needed to 
document efficacy of LAL. Replacement involved a slow, phased 
approach, which saw data and confidence in LAL accumulate.24 
Draft guidelines for the utilisation of the LAL test as an end-
product testing method for endotoxins in human and veterinary 
injectable drug products were published in 1980 by the US Food 
and Drug Administration (FDA), though it was not until 1987 
that these were finalised.

Of course, concern about crabs is not new. Attempts to embed 
a regulatory expectation of care for horseshoe crabs can be wit-
nessed as early as 1978 with the formal introduction of regulations 
that aimed to provide additional standards governing the manu-
facture of LAL – in what became known as the ‘return to the sea’ 
policy. The additional standards stated that ‘to guarantee that the 
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manufacture of LAL will not have an adverse impact on existing 
crab  populations, the horseshoe crabs shall be returned alive to 
their natural environment after a single collection of their blood’. 
Additionally, the regulatory note stressed the importance that the 
horseshoe crabs ‘from which blood is collected for production of 
the lysate, shall be handled in a manner so as to minimise injury to 
each crab’.25 This policy was written into the Federal Register from 
1978 until 1996, acting as part of the licensing requirements to be 
a manufacturer of LAL, until it was rescinded as part of the Clinton 
administration’s ‘Reinventing Government’ reforms – though 
remains honoured and considered best practice by many biomedi-
cal companies today.26 While framed at ensuring the sustainability 
of supply chains, the introduction of this policy was a significant 
move in representing initial expectations amongst policy-makers for 
a ‘culture of care’ for horseshoe crabs. For some, however, this was 
not enough, and in a 1980 issue of the Federal Register the FDA 
noted they had received a letter requesting ‘a restriction be imposed 
on the collection and bleeding of the crabs during their spawning 
seasons’27 – an early indicator of concern for crabs and the impact 
of this new technology on horseshoe crab populations. The FDA’s 
response was a blunt rejection of this idea, despite acknowledging 
that ‘at present little is known about the effects of bleeding on crabs 
returned to the wild’ (a situation many conservationists might argue 
remains to this day).28

Making connections visible through collaborative social 
scientific research

Our ‘nexus’ approach involves using collaborative research to open 
up new ways of thinking about the relations, regulatory logics, 
and social categories that constitute and co-produce contemporary 
policies and practices of animal use.29 Controversies over animal-
use do not only take place within a scientific context; they involve 
other stakeholders and forms of expertise: policy-makers, industry, 
media, and members of relevant communities.30 Language, history, 
and narratives shape what regulations are, what they do, and their 
potential for change. Discourses, or socially organised frameworks 
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of meaning, define categories and specify domains of what can 
be said and done.31 Discourses govern the way that a topic can be 
meaningfully talked about, and hence, how ideas are put into prac-
tice and used in the production of regulations.32 Thus, the way in 
which horseshoe crabs are ‘discursively positioned’ has important 
implications for ambitions towards cultivating a level of welfare for 
these animals, currently invisible and outside of many regulations 
and imaginations of care. This also requires a historical perspective 
to see how debates, policy, and practice have been shaped over time, 
and what is constructed and erased in the telling of history. Many 
of the discourses and narratives produced to enable and affirm the 
continued collection of horseshoe crab blood rely on historicised 
comparisons and justifications.

This research derives from a collaboration with the Royal Society 
for the Protection of Animals (RSPCA). The RSPCA has an interest 
in understanding the processes by which humane alternatives are 
developed, validated, and accepted, so that they can be aware of, 
and work to resolve, obstacles to implementation that may be due 
to factors such as perceptions of risk and resistance to change. As a 
long-term and respected actor within policy debates about the bio-
medical use of animals, the RSPCA were approached by a number 
of stakeholders and asked to respond to regulatory consultations 
about alternatives to the LAL test.

A synthetic substitute to horseshoe crab blood was introduced 
in 2001 – laboratory-synthesised genetically engineered recombi-
nant Factor C (rFC), becoming commercially available in 2003. 
Initial uptake of this replacement was extremely limited due to the 
availability and market-dominance of the LAL test, combined with 
concerns about a single-source and supply of the synthetic, cau-
tions over the validation of the alternative, and a lack of regulatory 
requirements to consider alternatives to testing in non-vertebrates. 
More recently, there has been a renewed attention on replacements 
to the LAL test, emerging as a result of the aforementioned increas-
ing concerns relating to the impact on horseshoe crab populations, 
and as recombinant reagents have become commercially available 
from multiple manufacturers. With some of the manufacturers 
of rFC new players keen to enter the endotoxin testing market, a 
cynical perspective might attribute the surge in interest in the 3Rs 
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here to a level of commercialism and marketeering. Several reviews 
of the performance of rFC as an endotoxin detection method 
suggest it is equivalent to, or better than, LAL in terms of the ability 
to detect and quantifiably measure bacterial endotoxin.33 Others, 
however, have been less positive about the potential to move to 
this alternative on a routine or commercial basis, citing concerns 
about the ability of the alternative to achieve adequate specificity.34 
The topic of alternatives here has generated much discussion, with 
debates becoming increasingly polarised. Given these conflicting 
views and interests circulating around this topic, the RSPCA felt 
that an approach informed by social science could be helpful in 
understanding the drivers for, and barriers to, adopting alternatives 
to animal-derived endotoxin assays.

In practice, this involved documentary and policy analysis 
alongside thirteen empirical interviews across the broad spectrum 
of international groups with a stake in the biomedical use of 
horseshoe crabs: manufacturers, biotechnology companies, regula-
tors, pharmaceutical scientists, conservationists, animal-welfare 
groups, and academic researchers. The research was reviewed 
and approved by the University of Exeter’s Geography Ethics 
Committee. Participants provided informed consent to participate 
in this study and share their experiences. Analysis involved a the-
matic approach, comparing key connections and questions across 
different perspectives in order to make visible the challenges and 
opportunities that exist for change regarding the biomedical use of 
horseshoe crab. Through examining different perspectives about 
why the use of the horseshoe crab has remained outside of, and 
resistant to, an engagement with the 3Rs, we can begin to make 
suggestions as to what frameworks might help to enable better 
conversations about more sustainable approaches to endotoxin 
testing. Suggestions for discussing the future use of horseshoe crabs 
in terms of the 3Rs were bought together at the end of the research 
in a sector report35 and summary infographic created in collabo-
ration with the RSPCA (Figure 2.1). However, questions around 
the history, species, harms, and location of these procedures out-
lined below demonstrate the ongoing challenges of changing this 
conversation.
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Figure 2.1 Horseshoe crabs and the 3Rs, an infographic (Copyright: 
RSPCA/AnNex. Source: https://animalresearchnexus.org/index.php/

publications/horseshoe-crab-use-biomedical-research).



66 Changing and implementing regulation

Horseshoe crabs: a successful in vitro alternative?

We knew obviously that the lysate test was a move away from the 
rabbit pyrogen test, that had been the requirement beforehand, so it 
was seen as less of an animal test than perhaps the rabbit pyrogen test 
and other whole animal testing, shall we say. (Pharmaceutical sector 
employee, interview, 2020)

LAL is commonly understood and positioned as an in vitro test, 
serving as a ‘replacement’ in itself as an alternative to the in 
vivo RPT, the previous regulatory standard for pyrogen testing. 
Hartung, for example, describes LAL as ‘a historic breakthrough in 
the replacement of animal experiments’.36 Similarly, Flint suggests 
that ‘the LAL test, fulfils the objectives of reducing, refining and 
replacing animals in medical experiments’.37

The move to LAL for bacterial endotoxin testing certainly 
enabled the phasing out of large colonies of rabbits, producing a 
significant reduction in harm to animals – and to the technicians 
responsible for injecting the rabbits with samples. However, as 
Zhang notes, ‘the LAL test still required the use of animals, but the 
grisly process of sticking needles into animals became hidden and 
outsourced to a different part of the supply chain’.38 Essentially, an 
offshoring and outsourcing that causes crabs to disappear – both 
from laboratory spaces, but also within the types of reporting, sta-
tistics, and ultimately, regulatory responsibility, associated with the 
biomedical usage of animals.

Despite its later celebration as a ‘unique example of a successful 
in vitro replacement of an animal toxicity test’,39 the LAL test was 
‘not discovered as a result of a directed effort to develop an alter-
native to the rabbit pyrogenicity test’.40 This contrasts with how 
LAL is marketed by many companies today. For example, Charles 
River Laboratories argue: ‘The in vitro Limulus Amoebocyte 
Lysate (LAL) test was developed in the 1970s, as part of a 3Rs 
initiative to replace the need to use hundreds of thousands of 
rabbits each year in the testing of human and animal products for 
contamination’.41 Indeed, an interviewee from the biotechnology 
sector remarked:
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Of course, one of the social arguments was, ‘We’re going to replace 
a rabbit, a warm blooded furry thing with a lab test’, which was 
great and that had a certain impact on the acceptance of this test. 
But behind the scenes, it was a whole different story, people were not 
that much concerned with replacing a rabbit. (Biotechnology sector 
employee, interview, 2020)

Moves to discursively position LAL as a 3Rs solution to the RPT 
only began to emerge around the time that concerns about the 
impact of LAL on horseshoe crab populations started to gain more 
attention. While the LAL test was frequently referred to as an 
‘Alternative for Rabbit Pyrogen Test’ whenever referenced during 
the slow journey from inception through to regulatory approval, 
this use of ‘alternative’ is not embedded in discussions about animal 
welfare. For example, the 1977 Federal Register notice recog-
nised that LAL was more economical, required a small amount of 
product, and enabled a larger number of tests to be performed by 
a single technician.42 Notably absent in descriptions of advantages 
are the potential 3Rs benefits that a move to LAL testing could have 
in terms of reducing the numbers of rabbits used. The LAL test 
appears to be a victim of a confusing conceptual crossover between 
two different renderings of ‘alternative’. It is referenced initially as 
an alternative to the rabbit test in the sense of another possibility or 
choice of methodology, while later reference to LAL as an alterna-
tive appears to have segued into the more specific sense of methods 
that replace, reduce, or refine animal use in specific procedures.

This discursive categorisation positions the LAL test as a 3Rs 
solution, rather than a problem requiring further attention from 
the 3Rs. Its very status as having ‘replaced’ the rabbit test acts to 
produce a level of confident, comfortable, assurance surrounding 
it being an ethical choice. The tendency to refer to this transi-
tion as a ‘replacement’ is challenging in that the test still involves 
the use of cells taken from animals. LAL exists in the category of 
what Herrmann and Jayne refer to as ‘alternatives that still exploit 
animals’.43 The discursive framing affirming LAL as an in vitro 
alternative makes the ongoing role that live animals play in its 
production less visible. Of course, this depends on what is taken to 
constitute an ‘animal’ here. At present, horseshoe crabs are outside 
of the scope of most formal legislation regulating animal use and 
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are not considered a ‘protected animal’. Positioning LAL as an, 
or even the alternative, in this space limits capacities for engage-
ment with the 3Rs. Indeed, framing the use of horseshoe crabs as 
‘replacement’ can undermine how the concept of replacement is 
publicly represented.

Horseshoe crabs: wild, strange, and unregulated 
invertebrates?

I was speaking to a colleague, and one of her comments was that 
she was okay with lab rabbits but she was more uncomfortable with 
the wild animal aspect. (Pharmaceutical sector employee, interview, 
2020)

How people think about the ethics of animal care differs depend-
ing on spatial contexts.44 That is, what publics expect, and think of 
as acceptable practices, varies according to the imagined spaces in 
which people ‘place’ animals. Crabs’ positioning as ‘wild’ within 
human classifications and imaginations confuses the ethics that are 
invoked in our utilisation of them. The welfare of wild animals is 
comparably neglected when contrasted with the focus applied to 
ensuring the welfare of captive animals, particularly laboratory 
animals.45 Concern for wildlife is often expressed through a focus 
on preventing death rather than attempts at improving welfare 
directly.46 The idea that a framework like the 3Rs might apply in 
the context of wild animals is new, and while there is some discus-
sion, this is often framed under the auspices of ‘research’ and ‘field 
studies’ on wild animals.47 And again, horseshoe crabs fall through 
the gaps.

Another thing that complicates it, or at least has not been in favour 
of applying the 3Rs, is the species. Horseshoe crabs are invertebrates, 
so they are not really covered by animal laws. (Biotechnology sector 
employee, interview, 2020)

Renderings of the 3Rs frequently involve the idea of replac-
ing the use of a ‘protected’ animal with another species – often 
an invertebrate – and as such, the LAL test can appear a solid 
example of the 3Rs’ success. Invertebrates are generally exempt 
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from formal animal welfare legislation (with the recent exception 
of cephalopods), though there is growing interest amongst animal 
welfare and protection groups and broader publics in campaigning 
for the humane treatment of crabs, lobsters, and other decapod 
 crustaceans.48 However, while horseshoe crabs might resemble 
crustacea, they actually belong to a separate subphylum of arthro-
pods (Xiphosura), making their place within law, policy, and regu-
latory imaginations complex.

The horseshoe crab is an example of how concepts like the 3Rs 
can be used as a way of reinforcing the status quo of animal use, 
rather than a means of affecting change. It also demonstrates how 
what is included and excluded from regulation and protection is 
intricately linked to social and economic relations of power.

[Company] has gone head on against the 3Rs, to inform their cus-
tomer base, which is global and huge, that the utilisation of horse-
shoe crabs for LAL is not in conflict with the 3Rs because the way the 
ethical rules are written, it doesn’t include arthropods. (Conservation 
sector employee, interview, 2020)

Corporate secrecy plays a large role in limiting the development and 
uptake of 3R approaches for horseshoe crabs in endotoxin testing. 
While openness and transparency about the use of animals within 
the biomedical industry is increasingly a staple of best practice, this 
has not permeated into discussions about crab use. An interviewee 
from the pharmaceutical sector concluded, ‘perhaps the improve-
ments or the changes haven’t been well publicised, they’re perhaps 
their own worst enemy, I don’t know’ (interview, 2020). The lack 
of transparency here exacerbates efforts to cultivate – or even 
 question – crab welfare, with few opportunities to tell the stories 
about care that are crucial to maintaining the social contracts that 
underpin the biomedical use of animals.49

Yet also, by not talking about crabs, they remain invisible, 
outside of imaginations, and thus, unlikely to be the focus of public 
concern. Attitudes towards invertebrates are complex. One inter-
viewee from the biotechnology sector explained the ‘alien-ness’ 
of horseshoe crabs: ‘It’s a scary thing, it’s an unknown, it always 
freaks people out’ (interview, 2020). Yet another interviewee, 
working in the communications sector contested this, ‘There’s a 
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kind of misnomer that people aren’t interested in things that aren’t 
cute and fluffy and yet actually, when you start showing pictures 
and talking to them about it, it’s like “wow this creature’s really 
funky” and you get them interested that way’ (interview, 2020). 
Social expectations of care are not just for those animals we find 
deeply familiar or appealing, but also for enigmatic invertebrates 
like horseshoe crabs.

What does it mean to bleed a horseshoe crab?

They’re gently folded and you’ll see the hinge on the back that 
exposes the cardiac membrane, that is sanitised with alcohol and 
then it’s just like bleeding people. (Biotechnology sector employee, 
interview, 2020)

Intertwined with stances on whether invertebrates can feel pain, 
there is an oft-cited idea that ‘bleeding the crabs does not appear 
to harm them in any way’.50 As Moore argues, there is a concerted 
effort by industry to position the bleeding of crabs as easy, harm-
less, and quick.51 The framing of the collection of horseshoe crab 
blood as harmless, non-invasive, and comparable to human blood 
donation introduces ambiguity and uncertainty around the priority 
of this area as a 3Rs issue.

Sourcing the LAL is not an animal trial so therefore, it has been some-
what excluded from the 3Rs concept or only picked up by very few 
companies. (Biotechnology sector employee, interview, 2020)

The idea of the ‘experiment’ is central to the 3Rs concept, and to 
the wider regulatory frameworks that govern the scientific use of 
animals.52 As Palmer et al. have argued, the borders of regulated 
animal research are, in part, maintained by classificatory decisions 
about what ‘counts as’ science.53 As the quote above explains, 
horseshoe crabs are left in a rather liminal space in this regard.

IACUC-approved (Institutional Animal Care and Use 
Committee) protocols are required when animals are used for 
research, biological testing, or research training. Whether horse-
shoe crabs are ‘used’ for biological testing is a matter of interpreta-
tion; certainly, they are not used in vivo, as discussed earlier, but 



 Caring about horseshoe crabs 71

acquiring their blood is vital in underpinning endotoxin testing. 
Similarly, the EU’s Directive 2010/63/EU asserts that ‘wherever 
possible, a scientifically satisfactory method or testing strategy, not 
entailing the use of live animals, shall be used instead of a proce-
dure’. There is obvious room for confusion and contestation here, 
about whether LAL ‘entails the use of live animals’. Definitional 
angst abounds about what counts as ‘use’, ‘science’, a ‘procedure’, 
and even ‘an animal’.

This obscurity is commonplace in the case of animal-derived 
reagents, where, as Gray et al. note, ‘the animal use is buried 
several layers deep in the production process’.54 One interviewee 
from the biotechnology sector described the challenge of trying to 
get users of LAL ‘to at least understand that this is not manna from 
heaven, this is derived from a living animal’ (interview, 2020). 
Possibilities for relationships with the crabs whose blood forms 
the basis of the reagent are restricted, with many of those who use 
the lysate unaware of its animal origins. Similarly, another inter-
viewee from the biotechnology sector confidently stated, ‘I would 
say it’s probably not even irrational to say that 95% of the people 
using LAL don’t know its origin and that’s probably our fault for 
not  educating them’ (interview, 2020). There are few opportuni-
ties to drive change when faced with the materiality of a vial of 
reagent rather than an animal. Despite LAL being used in labora-
tories and pharmaceutical sites around the world, crabs’ presence 
in the spaces of pharmaceutical science is always at a distance, and 
invisible. 

A fishery, not a laboratory?

The Atlantic States Marine Fishery Commission, they’re the regu-
latory body around the horseshoe crab. (Pharmaceutical sector 
employee, interview, 2020)

Despite their pharmaceutical use, as a wild-caught species, horse-
shoe crabs are most often imagined through the regulatory lens 
as a fishery, rather than a laboratory species, and managed with a 
similar set of ethics to other fisheries. Collection is controlled by 
a patchwork of intra and interstate regulations, but there is great 
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variability in enforcement.55 Being conceptualised as a fishery is 
important, as the spatial imaginations invoked can alter both the 
practice and representation of science, and the ensuing social expec-
tations and public accountabilities.

Fisheries management plans have their own vocabularies, con-
cepts, and priorities. Horseshoe crab use is discussed in terms of 
‘maximum sustainable yields’ and ‘mortality rates’ rather than the 
language of ‘replacing, reducing, and refining’ or ‘harm–benefit 
analysis’ that underpins (and indeed, enables) the laboratory use 
of many other species. This demonstrates the ways in which dif-
ferent regulatory regimes act to configure ways of practising and 
performing care and welfare. Horseshoe crab care is primarily 
considered through a productionist lens of farming. It is perhaps 
a crude measure, but the phrase ‘welfare’ does not appear once in 
the Atlantic States Marine Fishery Commission’s 271-page ‘2019 
Horseshoe Crab Benchmark Stock Assessment and Peer Review 
Report’.56 Similarly, much of the regulation of horseshoe crabs 
has been driven by ‘pressure from conservation groups’.57 This is 
in contrast to much of the policy and regulation around the bio-
medical use of animals, which is more commonly associated with 
pressure from animal welfare or animal rights groups. As a result, a 
different ethic is produced, one that is concerned with a species level 
vulnerability and sustainability, rather than focused on the experi-
ences of the individual crab.

There is also something of an artificial separation of regula-
tion, with horseshoe crabs themselves managed as a fishery, but 
the product of their blood, LAL, still firmly entrenched within the 
regulatory systems of various national pharmacopeias and in 
the US, the FDA. This subtle division – between the animal source 
and the  animal-derived product – creates a level of ‘distanciation’, 
encouraging focus not on the animal, but rather on the substances 
it yields.58 The disconnect prompts questions as to who should be 
doing the work of the 3Rs here – the companies who bleed horse-
shoe crabs or the end-users who utilise the product?

The ‘biomedical fishery’ is also not the only fishery of horseshoe 
crabs. There is also a parallel and larger ‘bait fishery’, which uses 
horseshoe crabs to catch eel and conch (whelk). The two fisheries 
are often juxtaposed as being in competition, with occasionally 
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moments of collaboration. The multiple use of horseshoe crabs 
makes regulation – and establishing ethical positions – complex. 
The bait fishery is also used for comparison in discussions about 
the biomedical use of crabs. Arguments focus on the much larger 
number of crabs utilised as bait (994,491 harvested in 2017), a 
process that involves a 100% mortality rate. Indeed, many within 
the biomedical sector feel aggrieved about the attention that their 
use of crabs attracts in contrast to the practices of the bait industry:

And the bait industry doesn’t get any media attention, that takes 
a million crabs and chops them up every year. It’s like can the bait 
industry reduce their reliance first? (Pharmaceutical sector employee, 
interview, 2020)

To confound things further, the biomedical use of horseshoe crabs 
is frequently positioned as being ‘good’ for the crabs themselves. 
The Atlantic States Marine Fishery Commission report argues that 
‘the biomedical community has had a positive impact on HSC 
[horseshoe crab] populations through 45 years of consistent conser-
vation practices’.59 Conservation effort is often positioned in direct 
contrast and opposition to the 3Rs. For example, Charles River 
Laboratories, a manufacturer of LAL, suggest on their website that:

Many companies think that moving away from LAL to reduce the 
use of the HSC will help them comply with 3R principles. This 
idea should be carefully evaluated, as moving to rFC could produce 
counterproductive effects by endangering the conservation efforts … 
Without the need for LAL in biomedical use, the legal protection of 
the horseshoe crab is not guaranteed in the future, and they would 
again fall prey to overfishing and use as bait.60

This invokes the concern that a turn to synthetic alternatives might, 
somewhat ironically, actually result in more harm to horseshoe crab 
populations. Rather than being a high-value ‘catch and release’ asset 
within the biomedical economy, the rise of alternatives may shift the 
crab’s status as a commodity further into the realms of fishing bait.

There’s one company in particular that spends an awful lot of mar-
keting energy trying to convince the world that if it were not for 
them, there would be no horseshoe crab conservation. (Conservation 
sector employee, interview, 2020)
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The idea that horseshoe crabs are only afforded protection and 
conservation by an ongoing exploitation of the species is one which 
will rankle with many stakeholders and publics. Yet it is also a 
message that has purchase. Interviewees within pharmaceutical set-
tings reported being reassured by the messaging around biomedical 
companies’ investment in conservation. Conservation here becomes 
a way of practising care, performing stewardship, and offsetting 
harms to some crabs through providing affordances to the species 
at large. In some ways, conservation efforts here perform the same 
role that the 3Rs do in laboratory animal research at large (enabling 
the continued social acceptability based on assurances around mini-
misation of harms to animals) and thus, it could be argued, have 
negated the need for a more specific 3Rs focus.

Conclusion

The case of horseshoe crabs highlights how the ways in which 
animals are discursively positioned within regulatory logics and 
social imaginations can limit efforts for cultivating, or even ques-
tioning, animal welfare. Questions around the history, species, 
harms, and geographies of these procedures demonstrate the 
ongoing challenges of changing this conversation.

While there may be a broad social acceptability for the labora-
tory usage of animals, this is conditional on steps being taken to 
minimise any harms to animals.61 Without these assurances, and 
openness, ideas about socially acceptable scientific practices involv-
ing animals are liable to change. Importantly, the assurances being 
sought here are around how horseshoe crabs are treated within the 
laboratory specifically, not the wider species context and conserva-
tion work that is enabled by the use of animals, but exactly how 
welfare is ensured within their use itself.

Horseshoe crabs, and the LAL that is produced from their blood, 
are a reminder that concepts like the 3Rs can become normative, 
naturalising the biomedical use of certain animals through his-
toricised discourses and narratives of replacement. For example, 
Blechová and Pivodová suggest that ‘one of the most important 
aspects’ of the LAL test is that it ‘is in accordance with the latest 
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demand of the European Pharmacopoeia Commission for the 
replacement of the animal-based tests in favour of alternative 
methods’.62 The crux here is at what point does an alternative stop 
being an alternative, and simply become the new normal? When 
are alternatives needed to the alternative? Central to this is whether 
3R objectives are viewed as a continual process, and what animals 
‘count’ within an ethical framework like the 3Rs.
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‘The place for a dog is in the home’: 
why does species matter when rehoming 

laboratory animals?

Tess Skidmore

Introduction

Some research animals are rehomed after life in the laboratory, 
with rehoming defined by the UK’s Home Office as ‘the movement 
of a relevant protected animal from an establishment to any other 
place that is not an establishment under A(SP)A [The Animals 
(Scientific Procedures) Act]’.1 The ‘place’ referenced is typically 
a private home, farm, aquarium, or zoo.2 Rehoming is seen as 
beneficial for numerous reasons, including promoting the ethical 
profile of animal research, boosting staff morale, and improving 
the lives of research animals.3 However, in practice most labora-
tory animals are euthanised, with only 2,322 animals known to 
have been rehomed between 2015 and 2017.4 Some research 
animals are ineligible for rehoming as the state of their health is 
too poor, as a result of the procedures they have undergone or 
their phenotype.5 There are also other barriers to rehoming. For 
example, it is typically coordinated by laboratory staff, and can 
be time-consuming and resource-intensive. It can also be difficult 
to ensure that animals will be properly cared for post-rehoming, 
which may be one reason why the majority of rehomed animals 
are rehomed by laboratory staff, or their friends and family. In 
addition, different species are either under- or over-represented 
in rehoming statistics, with rodents representing 94.15% of 
animals kept in laboratories, but only 19.14% of those rehomed. 
In contrast, birds, cats, dogs, horses, amphibians, and agricultural 
animals make up 80.86% of those rehomed, despite making up 
just 5.84% of animals kept in laboratories.6 This chapter considers 
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this discrepancy, exploring why some species are viewed as more 
appropriate candidates for rehoming than others.

Research across multiple disciplines – including anthropology, 
geography, sociology, and animal welfare science – has sought 
to unpack why species are valued, and thus treated differently. 
The majority of this research concludes that such differences are 
due to perceptions of sentience.7 Despite difficulties in measuring 
sentience,8 the term generally refers to the capacity of individual 
animals to experience pleasurable states such as joy, as well as 
those aversive including pain and fear.9 It is generally accepted 
that animals believed to be self-aware, solve problems, and possess 
‘higher’ mental abilities, are sentient.10 Scholars have acknowledged 
that the attribution of sentience commonly results in species having 
a higher ethical status11 and being more likely to receive care, 
individualised attention, or even ‘love’ in the laboratory and other 
settings.12 However, as this chapter will reveal, differences in the 
way species are categorised are more complex than perceptions of 
sentience, and are a product of wider political and cultural factors.

It is important to study differences in the way species are 
valued because, although a cultural phenomenon, these percep-
tions hold important political, ethical, and regulatory implications. 
For example, some species are specially protected in UK animal 
research legislation – namely dogs, cats, horses, and primates – as 
a product of the perceptions that these species are highly valued 
by the public, and hence there would be greater opposition to 
their use in research.13 Public perceptions of species can therefore 
inform the practices and regulatory guidance of research involving 
animals.14 Perceptions of species also shape pet-keeping practices, 
with some species more likely to be granted a privileged position in 
the home and loved as family members,15 while others are demoted 
to tools for scientific research, their bodies amounting to data as 
the naturalistic animal and duties of care toward it are lost.16 Of 
course, many species appear in both settings, therefore muddying 
understandings and categorisations. For example, a mouse can 
appear both in the home as a loved pet, and in the laboratory as a 
research tool.

This chapter will show that animals thought to be sentient did 
have a greater chance of being rehomed. However,  understanding 
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rehoming decisions involves a deeper analysis of socio-cultural 
practices. After describing the research methods, the chapter 
firstly explores how animal individuality and aesthetics shape the 
decisions of laboratory staff about which animals are the best 
rehoming candidates. It then turns to practical issues affecting the 
decisions of staff, including time needed to rehome and number of 
homes required. It then examines broader cultural considerations, 
such as domestication and long-evolved human–animal bonds 
and  narratives of ‘home’ and which animals ‘belong’ there, before 
discussing the external consideration of public opinion. Finally, It 
discusses the resistance displayed by staff towards the dominant 
narratives presented throughout the chapter.

Methods

This research explored the rehoming of laboratory animals, to 
private homes, wildlife sanctuaries, zoos, aquariums, and farms. It 
involved 22 semi-structured interviews with 28 participants (four 
interviews were undertaken with two people) lasting between 30 
minutes and two and a half hours with: animal research facil-
ity staff (17), such as researchers, Named Veterinary Surgeons 
(NVSs), Named Animal Care and Welfare Officers (NACWOs), 
and facility managers; rehoming organisation employees (8); and 
individuals who had rehomed laboratory animals (10). Some indi-
viduals belonged to more than one of these groups, such as facility 
staff who personally rehomed animals. The research additionally 
involved informal conversations and ethnographies as part of the 
interview process, including tours of six animal research facilities 
and observations of rehomed animals in their homes while inter-
viewing owners. To protect participants, pseudonyms are used 
throughout. In addition to this qualitative work, the rehoming 
research involved an online questionnaire, which was completed by 
41 facilities (response rate was around 25%) to better understand 
the numbers and types of animals rehomed from UK research facili-
ties, and the main motivations for, and barriers to, rehoming.17 The 
research was approved by the University of Southampton Ethics 
Committee (Submission Number: 32026). The following focuses 
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on the outcomes of the qualitative analysis, exploring how animal 
individuality and aesthetics, facility and home spaces, and public 
concerns affect the implementation of efforts to rehome animals 
from the laboratory.

Animal individuality

Non-human individualisation impacts ‘rehome-ability’. Once 
animals are considered individuals by laboratory staff, it becomes 
easier to foster a relationship with them.18 The formation of a rela-
tionship in turn makes staff more likely to instigate the necessary 
procedures, such as training and socialisation, to prepare animals 
for rehoming, or even to consider rehoming animals themselves. 
Individualisation was viewed as shaped by several factors, one 
being the extent to which members of a species are typically viewed 
as ‘one’ or ‘many’. Amy, who coordinates her facility’s rehoming 
scheme, argues that laboratory staff do not tend to individualise fish 
(see also Message, Chapter 8 below):

I think that people tend to see fish slightly differently – maybe 
because they’re not seen as individual pets. So they would have them 
if they have a tank or a pond or something like that, whereas the 
dogs and cats, quite often, if the person works internally, they’ll have 
a relationship with that animal. (Amy, facility employee, interview, 
2019)

The ‘relationship’ discussed here is important, suggesting that not 
only do humans react and feel concern toward certain animals, but 
that these animals might display particular behaviours in response. 
Milton argues that animals found to react positively to human 
presence are more likely to trigger emotional concern, thereby also 
prompting objections to euthanasia.19 Hillman, too, advocates 
that criteria for ethical consideration operate most strongly in 
animals that display reciprocity to human interaction.20 Animals 
less responsive to human presence may therefore sit outside of 
protective ethical boundaries. While laboratory staff interviewed by 
Message (Chapter 8) often spoke of the challenge of bonding with 
fish in contrast to more relatable mice, even mice might be less inter-
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active than other laboratory animals. According to Hillman, mice 
are ‘autonomous animals’ that resist domestication and thus are 
unlikely to interact with humans on a personal level.21 As Richard, 
who works at a rodent facility, argues, mice too are thus difficult to 
socially interact with:

I mean, I’d be ambivalent about it myself. I don’t see [mice] as pet 
animals, and I wouldn’t like to be seen to be breeding pet animals. 
I don’t see reptiles or spiders as pets either for that matter.

Q. And why is that?
I think it’s because you don’t get the same level of social interaction 

that you do with a cat or a dog, or even a rat. (Richard, rodent 
facility employee, interview, 2018)

Temporality is also important for individualisation. Research finds 
that the longer staff spend with animals, the more likely a bond is to 
develop.22 It is therefore important to consider the diverse lifespans 
of laboratory animals. For example, rhesus macaques can spend 
20 to 30 years in a laboratory,23 whereas mice live a maximum of 
four years.24 As Chris, who works at a primate research facility, 
explains:

[Bonds develop] even more so with primates because they’re so long-
lived. Our staff know their animals as individuals. I know a scientist 
who works in the unit, and she could tell which was which just 
from a photo of them all. And I think that happens too with dogs, 
especially when you’re working closely with the ones that go into 
experiments. I used to work closely with the dogs and they all had 
names and personalities. (Chris, primate research facility employee, 
interview, 2018)

Chris highlights how individualisation is not only a product of 
properties inherent to the animals themselves, such as their lifespan 
and the degree to which they interact with humans, but also prac-
tices such as naming. Beck and Katcher assert that being named 
is the essence of being considered an individual.25 The naming of 
animals involves attributing them with individuality and person-
hood, transforming anybodies into somebodies.26 Milton discusses 
what she terms ‘human extensionism’, which facilitates the allo-
cation of ‘personhood’ to individual non-humans and leads to a 
sense of care toward particular animals.27 Naming is a practice 
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typically deemed appropriate only for pets,28 and thus is also 
 characteristically  associated with certain species, such as cats and 
dogs as Chris notes. Indeed, the fact that laboratory animals are 
rarely named highlights the significance of naming.29

Alongside naming, the practices of breeding and conducting pro-
cedures on animals can affect their individualisation. In 2017, the 
number of procedures involving mice totalled 2,781,685, and those 
involving zebrafish 422,138. Conversely, just 3,847 procedures 
were undertaken using dogs.30 Research finds that when animals are 
kept in large numbers, the ability to care for the individual is com-
promised. While Levi-Strauss famously proposed that animals are 
‘good to think with’,31 Porcher and Despret warn that ‘numbers 
help us to stop thinking’.32 Buller, exploring human relations with 
farm animals, explains that livestock are both ‘one’ and ‘many’, and 
that their very number poses a challenge to individualisation: ‘the 
more of many, the less of one’.33 This thinking also holds true of 
laboratory animals kept in large numbers: intensive industrialised 
systems where thousands of mice are housed in cages stacked one 
on top of another results in difficulty seeing individual life, and thus 
also in viewing particular species as individuals.34 This process of 
de-individualisation has important ramifications for the treatment 
of animals; Derrida suggests that sheer numbers mask individual 
lives, hence rendering them more ‘killable’.35

Fish and mice, in addition to being kept in especially large 
numbers, are also more likely to be genetically altered, and 
hence easier to objectify. Genetically altered experimental animals 
are more likely to occupy space as a research tool, devoid of sub-
jectivity. Indeed, the conception and patenting of animals like 
Oncomouse embody the suggestion that a mouse can be seen by 
some as just another research tool.36 Therefore, some species such 
as fish and mice are less likely to be viewed as individuals by labora-
tory staff making rehoming decisions, and therefore less likely to be 
chosen as rehoming candidates or taken home by staff themselves. 
De-individualisation was related to factors such as these species’ 
lack of interaction with humans, shorter lifespan (and therefore 
reduced possibility of bond formation), housing in larger numbers, 
and their unnamed and genetically altered status.
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Animal aesthetics

It is not only aspects of an animal’s perceived individuality or per-
sonality that are important in rehoming decisions; aspects of their 
physical appearance (or ‘corporeal charisma’)37 also come into 
play. Animal aesthetics may result in increased ethical concern and 
human compassion. For example, when explaining why beagles 
are easily rehomed, Hannah (laboratory staff member) explains: 
‘Well, [beagles] look so cute don’t they?’ William, a researcher, also 
reflects on the aesthetic draw of beagles in explaining why his facil-
ity invited journalists to cover their beagle research programme, 
which included rehoming:

We had to decide to be really open and up front and invite journalists 
in and positively say, ‘Look, we’ve set up this colony, here are the 
dogs, this is why we’re doing it, come and cuddle some cute puppies.’ 
Because of their beagle background they really are very, very cute. 
(William, researcher, interview, 2018)

Freya, a facility manager, made a similar point: ‘We used to have 
four or five litters of puppies at any one time and they were half 
beagle, half cavachon, so they were all adorable.’

As these quotes illustrate, dogs, and puppies in particular, were 
viewed by staff to be aesthetically appealing, or ‘cute’, increasing 
feelings of compassion. Ethologist Lorenz suggests that this concern 
arises from the physical similarity of puppies to human babies, 
including their big forehead, upright posture, flat face, and large 
eyes.38 Lévinas’s concept of the face also holds significance here, 
as the face is depicted as the medium through which all interaction 
takes place.39 Non-humans in possession of a face that resembles 
that of a human are more likely to be subject to care, and, by 
 extension, be considered for rehoming. Lorimer terms this phe-
nomenon ‘cuddly charisma’: humans empathise more with those to 
whom they can relate. 

However, this research suggested that ‘cuddly charisma’ in some 
cases was challenged, or viewed as less important than other factors. 
This was particularly evident in how facility staff spoke about rats. 
Despite being a small rodent, embedded in Western imaginations as 
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vermin, a harbinger of disease,40 or ‘pests’,41 rats were described by 
staff as highly intelligent and social animals, and therefore excellent 
rehoming candidates. As Megan, an NVS, explained when asked 
which animals are more suited to rehoming:

I suppose probably the rats, out of all of the animals, because they 
seem to form bonds with humans more easily. They seem less scared 
of interaction. Whereas the gerbils and the mice … they’re lovely but 
I don’t think you ever quite get that same bond. I think they’re just a 
bit more scared. (Megan, NVS, interview, 2018)

Freya, who manages an animal facility, agrees with Megan’s notion 
of ‘affection’ displayed by rats toward humans, and suggests: 
‘Wild-type mice you could rehome, but then they’re not like rats 
are they? They’re not affectionate.’ Louisa, an animal technician, 
concurs: ‘Rats are very friendly. They love sleeping, they love sitting 
on you. They love being stroked.’ Tully suggests that ‘unlike mice, 
rats have excellent pet characteristics that include a charming per-
sonable disposition and extreme intelligence’.42 Rats are described 
as social animals, increasing the possibility of bond development 
with humans, which, as discussed in the previous section, may lead 
to rehoming.43 Thus, relationships evolve in the laboratory with 
species that may typically be viewed as unappealing from an aes-
thetic, ‘cuddly charisma’ perspective.44

However, facility staff did acknowledge the negative percep-
tion they felt the public may have of rats. As Sophie, a Named 
Information Officer, explains: ‘If you know rats then you love rats, 
the technicians love rats, but I think lots of the general public don’t 
like them. I think the general public need more education about 
rats because they make wonderful pets.’ Isobel, an animal techni-
cian, has similar reflections on the appeal of rats as a species. She 
draws on their aesthetics both to explain why the public might 
not reflect positively toward them, but also why she felt empathy 
toward the species: ‘Others were like, “Ew, no, just no.” I think 
it’s the tails. But I think they’re really sweet. They have proper cute 
little faces.’

Many members of staff felt a certain affinity with rats. When 
interacting daily with rats, it was possible to overwrite cultural con-
structions of them as vermin and elevate them to the status of pet.45 
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Thus, while rats are common candidates for rehoming, rehoming 
of rats is typically on a much smaller and informal scale compared 
to species such as dogs, and rats are usually rehomed to staff with 
whom they had formed a personal bond.46

Facility resources

Practical and economic factors also shape decisions about which 
species can be rehomed. Facility staff argued that some species 
(generally smaller mammals and fish) are less resource intensive to 
rehome. As facility manager Freya explains:

‘Are the animals fit for rehoming?’ is always the question. It’s easy 
with the – I hate to say lesser species, but the less emotional species, 
because they’ll just adapt wherever. You know, fish will just go – oh 
there’s a new tank, thank you very much. Rats pretty much the same, 
but when you’ve got like a dog … getting animals socialised is the big 
thing. (Freya, facility manager, interview, 2018)

Thus, a complex situation arises whereby, although less likely to 
be considered for rehoming, facility staff acknowledge the relative 
ease of rehoming fish and mice over dogs. This was largely due to 
perceptions that it would be easier to maintain the welfare of these 
species with less resource input from the facility, crucial if rehoming 
is to be attempted.47 Freya suggests that the difficulty comes with 
ensuring large mammals, such as dogs, are adequately socialised. 
Similarly, Alice, a vet, explains the difficulties of providing addi-
tional enrichment to guarantee a good quality of life for primates 
post-rehoming:

Higher [quality of life] for a primate is going to involve a lot more 
effort than higher for a mouse. Because with a mouse you can give 
them some tunnels, some stuff to chew, and another mouse that they 
know, bedding, and a little nesting area and a little running wheel, 
and that’s your environment sorted. (Alice, vet, interview, 2018)

She implies that maintaining rodent welfare once rehomed is a rela-
tively easy task, yet juxtaposes this with worries regarding rehom-
ing dogs: ‘With dogs it will depend on how they’ve been treated, 
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what’s been done to them, and their socialisation period. Mice 
would be fine. […] They’ll just get on with it.’

However, despite the acknowledged difficulty of rehoming larger 
mammal species, efforts to rehome them were not prevented. Alice 
reveals a construction of primates as ‘deserving’ of rehoming: ‘With 
primates, I think their age doesn’t matter, and they deserve a nice 
life regardless of their age.’ Echoing this idea, Fluery states that 
retiring chimpanzees is time-consuming, but necessary in terms of 
its potential to enhance animal welfare.48 Similarly, guidance from 
the Laboratory Animal Science Association recommends that the 
resources needed to successfully rehome should not be a deterrent, 
and that rehoming should still be undertaken ‘for the sake of the 
dogs’.49

Conversely, Freya describes the difficulty in justifying the time 
it takes her staff to rehome one rabbit: ‘As the facility manager 
there, I found it hard justifying my staff’s time, and I’m being really 
brutal saying this, spending three or four days trying to rehome a 
rabbit. I know that sounds awful, but there’s like a balance isn’t 
there, between how much time you can spend on some things.’ This 
reveals a complex situation whereby non-traditional companion 
animals are less likely to be rehomed, even if the process is acknowl-
edged to be easier.

Exploring the rehoming of laboratory animals reveals complex 
economic and political factors that hold implications for the way 
laboratory animals are valued and treated.50 Rehoming decisions 
are always situated within political-economic systems that serve 
both to restrain, and promote, rehoming possibilities.51 Economic 
considerations that serve to impede rehoming do not affect all 
species universally, but instead manifest differently based upon the 
individual animal being considered for rehoming.52

Number of homes available

As previously discussed, animals kept in large numbers are less com-
monly individualised and attributed distinct personalities, reducing 
their chances of being selected for rehoming. In addition, practi-
cal issues present themselves in terms of the numbers of animals 
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needing homes. Those working in facilities keeping thousands of 
mice or fish often viewed rehoming as impossible. Thus, it is crucial 
to consider factors external to the laboratory, including the demand 
for animals and number of homes available. Rose, who works for 
an animal welfare organisation, explains:

It’s also about the nature of the animal. There are likely to be more 
people who want dogs than who want rats, or mice. And there are 
far less dogs, and horses and cats than there are rats and mice. […] 
It’s the number of homes that are available that is the limiting factor 
I would say. (Rose, animal welfare organisation employee, interview, 
2019)

William, whose facility has a comprehensive laboratory dog rehom-
ing scheme, also explains: ‘I don’t think there’s a huge number of 
people who keep pet rats and pet mice and therefore volume wise, 
there’s no chance of a significant proportion being rehomed.’ If a 
large proportion cannot be rehomed, a small subset would need to 
be selected. Jane, a researcher at a rodent facility, explains the diffi-
culties in choosing which individual animals would warrant rehom-
ing efforts: ‘Yeah, I mean there’s quite big numbers. You know, we 
breed over six figures every year. So it would be difficult to choose 
which to rehome.’

Jane’s argument can be probed using theories of fairness, equity, 
and justice. Hay’s research explores how Barry’s concept of ‘proce-
dural fairness’53 is conceived as a proper and complete adherence 
to rules, and, critically, the correct application of such rules to all 
cases (in this case, individual laboratory animals).54 According to 
Hay, rules should be ‘consistent, non-arbitrary and even-handed’.55 
In such a system, rehoming one animal over another would be 
unjust. This is heightened in the context of a ‘multitude’ or ‘mass’ 
of animals.56 As rehoming one animal over another would violate 
procedural fairness, a policy of not rehoming is then applied con-
sistently to all animals.

Facility staff consequently drew on moral and ethical argu-
ments to justify their lack of rehoming. Such moral arguments rest 
upon the rational and logical. The scale of the numbers of animals 
needing homes is inconceivable to staff, and as such rehoming them 
was construed as impossible. This means that some species (those 
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typically kept in larger numbers such as rats, mice, and fish), were 
less likely to be considered for rehoming due to the difficulties with 
either 1) finding them all homes, or 2) developing fair systems to 
select a subset of animals for rehoming.

Ideas of ‘home’

Key cultural beliefs also impact species choice in rehoming deci-
sions. Space – and the way it is defined and modified by objects, 
actions, and actors – is an important concept to explore.57 For 
example, influential in shaping rehoming practices are cultural nar-
ratives of ‘home’ and where animals ‘belong’, which change across 
species and spaces. Western constructions and imaginations typi-
cally place the dog within the boundaries of the human home. This 
perspective was reflected by facility staff, who stressed the idea that 
dogs in particular ‘belonged’ in the home, not the research facility. 
As Ella, an NVS, explains:

There was this feeling that the place for a dog is in the home. You 
know, and I don’t necessarily think you would feel that so much for 
a rat or a mouse or a fish. And I think, apart from just society’s per-
spective, there’s a question about what the animals need. And I think 
for a dog, it’s very difficult to, maybe, I’m not saying this for sure, 
but maybe for a fish or a mouse, you could give them a good quality 
of life outside of the home environment. (Ella, NVS, interview, 2018)

Staff reveal a perception that dogs possess the potential to enjoy a 
higher quality of life that can only be experienced once rehomed. 
It is crucial to unpick why such narratives have developed. Indeed, 
it is not simply access to the home space that facility staff see as 
important, but also cultural perceptions of the behaviours dogs are 
then able to engage in within these spaces. For example, Sophie, 
a Named Information Officer, explains: ‘Obviously with the dogs 
and cats, because they’re kept in […] very kennelled environments 
which, you know, is typical for research animals, it was just lovely 
to see them laying on a sofa.’

Olivia also mentions the sofa, an object typically reserved for 
humans, as a space in which a loved family dog may reside: ‘I think 
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the general feeling is that people just feel really sorry for these dogs, 
and they think “oh my god they’ve never had that sofa, they’ve 
never had that one to one love from a family” and everything like 
that.’ Amy, who works at a facility keeping cats and dogs, also 
explains the desire people feel for ‘puppies to go and sit by a fire’.

These narratives disclose a complex understanding and ordering 
of species, and reveal inherent differences in human constructions of 
where species belong. Humans order animals spatially,58 and con-
struct how species are categorised and whether they are considered 
in or out of place.59 Both human and non-human actions produce 
and re-produce spatial boundaries and designate meaning to those 
boundaries.60 Power argues that pets are often afforded unrestricted 
access to ‘human’ spaces – including family rooms, bedrooms and 
furniture.61 In fact, dog identity is entwined in human home narra-
tives; domestication of the dog has changed the nature of both canine 
bodies and the image of the human home space.62 Domestication has 
systematically worked both to integrate dogs into the home, and 
strengthen the human–dog relationship. As Alex (laboratory staff 
member) points out: ‘I mean, since very early civilisation there’s been 
a close link between dogs and humans. They’re seen by most people 
as the most compatible other species to humans […] There’s a very 
long running bond between dogs and humans.’

This relationship does not only result in a human expectation 
that dogs should reside in the home, but extends to the belief that 
it is what dogs yearn for as they search for human interaction. As 
Chris, who previously worked at a facility housing dogs, describes: 
‘You know, dogs have had thousands of years of domestication 
so they’re very human-orientated, and they’ll look for a human to 
meet their needs. They like getting the appreciation of somebody 
saying well done, you know.’ In contrast to the animal species 
described by staff as avoiding human companionship (such as mice 
and fish), dogs are framed as ‘human-orientated’. Lorimer discusses 
animal atmospheres, and proposes that dogs can read ‘human emo-
tional cues, affective intensities and shared atmospheres’, and that 
crucially this attunement flows bilaterally.63

Dogs have thus been trained over time to ‘become pets’; they 
are conditioned to meet human expectations with regard to house 
training, walking calmly on a lead, and socialising suitably with 
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other animals. In fact, it is now considered unacceptable for many 
that they be kept in the research laboratory. Thus, both culturally 
and spatially, dogs (and arguably other species such as cats)64 are 
more likely to be considered for rehoming.65

The notion that some species belong in the home is in direct con-
trast to ideas about other animals relegated to spaces outside of it. 
As Richard, who works at a rodent facility, outlines:

We very rarely get any trouble here, because people who have issues 
with animal rights around here go to [another research facility], 
because they have monkeys. I think people’s perceptions of mice are 
slightly different. If you had mice in your house, you would just put 
out traps and kill them. (Richard, rodent facility employee, interview, 
2018)

In explaining why the public may not be supportive of the rehom-
ing of laboratory mice, Richard draws on a narrative that equates 
mice to vermin and pests.66 He explains that, instead of loving a 
mouse in your home like you might a dog, the most common inter-
action people have with mice in the home space is viewing them as 
pests and disposing of them accordingly. Consequently, cultural 
constructions of species, and the spaces in which it is believed 
they should reside, have direct implications on the way in which 
animals are valued and treated,67 and ultimately whether they are 
 considered for rehoming.

Public concern

It is crucial to situate the impetus to rehome within the wider cultural 
context, including public perceptions surrounding animal research. 
Public perspective guides regulation and therefore daily practices in 
the laboratory space.68 Many of those working in research facili-
ties believe the public would feel positively about rehoming, largely 
because of perceptions that the inverse option (staying in the labora-
tory or euthanasia) is detrimental to animal welfare. As Megan, an 
NVS, discusses: ‘I think that [the public] would think that [rehom-
ing] was a good idea. Automatically they would assume that the life 
that an animal has in someone’s house is better than in the lab.’
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The world of animal research is notoriously ethically  contentious,69 
worsened by public perceptions of secrecy and constructions of 
systematic animal harm for human benefit. Thus, rehoming can 
become romanticised in the public imaginary. This results both 
in pressure to consider rehoming as an option, but also in more 
complex choices surrounding which species should be rehomed. As 
Chloe, a research facility manager, discusses: ‘Dogs and cats and 
horses, they’re regarded as specially protected species, and there’s 
not any reason as to why that is apart from public opinion. The 
public are more emotive about them.’ In explaining why the facility 
he works for has developed a comprehensive laboratory dog rehom-
ing scheme, William explains that: ‘You know, obviously dogs are 
of great ethical concern to people.’ Due to the engrained attach-
ment toward dogs, there is also more emotional difficulty and strain 
embedded in their potential euthanasia. As Josh, who works at an 
amphibian facility, proposes: ‘You know, would people feel much 
worse about putting a frog down, or a zebrafish down, at the end 
of its life, or the end of its working life, as opposed to a dog? Well 
I don’t think they would.’

Staff draw on notions of what Hobson-West and Davies term 
‘societal sentience’, described as ‘imagined feelings of an abstract 
entity called the public or society’.70 Imaginings of these societal 
concerns are generally assumed to be much stronger for certain 
mammalian species. This relates back to the feelings of empathy 
discussed earlier in the chapter. Humans tend to feel more ethical 
concern toward species that share human characteristics, and 
are less supportive of research that uses animals typically classed 
as ‘companions’.71 This leads to a greater effort to rehome these 
animals. The impact of public perception on animal research is also 
exemplified through those species that typically generate public 
concern (cats, dogs, and primates) being used less frequently in 
research.72

Choices regarding animal research thus extend beyond the most 
suitable animal model to also consider which animal is the most 
culturally and socially acceptable to use. In fact, European legisla-
tion states that, where appropriate, dogs and cats who have been 
used in experiments should be ‘re-homed in families as there is high 
public concern as to the fate of those animals’.73 Indeed, scientific 
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practice and public sensitivities both impact, and are impacted by, 
each other.74 As Brown and Michael assert, the practice of rehom-
ing is inherently entangled in ‘idealised versions of what will count 
as public cultural acceptance’.75 Consequently, rehoming involves 
complex negotiation between the purpose of the laboratory, the 
views and perceptions of the public, and ethical principles and 
regulations.

Objections to dominant narratives

However, social constructions of a species hierarchy as discussed 
throughout this chapter were not displayed by all working in 
research facilities. In fact, some actively voiced their objections to 
these dominant narratives, believing any form of speciesism was 
unjustified. For example, Peter, who manages an animal facility, 
explains:

I don’t really like the idea that we tend to differentiate between dif-
ferent species in terms of the rights and wrongs of research. I think 
because, at the end of the day, animals are animals, and we shouldn’t 
assume that rats have any different rights to a dog. (Peter, animal 
facility manager, interview, 2018)

Such constructions feed into Lorimer’s feral charisma,76 a theory 
grounded in understanding and respect for all non-human others 
and their complexity, difference, wildness, and autonomy. Echoing 
the aquarists discussed by Message (Chapter 8), many research 
participants argued for an inherent respect for all non-human life, 
and not a privilege for those that aesthetically resemble humans, 
seek human attention and companionship, or are culturally kept 
in the home. Indeed, in Hobson-West and Davies’ research, staff 
interviewed at animal facilities viewed the construction of a species 
hierarchy as an ‘ethical trap’.77 Of course, there is an argument that, 
especially in the context of being interviewed regarding personal 
beliefs on species value and treatment, participants did not want to 
express themselves as biased.

Others seemed to accept constructions of speciesism, but still 
believed such thinking to be unjust, criticising their own views and 
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displaying reflexivity. As Josh, a researcher at an amphibian facility, 
explains:

Dogs, cats and rats would be the three at the top I would imagine. 
The most suited to rehoming.

Q: And why do you think that?
Just because they’re very common pets. They’re big enough that the 

effort is worth making. Isn’t that a terrible thing to say? (Josh, 
researcher, interview, 2018)

Here, Josh practises reflexivity through identifying that what he has 
implied is ‘terrible’. He recognises that human understandings of 
species hierarchies, and differential displays of ethical concern, have 
little scientific grounding and are instead a reflection of cultural and 
social beliefs. Indeed, as Kirk explains, the wider social, cultural, 
and political context surrounding the scientific use of animals influ-
ences how humans perceive non-humans, and consequently allocate 
and act on the value attributed to them.78

Josh’s account also meets Fox’s demand for the need for humans 
to explore thoroughly their relations with non-humans and reflect 
on how perceptions of particular species manifest in their unequal 
treatment.79 Fox criticises what she terms ‘unreflective speciesism’, 
and argues that humans must attend to species borders and concep-
tualisations in order to fully reveal complex multispecies relations.80 
Indeed, ethologist Bekoff argues that there are no high or low 
species in terms of sentience, and that instead humans make these 
distinctions because it serves them well in deciding who lives and 
dies, including which animals are rehomed and which euthanised.81 
According to Bekoff, it is only once humans have reflected on the 
unequal value allocated to species, and the differences in treatment 
that result, that they can fully address the imbalanced kinship with 
the non-human other.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown that cultural, economic, regulatory, and 
social factors influence species choice in rehoming decisions. 
Together, these reveal that despite those working with  experimental 
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animals being constructed at times as objective and rational,82 they, 
too, are subject to cultural constructions of a species hierarchy. 
Competing constructions of laboratory animals exist, meaning 
that there are differences in how species are valued, treated, and 
ultimately whether they are considered for a life after the labora-
tory. The interactions between regulation, science, and public 
opinion result in complex ways of ordering and valuing animal 
life.83 Exploring the diverse mechanisms through which rehoming 
decisions are made also demonstrates that although wider ethical 
frameworks guide human–animal relations in the laboratory, the 
manner in which ethical principles are practised is always a per-
sonal act, modified through researcher intimacies with their animal 
subjects.84 Exploring species choice in rehoming decisions  also 
reveals the processes by which laboratory workers’ views about 
animal ranking are shaped by the views of imagined publics. 
Indeed, this symbolic ranking of animals has consequences for the 
interpretation of animal research regulation, and behaviours within 
the laboratory space. In summary, contested and competing mean-
ings of ethical and moral value are attached to, and travel with, 
different species.85

However, some staff did object to these narratives, arguing 
that displaying any species preferences served only to reject wider 
ideals of the equality of species.86 Others expressed shame that they 
consciously fed into these beliefs. Despite these displays of defi-
ance, this chapter has demonstrated that, ultimately, key decisions 
surrounding rehoming are shaped by: engrained affections toward 
certain species; wider societal and cultural expectations regarding 
species treatment; and practical considerations, including resource 
output and number of homes available. It is difficult to separate 
these factors. For example, it is the aesthetic appeal and greater 
potential for interaction that means dogs have a long-evolved bond 
with humans. Similarly, it is because of this bond that the public 
feels more moral and ethical concern regarding their treatment and 
potential rehoming.

This chapter shows how values enter into decision-making but 
are not easily visible; crucially, their importance is not easily evalu-
ated in shaping laboratory animal care. For example, the personal 
feelings about certain species held by laboratory staff are based on 
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complex perceptions and cultural ideas of those animals, which 
might in turn shape their decisions about which animals to rehome. 
Given this complexity, it is difficult to standardise rehoming or 
ensure it is conducted equitably between species. Certain species are 
more likely than others to experience individual, tailored interac-
tion and be subject to care practices that extend beyond required 
welfare legislation, meaning that they may be greater recipients of 
a ‘culture of care’ than other laboratory animals (Greenhough and 
Roe, Chapter 5). Investigating the rehoming of laboratory animals 
from a social scientific perspective can critically engage with these 
multifaceted issues and enable a greater understanding of the practi-
cal complexity surrounding decisions to enact new ethical policies 
and behaviours.
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Commentaries on changing and 
implementing regulation

Edited by Robert G. W. Kirk

This chapter offers an overview and three-part response to the 
first section of the book, and looks at the changing relationships 
between regulation and animal research. Opening the conversation 
is a commentary from Liz Tyson, an academic and animal advo-
cate currently working within the animal protection and conserva-
tion not-for-profit sector. She offers an insightful critical analysis 
identifying the limitations of our work on the ‘Animal Research 
Nexus’, limits which result from our choices made in structuring 
research activity. Tyson invites reflection on how the structuring of 
research includes some perspectives and excludes others, prompt-
ing readers to consider not only what had been said but what had 
been left unsaid, and why. Amy Hinterberger, academic and social 
scientist, similarly highlights how the Animal Research Nexus pro-
ductively focuses attention on the institutional lives of animals but 
in doing so may leave little space for considering other approaches 
to animal research. In closing, Robert G. W. Kirk, academic and 
historian, considers the Animal Research Nexus as a historically 
constituted object, reflecting how past trends may inform future 
change while inviting speculation on how the lay public may be 
better engaged with the ever-evolving relationship of regulation to 
animal research.

Commentaries



4.1

Accentuate the positive … silence the negative

Liz Tyson

The three authors in this section provide insights into various 
parts of the animal experiment process – from the origination of 
the current legislation governing animal testing in England and 
Wales (Myelnikov, Chapter 1), to the experiences of some of the 
animals subjected to testing (or used in associated intrusive pro-
cedures) (Gorman, Chapter 2), and finally to the few animals who 
may be rehomed once they are no longer of use to the laboratories 
(Skidmore, Chapter 3).

I define myself as an animal rights activist and scholar. As part of 
my day-to-day work as Director of one of the largest primate sanc-
tuaries in the US, I care for monkeys formerly used in animal experi-
mentation. My position on animal testing comes then, not from 
direct experience of working in laboratories, but from my overall 
ethical opposition to the use of animals for human benefit and my 
experience of supporting some of the very few animals who make 
it out of laboratories alive as they work to overcome the trauma of 
animals exploited in this way.

What struck me throughout the three articles was the way in 
which the carefully constructed narratives of animal protection 
within the ‘vivisection’ industry begin to unravel when we scratch 
beneath the surface. Constructed narratives, such as that around 
the use of horseshoe crabs, pay lip service to the popular ideals of 
replacement, reduction, and refinement (the 3Rs) while the reality 
of using horseshoe crabs for blood extraction fails in both reduc-
tion and replacement of animals in procedures. Gorman notes that 
this makes the horseshoe crabs ‘invisible’; their exploitation not 
only hidden from statistics on animal testing, but the entire  invasive 
process to which they are subjected and, as a result of which a 
significant percentage of these animals die, being referred to as an 
‘alternative’ to animal testing. In this, they become non-animals. 
They fall through the gaps left by lack of regulatory protection, and 
are, in effect, erased.
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Horseshoe crabs become non-animals because the legal param-
eters within which the use of animals is regulated were constructed 
not (only) to mitigate harm to animals based on animal welfare 
science or ethics, but also as Myelnikov references: ‘to enable sci-
entists to get on with their work in peace’ and to ‘clip the wings 
of the increasingly violent extreme anti-vivisectionist movement 
by isolating them from moderate opinion’ (p. 45). As Myelnikov 
clearly demonstrates, political manoeuvring played a significant 
role in the development of ASPA, arguably to the detriment of the 
animals themselves.

In the consideration of ASPA, the theoretically neutral civil 
servants explicitly excluded those who were calling for an end to 
vivisection. The use of terms such as ‘radical’ to describe those who 
oppose animal testing pitches them against the ‘moderate’ animal 
welfare advocates and the scientists, combined with mention of 
lab workers’ fears of ‘terrorist’ attacks by ‘animal rights’ activists, 
serves to paint the civil servants as the rational mediators seeking to 
come to a conclusion that works for everyone. But by excluding the 
voices who question the ethical, welfare, and scientific foundations 
of animal testing on the basis that these views are too radical is to 
erase an essential part of the conversation. In silencing these voices, 
who seek to speak on behalf of the animals, like the horseshoe 
crabs, the constructed narrative that animal welfare, animal testing, 
and science, can coexist and thrive together is perpetuated without 
challenge.

Finally, Skidmore’s discussion of rehoming animals after the lab 
provides a perfect example of constructed narrative in the descrip-
tion of the lab that invited journalists to see the ‘cute puppies’. In 
this arguably cynical public relations exercise, the suffering of the 
other dogs exploited in labs is invisible while the puppies who are 
‘very, very cute’ (p. 86) are put front and centre for the world to see. 
There is reference made to primates being rehomed by laboratories 
in some of the interview commentaries in Skidmore’s piece, but no 
stats are provided that compare the number of animals who find 
homes, and those who live and die in the lab.

While a handful of dogs, and an even smaller number of pri-
mates, may be rehomed when they are no longer of use to the lab, 
the vast, vast majority of animals used in labs will be killed by 
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the lab; either as part of the experiment itself, or once they are no 
longer deemed of use. And, as someone who runs one of the largest 
primate sanctuaries in the US, I can confidently say that the rehom-
ing of primates, at least, does not represent the ‘happily ever after’ 
that members of the public might think it does. While a dog may 
be able to acclimatise to life in someone’s home and – to a greater 
or lesser extent, dependent on the individual – overcome some of 
their past trauma, when it comes to primates, those who are not 
killed outright carry the trauma of the laboratory with them for 
the rest of their lives. One of the workers in Skidmore’s chapter on 
rehoming refers to decisions on rehoming being made ‘at the end of 
[the animal’s] working life’. But we must remember that this is not 
‘work’ for the individuals used in this way. No animal chooses this; 
they are non-consenting innocents, not consenting workers. This is 
not retirement with the proverbial gold watch. My concern here, as 
I will elaborate in the case studies that follow, is that we must guard 
against believing – and perpetuating the associated narratives – that 
the harms of the lab are reversed or remedied by the provision of 
post-lab care for the animals involved. One cannot justify the other.

Of the many individuals used in labs previously who are now 
cared for at the sanctuary I work at, there are a few whose stories 
demonstrate the ongoing harm that vivisection causes, even to 
those who are given the chance of life after the laboratory. There 
was Theo – a Rhesus macaque who was used in a lab for years. 
He developed conjunctivitis, which was not resolved by standard 
treatment, so he was taken to an eye specialist. Under anaesthetic, 
several inches of conductive wire was found in his skull, behind 
his eye, and was removed. It had been left in there from whatever 
experiment was conducted on him previously. He was almost 
blinded by this negligence. Notwithstanding the unnecessary pain 
he was subjected to, he struggled socially, too. His aggression was 
so severe that the sanctuary he was housed at before ours removed 
his canines in a desperate attempt to prevent him injuring others, 
and himself. When he came to us, we worked with him for years 
before we were able to see him settle into a social group that 
worked for him. He passed away peacefully in 2020. I am proud 
of the care we gave him, but I don’t pretend he lived a happy life, 
either in the lab or after.
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Dawkins (see Figure 4.1), another Rhesus macaque, arrived with 
us on a regimen of sertraline – an anti-depressant. In the three years 
that he has lived with us, he has struggled to socialise with other 
monkeys – something that would have come naturally to a monkey 
who has been raised in his familial troop and in his natural environ-
ment. Instead, Dawkins has spent limited time with other monkeys 
and, when he is able to cope with the company of others, he soon 
becomes stressed and aggressive. Due to his large size, when he 
becomes aggressive and begins to show stereotypical behaviour – 
often self-biting or grabbing fur – this puts both him and other 
monkeys at risk. As a result, he has spent a large part of his years 
with us alone.

Theo and Dawkins are two of dozens of monkeys who have 
passed through our doors, but their stories are representative. For 
wild animals, such as monkeys, life after the lab can never be a 
completely fulfilling life – even with the highest standard of care. 
Skidmore’s point that public perception believes that dogs belong 
in the home is an important one. Rightly or wrongly, because we 
have subjected dogs to tens of thousands of years of domestica-
tion, they have the potential to go on to have a ‘good’ life after 
the lab (though this does not negate the trauma they have been 
subjected to). For non-human primates, whose captivity is a fun-
damental part of their suffering, even the best sanctuary cannot 
provide them with the life that they deserve. They will continue to 
live caged; they will continue to live in unnatural social groups (as 
even the best sanctuaries cannot safely recreate the complex social 
hierarchies that exist in primate troops in the wild), they live in 
the wrong country, the wrong climate, and are fed a diet that may 
be nutritionally complete but will be unlikely to properly resemble 
their diet in their natural home. Importantly, their worlds are so 
small and without the challenges of their natural environment. 
Their lives, even with the best care, are a shadow of the lives that 
they would live in freedom.

There is a tendency to believe that those who fundamentally 
oppose animal experiments do so from a position of ignorance. 
There is a narrative that has been perpetuated by industries that 
exploit animals, and by governments, that those who oppose 
animal testing are radical, anti-science, uninformed, and that their 
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Figure 4.1 Rhesus macaque Dawkins (Source: Born Free USA/ 
Ruth Montiel Arias).

demands are unrealistic. But when those voices are excluded from 
the conversation altogether – and those voices belong to the people 
charged with caring for the victims of vivisection – not just in the 
laboratories themselves, but in the years that follow, a vital part 
of the conversation is missing. When we have no one speaking for 
the animals, and only for the animals, we have a system that was 
deliberately designed to make invisible those who are harmed the 
most.

So, while I agree that horseshoe crabs should not be made non-
animals by virtue of their exclusion from legal protection, and while 
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rehoming more dogs, or more monkeys, from labs is generally a 
‘good’ thing, these details seem to be distracting from the bigger 
issue. If horseshoe crabs were included within ASPA, it is likely that 
the procedures that they are submitted to would be the same, their 
suffering the same, their deaths the same. If more dogs or monkeys 
were rehomed, it still would not even scratch the surface when we 
consider the millions of animals who suffer and are killed each year 
in labs. Those who do get out would still go into their new lives 
traumatised – sometimes irrevocably so. Small changes and minor 
reforms may play out well in the public domain, much like the PR 
exercise of inviting journalists to meet cute puppies, but if we are 
truly concerned about the welfare of animals in labs, then conversa-
tions that make visible the individual animals and their lived experi-
ences, and that allow space at the table for those who seek to speak 
up for their interests, are essential.

4.2

The institutional life of animals

Amy Hinterberger

When we study the institutional and legal life of animals, what 
do we study? The history of twentieth-century science and policy 
shows us that controversies about the use of animals in research 
are conduits for reassessing the relationship between humans 
and other animals. Within arguments about animal care, welfare, 
husbandry practices, reductions, and bans lie new imaginings for 
the political, economic, and social management of animal life in 
our societies. When I reflect on these new imaginings, however, 
I am also led to consider how, as social researchers, we actually 
study the institutional life of animals in a practical sense. In my 
own research, I have explored how cell-based biotechnologies are 
influencing and changing our ideas of human health and wellbeing. 
The goal of cutting-edge biomedical research is targeted at improv-
ing human lives, but animals are often the objects of research 
before it reaches the clinical stage (indeed if it ever does). To study 
biomedicine as a social and cultural practice means to also study 
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the institutional treatment and management of animals. In tracing 
out how cell biology may be transforming human health, I have 
encountered the institutional management of animal life in many 
places: from primate research centres in Europe, to committee 
meeting room, to the 8th floor of a tower block in a busy North 
American town which housed genetically altered pigs. Accessing 
these sites as a social scientist is not easy, and researchers have been 
more excited to show me a dish of reprogrammed human heart 
cells that beat under the microscope than the animals housed down 
the hall, or in a nearby facility, who will be receiving these cells in 
experimental procedures.

So what about these many different animals and institutional 
processes that often remain hidden from view, unable to gain 
traction, not only in the social studies of biomedicine, but also in 
public or alternative visions of our relationship with animals? As 
these chapters make clear, our understanding and appreciation of 
animals in research requires expanded attention and vision. From 
these chapters we learn that there is much to be discovered about 
the institutional life of animals. By institutional life, I mean the 
forms of governance that are part of the general ecosystem of activi-
ties, laws and regulations relating to the use of animals in research 
involving both state-led proscriptions for actions, along with forms 
of governance that are initiated by actors and groups beyond the 
state.

From the politics of horseshoe crab blood to rehoming lab 
animals after experiments have finished, to the tracing out of the 
UK’s legislative history of animal use, these chapters illuminate the 
lesser-known species and spaces of animal life. What can we glean 
from these chapters, then, about the evolution of our institutional 
and legal relationship with animals? The following are some lines 
of thought initiated by the many revelations and insights that cut 
across this section.

The institution’s animal

A striking leading theme of the chapters in this section is that what 
counts as an animal in law is not self-evident, nor are the processes 
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that shape institutional definitions of animal life. When it comes to 
the institutional management of animal life, animals are classified 
in numerous ways with some receiving forms of protection and 
others not. What we may consider to be an animal in everyday life, 
does not necessarily count as an animal under the law. These chap-
ters lay bare many of the qualifications and technical complexities 
that accompany animals as they become the subjects of bureau-
cratic management. Gorman (Chapter 2) shows us how the horse-
shoe crab, an invertebrate whose blood forms part of the supply 
chains of contemporary biomedicine, does not count as an animal 
within formal animal welfare legislation. Animals that do not have 
a backbone have traditionally not counted as animals in welfare 
regulation, whereas animals that do have a backbone are viewed as 
sentient and entitled to some forms of protection. Recent changes in 
UK law, for example, granting sentient status to invertebrates such 
as crabs, octopuses, and lobsters, highlight how becoming animal in 
the law is a political and social process, subject to change. Indeed, 
in the US, for the purposes of the Animal Welfare Act, mice are not 
considered animals.

To this end, the institution’s animal is specific and prescribed. 
Yet we also learn from these chapters about the arbitrariness of 
institutional animal regulation, along with in Skidmore’s account 
of rehoming policies for lab animals (Chapter 3), how social and 
cultural relations to animals shape research practices. Myelnikov 
(Chapter 1) writes an illuminating history of the Animals (Scientific 
Procedures) Act 1986 in the UK and the bureaucratic Codes of 
Practice that accompanied it. He explains how some regulations 
around husbandry practices such as temperature and humidity were 
drawn from ethological knowledge, but others, such as pen size for 
dogs were enshrined simply by measuring the pens that dogs were 
already kept in.

Institutional personality

A great variety of animal species are put into motion, within 
different domains, across the chapters. Here it is useful to read 
across the section to learn about the significance of species when 
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considering the ways in which our institutions care, control, 
create, and destroy animal life. A theme that emerges from doing 
this is that animals often require specific forms of personality to 
qualify for institutional protection. In an examination of rehom-
ing practices for animals used in research, Skidmore explains how 
an animal higher on the species hierarchy is more likely to be con-
sidered an individual and receive care practices beyond required 
welfare legislation. Animals used in research, she explains, are 
not just ordered in relation to their proximity to humans but 
also in relation to each other, with monkeys, dogs, and cats often 
being viewed as individuals with personalities in need of care, as 
opposed to mice and rats.

The accounts of institutional animal life here point to a problem 
of care – if we can’t connect, we can’t care. This perhaps says less 
about animals and more about our relationship to the concept of 
care itself. Where care is not warm and fuzzy, but more trouble-
some, cold and quiet, we struggle to cultivate care. Gorman’s 
horseshoe crab is beset by a number of challenges, and for those 
who want to reduce the half a million bled each year, how to 
cultivate care is a top priority. However, Gorman also shows us 
that a focus on care can obscure the significance of the technical 
infrastructures that shape the use of horseshoe crab blood – how it 
is seen in the research community as an in vitro procedure, how it 
is viewed as an alternative to using other animals. These are dilem-
mas that need attention to advance the care of horseshoe crabs. 
Such dilemmas about how to intervene or transform the long-
standing research infrastructures that shape biomedical research 
and experimentation require understanding of our  historical 
present. This is one reason why the kind of analysis provided 
by Myelnikov, in a detailed historical reconstruction of how the 
Thatcher government came to revise the UK’s one-hundred-year-
old animal laws, is so crucial. We may exhibit social care to some 
animals used in biomedical research we attach personality to, or 
connect culturally to some of the famous animals produced by 
bioscience (for instance, Dolly the cloned sheep), but meaningful 
change requires understanding the research infrastructures that 
shape current practice.
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Institutional habitats

Finally, these chapters are significant because they ask us to con-
sider: what is the proper place of animals within our institutions? 
What kind of institutional habitats should we be cultivating for 
animals used in research? The slogan discussed by Myelnikov, 
‘Put Animals into Politics!’ used by animal welfare campaigners 
in the 1970s highlights the role and influence of animal advocacy 
movements. The message here is clear: formal regulation through 
legislation is needed. Though as we can see in both Gorman and 
Skidmore’s studies, formal regulation covers only a small portion of 
animals used in research – the ecosystem is complex with a variety 
of governance structures both formal and informal.

For me, these questions of proximity and space should lead us 
also to look at where the regulation of animal life sits in relation to 
human life. Existing regulatory structures have been set up over the 
years to govern research on humans or animals through separate 
mechanisms and forms of oversight in bioscience. In most countries 
there exist two separate ethical and regulatory streams, one for 
biomedical research on humans and one for animals. These regula-
tory structures are part of deeper and underlying logics that have 
shaped assumptions about how to divide and organise research on 
human health between human beings and the animals that are used 
as substitutes or proxies for human subjects.

However, such regulatory structures come under strain as the 
techniques and materials of bioscience change and transform. 
For example, developments in stem cell science and gene editing 
 techniques enable researchers to integrate human cells more accu-
rately and comprehensively into non-human animals at different 
stages of development. These new forms of biomedical research 
require social scientists and humanities scholars to work across 
human and animal boundaries in biomedicine and ethics.

Biomedical researchers have historically had limited options to 
create models of human disease and development in  laboratory 
settings. Animal models are commonly used but are subject to 
both experimental and ethical problems. However, new kinds 
of research tools that are made of human cells have significantly 
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increased the ability researchers have to study and model human 
disease. New cell-based technologies are opening up and trans-
forming the pursuit of human-specific models of disease and devel-
opment. We do not yet know the outcome of what these changes 
mean for animals in research. However, what is clear is that 
 assessing the place of animal use in bioscience will require engag-
ing with our changing understandings of not only animal, but also 
human biology.

Conclusion

Euro-American culture is not disinterested in animals – quite the 
opposite. If you walk into any bookshop and survey the new titles 
section, you will no doubt find an abundance of books about 
animals. Far from the old Cartesian idea of animals as unfeel-
ing machines, our current orientation to animals demonstrates 
an insatiable fascination with the social life of animals. There is 
a magnetic attraction of the human imagination to find alliances 
with animal life but how might our understanding of animal life 
be enriched if we turned this curiosity towards the institutional life 
of animals? Or towards the ways our own institutions manage and 
classify animal life? The chapters in this section, and this collec-
tion as whole, open up the meaningful possibilities offered by such 
investigations. Charting the institutional life of animals offers an 
opportunity to reassess how we approach animals, along with the 
political, cultural, and ethical stakes of contemporary biomedical 
research.

4.3

Regulatory connections and challenges

Robert G. W. Kirk

Writing as a historian and a member of the Animal Research Nexus 
Programme, if I was asked to identify a single theme that charac-
terises this volume, I would choose connections. How  different 
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elements relate, become entangled, and reshape each other to drive 
historical change in what we refer to as the ‘animal research nexus’. 
Tracing connections focuses attention upon the complex processes 
that simultaneously create, connect, and transform the very ele-
ments that make up our object of study: the scientific use of animals. 
From this perspective, animal research is approached as a histori-
cally constituted object, a moving object, made up of many parts, 
each changing the other and the whole over time. But what holds 
the whole together? What gives form to the animal research nexus? 
Many answers are possible, but perhaps the most prominent is 
regulation. Today, regulation is one of the primary functions of the 
modern state. The way regulatory authority is applied and admin-
istered creates and governs connections between state, industry and 
other stakeholders, and the public. Regulation is therefore a politi-
cal arena and unsurprisingly humanities and social sciences research 
has much to say on the subject. Conventionally framed as the state 
operationalising an obligation to protect the public, regulation is 
nonetheless vulnerable to ‘regulatory capture’ where the work of 
regulation gradually becomes inverted toward protecting indus-
try, stakeholders and other interests against those of the public.1 
Various social, political, and economic arguments lend themselves 
toward processes of ‘deregulation’. Regulation can be construed to 
place unwarranted limits upon innovation and productivity, while 
a tendency toward centralising power within an unelected, invisible, 
and seemingly unaccountable  administration – as well as the alter-
native approach that diminishes centralised authority in favour of 
cooperative structures of public-private governance – might each be 
perceived as exhibiting a ‘democratic deficit’ that falls short of the 
expectations of a modern liberal democracy.2

Within animal research, regulation is neither a simple nor a 
stable object. Nevertheless, examining regulation reveals the most 
prominent and influential concerns that make up the ‘animal 
research nexus’ upon which most of society might be thought 
to agree upon. In Britain, the Cruelty to Animals Act 1876 was 
introduced to reassure the ‘public’ that animals were not subjected 
to unnecessary suffering in the pursuit of science. As Myelnikov 
(Chapter 1) shows, the push toward public reassurance made 
‘consensus’ the guiding strategy of the reforms that produced its 
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successor the Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986 (ASPA). 
Inevitably, such an approach empowered some voices over others. 
In pursuing consensus, arguments at the polar end of debate lost 
influence and in this example those who favoured abolition (such as 
‘anti-vivisectionists’) were gradually excluded from shaping reform. 
Nevertheless, building consensus on issues such as pain (where the 
interests of animal welfare gave ground), and recognition of the 
value of veterinary expertise on laboratory animals (where, eventu-
ally, historical resistance to veterinary involvement in regulation 
gave way), among many others, was far from simple. Yet deals 
could be done on the basis of the need to diffuse public concern. 
The resultant regulation gave shape to the animal research nexus 
and that in turn shaped the scope of the research that makes up the 
content of this volume. Yet, as Tyson’s commentary (Chapter 4) 
makes clear, our work has not done as much as it might have to 
make visible the interests and arguments of those that are excluded 
from regulation. In a similar critique later in this volume, Giraud 
(Chapter 8) argues that the form of animal welfare and care exam-
ined here is specific to and operates through the logic of a situated 
institution: the laboratory. Hinterberger’s commentary (Chapter 4), 
too, recognises that this volume is tightly focused on the ‘insti-
tutional life of animals’, recognising the value of such work in 
revealing the political, cultural, and ethical stakes of contemporary 
biomedical research. As useful as this may be, given that the laws 
of the laboratory are determined primarily (though not exclusively) 
by regulation, Tyson and Giraud make a cautionary and necessary 
point in drawing attention to the limits of our analysis of the animal 
research nexus. Gorman’s (Chapter 2) provocative exploration of 
the horseshoe crab reveals regulation to be central to contemporary 
biomedical practice, broadly invisible to the public imagination and 
almost impossible to locate within regulatory concern as it strad-
dles animal research, ecology, and conservation while transcending 
national boundaries. Through the horseshoe crab Gorman reveals 
the limits of regulatory imagination. Yet, as Tyson suggests, the 
inclusion of the horseshoe crab within regulation (however that 
might be achieved) would do little to assuage the concerns of those 
who believe that no level of animal welfare can justify the prac-
tice of animal research. How, then, might we better include those 
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 interests and voices that hitherto have marginal influence upon 
animal research?

Perhaps greater attention to perceptions of the public. The horse-
shoe crab is a marvellously interesting animal, but can hardly be 
said to possess what Lorimer describes as a ‘non-human charisma’ 
in the contemporary imagination.3 In 1876 dogs, cats, and equines 
received privileged regulatory status due to a perception that the 
presence of these species in human society made them of most 
concern to the public and, at least some believed, a heightened 
capacity for suffering. These species continued to be privileged 
in ASPA, no doubt in part because of the conservative nature of 
reform but also, as Myelnikov describes, in light of controversy 
about the use of dogs in tobacco research that can only have empha-
sised their prominence within public concern. Perception of cha-
risma in animals, as Skidmore (Chapter 3) demonstrates, can shape 
not just what is included within regulation but how regulation is 
enacted. But such perceptions are malleable, shaped by experience 
and by the accumulation of knowledge about a species (thus animal 
technicians who work with rats develop a different understanding 
of the species to that of ‘vermin’, which tends to dominate public 
imagination). In this way, animal research itself can be seen to 
drive shifts in how society perceives non-human animal charisma. 
The reforms of 1986 extended privileged protection to non-human 
primates, but neglected to extend regulatory scope to include 
octopus vulgaris despite a clear consensus that this species had near 
equivalent sentience to higher vertebrates. A significant difference 
between non-human primates and octopus vulgaris was their loca-
tion within the public imagination. Popular science, ethological 
study, and environmental concerns had propelled the non-human 
primate to the forefront of public concern whereas octopus vulgaris 
had enjoyed no comparable transformation and so had to wait until 
1993 before recognition as a regulated species and perhaps as late 
as My Octopus Teacher (Netflix, 2020) before public imagination 
fully embraced the species.4 If regulation changes in lockstep with 
scientific knowledge and public concern, what steps could we take 
to facilitate and systematise this process? What might bring forward 
recognition of the non-human charisma of the horseshoe crab and 
make visible further excluded voices, interests, and species?
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Animal research regulation has, historically, served to reassure 
the lay public without involving lay persons within its governance 
structure. The Cruelty to Animals Act 1876 made no provision 
for lay involvement, although having a non-scientist chair of the 
Advisory Committee served a bureaucratic purpose in that it 
encouraged scientists to render the discussion and conclusions 
in language more easily understood by the Home Office.5 Under 
ASPA, lay involvement was slightly expanded in the reformed 
Animal Procedures Committee, though it was not until the late 
1990s and the development of the Animal Welfare Ethical Review 
Board that a role for lay opinion was gradually institutionalised. 
The involvement of lay persons can be understood as a response 
to the democratic deficit within regulatory decision-making but 
it is also more than this in that it brings diverse perspectives to 
a problem that is at once scientific and societal. Perhaps we can 
build on that through a mechanism that would allow more sys-
tematic, and regular, public participation in the making as well 
as the application of regulation. This mechanism could include 
those voices and interests that are as yet too frequently excluded 
from the consensus upon which regulation and the animal research 
nexus rest. One possibility might be to adapt the model of the 
citizen assembly.6 Consisting of a representative group of ran-
domly selected citizens, the model of the assembly is specifically 
intended to address divisive and complex issues by providing time 
for engaged discussion and informed decisions to serve long-term 
societal interests. Given that perceptions of public concern appear 
to play a significant role in shaping regulation, a mechanism like 
a citizen assembly may facilitate more accurate tracking of the 
former through the latter, by including presently excluded interests 
such as abolitionist arguments. It would also empower a represent-
ative group of citizens to deliberate and inform the future direction 
or regulatory change within animal research.

Notes

1 Science and knowledge production can play a role in regulatory capture; 
see for instance, Andrea Saltelli et al., ‘Science, the Endless Frontier of 
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Subjugated love: aligning care with 
science in the history of laboratory 

animal research

Robert G. W. Kirk

Introduction

We are heirs to an ancient tradition that opposes the life of the mind 
to the life of the heart, and to a more recent one that opposes facts to 
values. Because science in our culture has come to exemplify ration-
ality and facticity, to suggest that science depends in essential ways 
upon highly specific constellations of emotions and values has the 
air of proposing a paradox … The ideal of scientific objectivity, as 
currently avowed, insists upon the existence and impenetrability of 
these boundaries. I will nonetheless claim that not only does science 
have what I will call a moral economy … certain forms of empiricism, 
quantification, and objectivity itself are not simply compatible with 
moral economies; they require moral economies.1

Where do laboratory animals come from? Where do our con-
temporary practices of laboratory animal care come from? These 
 questions are not meant in a practical or literal sense. Rather, they 
mean to ask where the concept of laboratory animals came from; 
where the ideas underpinning our approaches to animal care came 
from. Or more properly, when. This chapter takes a historical 
approach to answer these questions. In doing so, it argues that the 
social and material infrastructural framework that makes up and 
sustains the contemporary work of laboratory animal research 
must be thought of as historically situated: a product of its time 
and place. As such, the laboratory animal is, to a greater or lesser 
degree, an invention. An invention that has changed, can change, 
and will be subject to further change. From this perspective, the 
history of animal research can, therefore, not only deepen our 
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understanding of why current practices are as they are but also 
why they remain so and how, potentially, they may be changed.

Historical work is notoriously equivocal in its theoretical com-
mitments. History is not a science, but nor is it entirely an art. 
The historian’s impossible task is to understand the past on its 
own terms. Accordingly, historical research is imagined as being 
driven by empirical evidence from the past as opposed to theoreti-
cal hypotheses from the present. In practice, however, the past can 
only be read from the perspective of the present. Nothing is so 
antagonistic to cordial debate, or corrosive to the production of 
historical work, than asking historians to define precisely what – 
epistemologically speaking – historical knowledge is.2 Nevertheless, 
Jill Lepore summarises history well in writing that it ‘is the art of 
making an argument about the past by telling a story accountable 
to evidence’.3 One of the many challenges of collaborating across 
disciplines is building common ground; how does a discipline that 
often runs fast and loose with its theoretical commitments work 
with the social sciences where theory seemingly has a more promi-
nent role in driving research agendas? One approach is to insist 
on the historicity of knowledge. An example is Donna Haraway, 
whose work is shaped by a long career traversing and transform-
ing the humanities and social sciences in unexpected and innova-
tive ways, ways that are first and foremost attentive to history yet 
remain shaped and to a large part motivated by her early training in 
the biological sciences and later theoretical critical commitments.4 
Haraway writes that ‘Beings do not preexist their relatings’ as  
‘[t]here are no pre-constituted subjects and objects, and no single 
sources, unitary actors, or final ends’.5 Starting from this observa-
tion, and without discounting that the scientific use of animals has 
a longer history, this chapter argues that the ‘laboratory animal’ 
might best be understood as a product of the mid-twentieth century. 
Prior to the laboratory animal, animals were used for all manner 
of scientific purposes, but these animals were more often than 
not obtained from random sources, purchased from commercial 
markets with little interest in science and its needs.6 In contrast, 
the laboratory animal was conceived as a new form of life created 
for and of the laboratory, produced through new ways of relating 
embodied in new fields of knowledge (‘Laboratory Animal Science 
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and Medicine’), new social and material infrastructures and prac-
tices (requiring the reconfiguration and elevation of the status of the 
‘animal house’ relative to the ‘laboratory’), and new roles (such as 
the ‘animal technician’). The first and second sections below sketch 
the contours of these historical developments with a focus on the 
‘invention’ of the ‘laboratory animal’ and the ‘animal technician’ 
respectively. Fundamental to the success of this endeavour was 
the transformation of animal care from undeveloped and inexpert 
activity delegated to unskilled labour, to a new profession grounded 
in new scientific knowledge and technical practice. Animal care 
became animal technology.

Yet scientific objectivity, as the historian and philosopher 
Lorraine Daston reminds us, exemplifies ‘rationality and facticity’ 
in working to exclude emotions and other subjective values.7 The 
third, and final section, charts how the invention of the ‘laboratory 
animal’ and the ‘animal technician’ considerably expanded the 
elements that made up the animal research nexus and attempted 
to align the new whole to the service of science. As a technical 
practice, animal care was, and remains, premised on prioritising 
science as the objective framework for ordering the management 
of laboratory animals. In recent years, the social sciences have 
turned to investigating how animal care operates within the bio-
medical sciences, and how care for the animal has been connected 
to care for science, as well as how animal care in the laboratory 
can become entangled with care for the patient in the clinic.8 This 
work has begun to map how everyday working practices in animal 
laboratories operate through collective moral decisions that exceed 
a straightforward adherence to regulatory expectation.9 At the 
same time, work within the history and philosophy of science has 
examined how the ‘animal model’ and/or ‘model organism’ oper-
ates within experimental epistemology.10 In charting the historical 
origins of laboratory animals and animal technology, this chapter 
explores attempts to align animal care and husbandry with the per-
ceived needs of the epistemology of experimental science. It exam-
ines the challenge of managing subjective elements such as a feeling 
of love for animals, which simultaneously appeared essential to 
components of care, yet in resisting quantitative measurement and 
scientific standardisation seemingly had to be subjugated within 
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the rational discourse of animal technology. Subjugated, but 
never entirely erased. As such, laboratory animal care and animal 
research might therefore be productively understood as possessing 
what Daston describes as a moral economy of science, wherein 
objectivity is not simply compatible with subjective factors such as 
emotions and affect saturated relations, but dependent upon them. 
Laboratory animal care, as much as the laboratory animal itself, is 
therefore shown to be of and for the laboratory.

Inventing the ‘laboratory animal’

From the 1940s, a new field of expertise, ‘Laboratory Animal 
Science and Medicine’ (LASM), developed independently at mul-
tiple locations for initially localised reasons, before cohering at the 
national level and eventually becoming an internationally coor-
dinated programme. Conceived as an auxiliary specialism in the 
service of animal dependent biomedical research, proponents of 
LASM aimed to improve the quality and quantity of animals avail-
able to biomedical research.11 Conjoining ‘laboratory’ and ‘animal’ 
within the title of this new field emphasised the intent to create 
new and ‘sophisticated’ forms of life for, and of, the laboratory 
described at the time as being:

[d]eprived of their primitive naturalness; deprived, that is, as far as 
practicable of generic imprecision, disease, infestation, nutritional 
deficiency, and other stressful influences. They are animals whose 
sophistication implies removal of adulteration, corruption, perver-
sion and falsification.12

‘Science’ and ‘medicine’ were equally meaningful, indicating the 
methods and epistemological concerns by which these new sophis-
ticated animals were to be created. LASM sought to align the 
diagnostic and experimental use of animals (serving the needs of 
science) with a more clinical approach drawing on human and vet-
erinary therapeutic practice (serving the needs of animal welfare) 
whilst simultaneously rationalising the logistics of animal provision 
for biomedical research worldwide. Though closely related and pos-
sessive of the same end goal, scientific research and clinical medicine 



 Subjugated love  129

operate in distinctive ways, which can prove challenging to suc-
cessfully align.13 By drawing on heterogeneous and otherwise inde-
pendent forms of expertise, including genetics, ethology, pathology, 
microbiology, epidemiology, nutrition, veterinary medicine, and 
others, LASM positioned itself as a new auxiliary field managing 
the interface of the needs of experimental epistemology and those 
of animal welfare, ultimately working to improve the production, 
supply, and above all quality of laboratory animals. Now under-
stood as unique products of and for the laboratory, LASM tasked 
itself with establishing new, instrumentally orientated ways of relat-
ing to animals by making the experimental animal itself the object 
of scientific study. Ultimately this work invented a new form of life, 
the ‘laboratory animal’, by transforming spaces such as the ‘animal 
house’ from a place of little consideration or status to one governed 
by the same logics as the laboratory and therefore deserving of 
equal respect, prestige, and reward.

The Second World War provided a power stimulus to the forma-
tion of LASM by simultaneously disrupting the supply of animals 
for experimental research and heightening the importance of sci-
entific work through its contribution to the war effort. In Britain, 
for example, an unprecedented coalition of scientific organisations 
formed in 1942 under the banner of the ‘Conference on the Supply 
of Experimental Animals’ (CSEA) to call for state intervention 
to improve the quantity and quality of animals available.14 A. L. 
Bacharach, who chaired the CSEA and went on to oversee the 
implementation of its recommendations by the British Medical 
Research Council, believed post-war reconstruction should estab-
lish a national supply of animals for scientific research. Bacharach 
was an early British proponent of the importance of using geneti-
cally uniform laboratory animal populations that could serve as 
‘standard’ tools equivalent to the chemist’s litmus paper.15 By the 
1940s, however, Bacharach and others had realised that environ-
mental considerations were equally important to experimental 
outcomes.

Accordingly, one of the motivating concerns of LASM was to 
ensure that only purpose-bred animals of known environmental 
background were used for biomedical research. Reflecting on the 
challenge of bringing this about in 1947, Bacharach mused:
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The more I think of the phrase ‘experimental animals’, the less I 
like it … because the animals are not strictly speaking experimental, 
except in so far as they carry out experiments on the unfortunate 
people who try to produce and tend them! … [I]s not the phrase 
‘laboratory animals’ more accurate than the intended one?16

This was reflecting on more than a question of nomenclature. The 
preference for laboratory over experimental marked a symbolic 
break from the past. Whereas experimental defined the animal 
instrumentally, laboratory prioritised the animal’s material envi-
ronment and social relationships. In naming this new animal, 
and thereby the field that was to sustain it, Bacharach sought 
to emphasise its unique identity distinct from animals found in 
nature. Subsequently, as LASM established itself as a specialist, 
auxiliary, scientific field, the ‘laboratory animal’ crystallised as a 
historically and ontologically distinct form of life. The laboratory 
animal was simultaneously the product and object of scientific 
knowledge. The construction, production, maintenance, and care 
of laboratory animals was not, however, conducted primarily in 
the laboratory. Rather, it was the work of a newly re-imagined 
‘animal house’, elevated from sheds, basements, or similar other-
wise inconsequential places to a space designed for and governed 
by science.

In the early twentieth century, inbreeding mice and rats to create 
animals exhibiting similar responses to similar stimuluses began 
to be used to create ‘standardised’ experimental tools.17 However, 
using such purpose-bred animals was adhered to mostly in disci-
plines where it could not be avoided (such as genetics) and within 
institutions that were particularly well resourced (such as the 
National Institute of Medical Research in the UK). As late as the 
1950s, most animals used for experiential purposes were sourced 
from a commercial pet trade that had little understanding of, or 
interest in, science.18 Breeding animals in-house was difficult, labo-
rious, expensive, and risky due to the frequency of disease wiping 
out stocks, as well as the general dearth of knowledge as to best 
practice. Yet purchasing purpose-bred animals was near impossible 
due to the absence of scientifically literate commercial breeders. 
At the time, the culture of sourcing animals for experimental use 
was focused on obtaining animals in sufficient number because 
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demand exceeded supply. In a commercial market where demand 
outstripped production, the quality of animals was rarely consid-
ered because power lay in the hands of the supplier. Recognising 
that laboratories required large numbers of animals and were 
seemingly unconcerned by their quality, commercial breeders dis-
posed of animals that previously had no viable sale value (so-called 
‘wasters’) to the new and seemingly insatiable laboratory consumer. 
Laboratories had little choice but to prioritise quantity over the 
quality of their animals.

Reliance on a dysfunctional commercial market created numer-
ous problems, not least the common practice of having to source 
animals from anywhere they could be found for sale. Mixing 
animals from different breeders meant that the animal house 
brought together populations with varied and unknown microbial 
backgrounds. Infections tolerated in one population frequently 
caused illness in another, making disease outbreaks common. The 
consequent wasteful loss of animals to illness or controlled slaugh-
ter placed further pressure on an already unfit for purpose com-
mercial market. In sum, early twentieth-century laboratory animal 
houses struggled to maintain adequate stocks of animals, and stand-
ards of animal health were far from what desirable.

Widespread recognition of an urgent and growing problem 
with the provision of animals for science did not mean individual 
researchers were receptive to changing their ways of working. On 
the contrary, this was the norm and had come to be accepted. 
As late as the 1960s one commentator complained that, despite 
acknowledging that uncontrolled variables such as ectoparasites, 
endoparasites, protozoa, bacteria, and viruses posed challenges to 
the reliability of experiment, and the unexpected loss of animals 
prior to or during experiment due to ill-health frequently frus-
trated experiments, researchers thought of this problem as ‘of little 
moment’, preferring to work in ‘something of a fool’s paradise’ 
than to take action to improve the situation.19 Improving the 
quality of laboratory animals required a greater acknowledge-
ment of the significance that animal provision, as well as animal 
husbandry and care, had for experimental research. Hitherto, the 
work of the animal house had not previously been imagined as 
having any importance beyond making available animals as and 
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when  experimental work required them. Reimaging the work of 
the animal house as being integral to the work of the experimental 
laboratory required greater financial investment in animal houses 
as well as improved recognition and a change of social status for 
those who worked within them. Continuing to live in a ‘fool’s 
paradise’ was far preferable to facing the cultural and practical 
 implications that bringing about such changes entailed. Few were 
willing to accept without argument the transfer of already limited 
resources from the experimental  laboratory to animal house.

To overcome this and other barriers to change, much of the early 
work of LASM focused on establishing that reliable experimental 
science required animals of high ‘quality’ (quality being defined 
as a known standard of health).20 Ectoparasites, endoparasites, 
protozoa, bacteria, and viruses introduced uncontrolled variables 
into the experimental design that would, in today’s language, lead 
to problems with the validity and replicability of any outcomes. 
Epistemological concerns, however, were less persuasive than eco-
nomic arguments. Unexpected loss of animals during experiment 
from disease or otherwise inexplicable death had led to the common 
practice of using more animals for a given purpose than was oth-
erwise statistically necessary to obtain the desired results. This not 
only placed greater pressure on an already overstrained commercial 
market but had demonstrable economic consequences. The use 
of seemingly affordable randomly sourced animals of unknown 
backgrounds was not merely unscientific, it was grounded in a false 
economy. This approach made experimental work dependent on 
a commercial market where costs fluctuated uncontrollably, and 
action to improve the animal quality was impossible to enact. On 
the other hand, investment in purpose-bred animals, of known 
background, might appear more expensive at first but would con-
tribute to better controlled experiments. Moreover, improving 
quality and standards of health would require fewer animals to be 
used to obtain the same results. LASM argued that investment in 
the production of higher quality laboratory animals might prove 
costly in the short term but promised better science and economic 
savings in the long-term.

This argument gained momentum once placed with the wider 
context of mid-twentieth-century shifts in thinking about the role of 
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the nation state. LASM was keen to include the provision of labora-
tory animals within wider reforms that resulted from governments 
embracing an obligation to deliver improved social health and 
welfare for their citizens. In Britain, the founding of the National 
Health Service in 1948 established a new and significant economic 
burden on an already stretched economy. In the view of LASM, the 
national health and economy would be best served by state invest-
ment in laboratory animal provision because the ‘cost of laboratory 
animals, the cost of medical research, and the cost of maintaining 
the health of the population are in steeply ascending order of mag-
nitude’ meaning it would be wise to begin by improving ‘the cheap-
est end of the scale’.21 For most laboratories at the time, however, 
purpose-bred animals were not just prohibitively expensive but 
logistically beyond reach. Little systematic investigation had been 
done to establish how to produce and maintain large numbers of 
small animals, and even less was known as to how animal genetics, 
health, and other experience shaped the responses of animals under 
experiment. Accordingly, the invention of what one early pioneer of 
LASM named the ‘sophisticated’ laboratory animal required more 
than just investment in the animal house. It necessitated research 
into and the development of new knowledge, technologies, prac-
tices, skills, and approaches to breeding,  maintaining, and caring 
for animals. From a social and cultural perspective, it also called for 
the creation of a new profession, akin to a new human identity for 
those who worked in the animal house.

Inventing the animal technician

In 1952, Edward Joseph Fitzgerald, a member of the medical staff 
of the British Home Office tasked with the regulation of animal 
experimentation, reflected:

In the old days ‘Sarah Gamps’ were the only nurses in hospitals, and 
today trained nurses are indeed skilled people. My own personal view 
is that a similar raising of the standards of animal house attendants 
is highly desirable, not only in the interests of research but in meeting 
any criticism that may arise from the general public on the care of 
experimental animals.22
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Sarah Gamp, imagined by Charles Dickens and featuring in the novel 
Martin Chuzzlewit, was a well-known inept, untrained, and disinter-
ested caricature of a nurse prior to the late nineteenth- century trans-
formation of this role into a skilled profession. Portrayed as untidy, 
slapdash, and overly fond of gin, Gamp was as much a moral indict-
ment of the lower classes as she was a criticism of past approaches 
to the care of the sick.23 Under the Cruelty to Animals Act (1876), 
British law regulated scientific experimentation providing no mandate 
for intervening into the animal house. Nevertheless, Home Office 
inspectors frequently made recommendations on the proper approach 
to husbandry and care in the animal house, having become informal 
experts on best practice due to their ability to contrast approaches 
taken in different institutions. In drawing on the unflattering character 
of Sarah Gamp, Fitzgerald was tacitly critiquing existing standards of 
care within the animal house and encouraging the professionalisation 
of animal care on the model of modern nursing.

Prior to the 1940s, animal care was an unimportant role 
delegated to whomever happened to have time available, often 
‘unskilled workers such as porters and janitors’.24 Reform would 
be challenging, not least because it necessitated rebalancing the 
relative standing of the animal house and laboratory and improv-
ing the status of those who worked within the former to something 
similar to that of the latter. It would also require the development 
and introduction of new skillsets grounded in new knowledge to 
underpin a new profession:

The training and status of animal attendants require attention. At 
present they are usually drawn from relatively low grade labour and 
their prospect for advancement is small. If the quality and quantity of 
experimental animals are to be improved, this state of affairs cannot 
continue. In the course of their training all biological laboratory tech-
nicians should spend a proportion of their time in the animal houses, 
so they acquire familiarity with the rules of good animal husbandry 
and are competent to care for animals under experiment in their 
departments. The status and therefore pay of regular animal attend-
ants should be comparable with those of laboratory technicians.25

As with the invention of the laboratory animal, naming this new 
profession was considered critically important. Hitherto, there had 
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been no attempt to standardise animal house labour; workers were 
variously referred to as ‘attendants’, ‘keepers’, ‘caretakers’, and 
‘curators’ (smaller institutions sometimes included the work within 
the remit of the janitors). In an effort to mark a break from the 
past and emphasise the professional and skilled nature of the new 
profession, these terms were abandoned in favour a new title: the 
‘animal technician’. The language of technician evoked the intended 
transformation of animal care from inexpert largely affective 
labour to a skilled technical profession grounded in science on a par 
with the laboratory technician who assisted experimental work. As 
one contemporary explained, this was the ‘day of the specialist’ and 
therefore ‘[p]roperly cared for animals were attendant upon prop-
erly cared for and trained Technicians who were not just muckers 
out of animal cages’.26 Animal technology was imagined as a field, 
membership of which would bring the pride and status accorded 
to any professional occupation. Accordingly, professional organi-
sations were established. In 1950, the British Animal Technicians 
Association formed to advance ‘the modern view of the status of the 
animal house and its staff’ and to ‘ensure that the enhanced prestige 
of animal technicians is justified by their professional standards’.27

Professionalising animal care required ‘a system of training 
men and women for the job’, capable of embedding new skilled 
and technical forms of labour into biomedical working cultures.28 
Establishing animal technology as a profession, and ensuring ‘the 
care of animals on a real understanding of their needs’, was an 
essential component of the wider trend to make the laboratory 
animal itself an object of scientific study.29 The goal was to stand-
ardise all activity within the animal house to ensure the produc-
tion  and maintenance of healthy animals suitable for controlled 
scientific experiment. Aligning labour in the animal house to better 
serve that of the laboratory assumed that animal care should be 
grounded in objective standards derived from the scientific study 
of laboratory animals. This approach lent itself to education, 
qualification through examination, and ultimately centred concern 
on the material practice and infrastructure of the animal house. 
Care became a matter of learning to properly manage matter. For 
example, one early guide to animal technology emphasised that 
a ‘clean and tidy animal house is the hall-mark of a good animal 
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 technician’ because it reflected an ordered approach governed by 
due attention to animal health.30 Where animals were sourced 
externally, new regimes of stock management were introduced to 
minimise the risk of latent infection entering the animal house. 
Specialist technologies such as disinfectant footbaths and the 
routine use of autoclaves were developed, alongside new standards 
of personal and environment cleanliness. The prominence of atten-
tion to cage design, animal foodstuff, bedding, and environmental 
controls illustrate how ‘skilled’ animal care was institutionalised 
through practices and infrastructure which, in being material, could 
be rendered into and represented as objective standards.

Efforts to create and maintain animals of known pathogenic 
background, or Specific Pathogen Free (SPF) animals, are indica-
tive of the trend to transform animal care into a technical practice. 
New hygiene regimes, coupled with rigorous decontamination 
practices and architectural innovation, remodelled the boundaries 
of the animal house to serve as robust physical barriers. The known 
microbial ecology within the animal house was thereby separated 
from the unknown pathogen filled environment without. Innovative 
surgical techniques combined biology with engineering to enable 
the routine production of ‘germ free’ animals – organisms entirely 
separated from microscopic and parasitic life. The womb of preg-
nant females was surgically removed before birth, decontaminated 
and transferred into a sterilised mechanical isolator, within which 
progeny were surgically released and reared by hand (if first genera-
tion) or by foster parents (if second generation or later). Animals 
could be maintained in a germ-free state or exposed to an environ-
ment of known microbial ecology to create ‘clean’ animals free of 
specified pathogens. Producing and maintaining clean, microbially 
defined animals transformed the skillsets required by the animal 
technician as well as the material infrastructure that made up the 
animal house, reshaping animal care into a technical practice.

Work to professionalise animal care, improve the laboratory 
animal and raise the status of the animal house did not go uncon-
tested. In 1968 Peter Medawar, Nobel laureate and early advocate 
of improved standards of laboratory animal care, reflected on how 
critics and supporters alike recognised the new animals as marking 
a significant break from the past.
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Before its principles could be adopted, elder statesmen in the world of 
medical biology had to be re-assured that pathogen-free animals were 
not in some way abnormal or unrepresentative, and therefore liable 
to give misleading results. Today we are more inclined to think that 
it was the animals they worked on that were abnormal, and (what is 
worse) abnormal in unknown ways … the SPF revolution is simply 
raising the general level of hygiene from nineteenth- to twentieth-
century standard … we are now in fact doing for laboratory animals 
what has been done for human beings over the past 100 years.31

In subsequent years, as the use of SPF animals became established 
as the expected standard of health, attention turned to the ecologi-
cal interdependence of all aspects of the animal house. The work 
of maintaining secure microbial environments was a collective 
endeavour, which placed ever greater emphasis on connections 
and interdependence. Maintaining the personal hygiene of the indi-
vidual animal technician was as important as policing the health of 
animals, producing an increasingly ecological framing of the animal 
house.

Alongside the biological and material considerations, social and 
cultural considerations formed part of the emerging ecological 
vision of the animal house and its working relations. Early advo-
cates of LASM were keen to elevate the status of animal care to be 
considered equal in prestige and importance to the experimental 
work of the laboratory, arguing that the

animal house may be considered either as a subdivision of the labo-
ratory or as a complementary department. In the first case, there is 
often a tendency for the most junior laboratory technician to be 
posted to the animal house. Those who show no particular promise 
remain there indefinitely … The more ambitious technician looks 
forward to his return to the laboratory, where alone he sees a reason-
able future. Thus the animal house attracts nobody and retains only 
the less ambitious or competent members of staff. In the second case, 
the animal house is regarded as a complementary department, where 
duties and promotion run parallel with the laboratory. Hence animal 
technology offers a career alternative to laboratory technology, and 
fully as satisfying … If it is true that good experiments demand 
good animals (and who can doubt this?) then the latter arrangement 
offers every advantage over the former … The old idea of staffing the 
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animal house with men and women who are not considered fit to be 
trained as laboratory technicians should be abandoned as wasteful, 
inefficient and obsolete.32

As Medawar alluded to above, work to convince the ‘elder states-
men in the world of medical biology’ that new approaches to 
laboratory animals, their care, and the status of their careers, was 
appropriate, took time. Reasons for resistance were many and 
varied. While few doubted that ‘good experiments demand good 
animals’, the meaning of ‘good’ was open to dispute. Any argument 
that the cheap animals and ad hoc approach to animal care that 
had been used for years were inadequate for experimental science 
going forwards risked casting doubt on the validity of the work of 
the past. There was also the economic cost of new practices, which 
was often substantial. A significant challenge to change, however, 
was epistemological, relating to a lingering concern that the work 
of the animal house was not, and could not be, entirely transformed 
into a scientifically grounded technical practice. Some aspects of 
animal care appeared to resist codification into rational, objec-
tive, and measurable standards, posing a more conceptual barrier 
to fully integrating the work of the animal house with that of the 
laboratory.

Beyond objectivity: care and the moral economy of 
animal technology

Animal health could be rendered tangible, measurable. Health, as 
the marker of quality in laboratory animals allowed the standardi-
sation of labour in the animal house. Bacteria, viruses, and other 
pathogens and parasites could be identified, rendered visible, and 
thereby controlled though new technologies and ways of working. 
The physical and infrastructural environment of the animal house 
could be similarly studied and adjusted to provide optimal tem-
perature, humidity, and comfort to enable laboratory animals to 
thrive. Studies of laboratory animals’ nutritional needs produced 
standardised diets available all-year round that were no longer 
dependent on seasonal production of foodstuffs. These and other 
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new ways of working allowed animal care to be formalised, com-
municated, taught, learned, and assessed. In this way, labour in the 
animal house could be aligned with experimental science and its 
commitment to objectivity. Nevertheless, some aspects of animal 
care resisted efforts to objectify them as technical practices because 
elements of their practice evaded representation in language. 
Methods of handling animals, for example, struggled to rationalise 
the immaterial, affective considerations that were essential to avoid 
causing distress.

Unlike practices related to improving health and hygiene, which 
mapped relatively easily onto technical and material factors such 
as cage design and cleanliness, physical interaction between animal 
technicians and laboratory animals was challenging to standardise. 
As one commentator explained, the ‘proper method of handling 
animals could not be taught by lecturing or learned by reading … the 
most satisfactory method of teaching is by practical demonstration, 
and of learning by constant practice’.33 Success relied on an emo-
tional attunement of human to animal, performed through shared 
responsiveness and learned in large part by shared experience built 
over time. In a sense, it was an intimate relationship that could only 
be understood in the doing. While species-appropriate approaches 
to handling animals could be communicated in writing and through 
illustration, some aspects nonetheless escaped these forms of com-
munication.34 Animal handling necessitated a tactile and subjective 
feeling for the animal that was equally attentive and responsive to 
the feeling of the animal toward the handler. Handling revealed the 
immaterial, affective factors that underpinned good animal care and 
consistently supervened in attempts to standardise and rationalise 
the work of the animal house.

The use of physical tools such as ‘[f]orceps or leather gloves’ to 
minimise the subjective factors involved in handling were found to 
undermine the relationship upon which animal care depended.35 In 
part, this was for practical reasons as gloves reduced physical sensi-
tivity and thus the ability to sense whether one was using too much 
or too little pressure when holding an animal. However, forceps, 
gloves and other mechanical implements were also found to agitate 
the animal in a way that human touch appropriately deployed 
would not. Moreover, feeling for the animal that developed through 
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the shared experience of intimate handling was productive. Regular 
handling was essential to creating ‘docile’ laboratory animals 
as familiarity was found to discourage feelings of ‘insecurity’ in 
animals, providing that the animal technician was ‘relaxed’ and 
‘approached the animal with quiet confidence’.36 On the other hand: 
‘Improper handling may result in injury to the animal, to the techni-
cian himself, or, most of all, to the animal-man relationship’ that 
was vital to animal care.37 Arguably, more than activity within the 
animal house, handling revealed highly specific, albeit illusive, 
constellations of affective experience and emotion, which resisted 
alignment with the scientific ideal of objectivity. Furthermore, as 
one influential guide to animal technology explained, the ‘impor-
tance of handling animals in the correct manner cannot be over-
rated’ because it sustained the positive human–animal relationship 
upon which good animal care depended.38 Handling was crucial 
to animal care and in being so, demonstrated the critical role that 
subjective elements played within the moral economy of animal 
research.

In contrast to the laboratory, where the subjective factors were 
expunged from published reports of experimental science, the affect 
and the human–animal relationship haunted animal technology 
literature. Animal technology discourse adopted technical language 
whenever possible, yet subjective elements nonetheless supervened 
because affective and often unsayable experience was recognised to 
be an essential component of good animal care. Animal technol-
ogy’s aspiration to objective representation was thereby diluted 
through the necessity of acknowledging its dependence on sub-
jective experience. One consequence of this tension was greater 
prominence of the language of emotion alongside anecdotal and ill-
defined knowledge within animal technology literature to capture 
the role of affective relationships and other qualities that could not 
be easily measured, rendered tangible, or made certain.

A prominent example was reports of suspected correlations 
between changes in human personnel and the health or behaviour 
of animals within the animal house. In one instance, the absence of 
an animal technician led to an otherwise healthy colony experienc-
ing numerous sudden animal deaths that could not be explained 
biologically but ceased on the return of the usual animal technician 
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from their holiday.39 In another, routine monitoring of growth rates 
revealed unexplained yet consistent cycles where weekly growth 
slowed or reversed over the weekend. Such observations saw animal 
technology discourse switch registers from quantitative to qualita-
tive evidence:

If one visits the animal house in the evening, and one stands outside 
the door of the mouse room, the commotion going on inside is con-
siderable, much greater than during the day … If one enters the room, 
the commotion dies down … it seems that the presence of human 
activity depresses murine activity, so that the mice keep quiet and 
grow fat.40

The author was apologetic in offering such a ‘rash’ observation and 
acknowledged that ‘presence’ pushed at the limit of what could be 
accepted as a tangible scientific object. Yet it was the fact that such 
observations were difficult to align with science that indicated their 
importance. Anecdote, alongside ill-defined reference to emotion 
and experience, provided a partial explanation for phenomena 
that would otherwise be left unknown and invisible yet neverthe-
less were essential to animal care. In this way, the human–animal 
relationship marked the limits of technical discourse, indicating that 
some elements of animal care lay beyond the calculable.

Animal technology aimed to professionalise care by making 
the activities of the animal house ‘more of a science and less of a 
craft’.41 Yet animal care required qualitative elements that were 
akin to craft-like practices not easily reduced to standardised, 
technical, and quantitative discourse. Handling was one amongst 
several areas where subjective qualities supervened within other-
wise objective language. For instance, a 1945 report recommended 
 improvements to laboratory animal provision in Britain by increas-
ing the ‘employment of women, who have a particular aptitude for 
the care of animals and are in some ways more reliable than men 
for this work’.42 Why women were more ‘reliable’ and in what form 
their superior ‘aptitude’ presented itself was unexplained and there-
fore may be taken to be widely accepted. Perhaps, the perceived 
association was less an essence possessed by women than an imag-
ined orientation akin to a ‘feeling for the organism’.43 Aptitude, 
in this example, would therefore involve adopting a situated 
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 positioning of remaining open to the non-human other, of listening 
and nurturing shared understanding through affect, attention, and 
familiarity. Arguably, by leaving the nature of this aptitude unde-
fined, the 1945 recommendations asserted its importance while 
protecting its integrity as a subjective component of animal care.

Haraway’s claim that ‘response-able’ relating requires a ‘feeling 
for the organism’ resonates with the 1945 association of a ‘particu-
lar aptitude for the care of animals’ with being ‘more reliable’. For 
Haraway, ‘response-able’ relating operates in registers others than 
those of calculation because:

mattering is always inside connections that demand and enable 
response, not bare calculations or ranking. Response … grows with 
the capacity to respond, that is responsibility. Such a capacity can 
be shaped only in and for multidirectional relationships, in which 
always more than one responsive entity is in the process of becoming. 
That means … animals as workers in labs, animals in all their worlds, 
are response-able in the same sense as people are; that is, responsibil-
ity is a relationship crafted in intra-action through which entities, 
subjects and objects come into being. People and animals in labs are 
both subjects and objects to each other in ongoing intra-action.44

Haraway’s use of intra-action highlights a critical presupposition: it 
is not that things pre-exist relationships, rather they emerge through 
performative interactions – things made in the doing and therefore 
situated within specific historical times and places. From this per-
spective, the performance of care becomes an act of shared becom-
ing. Within the animal house, boundaries are indeterminate and new 
forms of life, human and non-human, in relating creatively consti-
tute one another. Such relations involve radically different positions 
of power and varying degrees to influence. However, inequalities of 
power and other disparities are not barriers to responsible relating. 
Rather, they are the condition of possibility for reasonable-able care. 
In the absence of difference, there would be no imperative to care.45

The suggestion that animal technologists and laboratory animals 
shape each other in their relating appears in early guides to man-
agement of the animal house. For instance, the second and much 
enlarged 1957 edition of The UFAW Handbook on the Care and 
Management of Laboratory Animals explained that:
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With every species the human attendant who is prepared to lavish 
care on his charges and makes determined efforts to make pets of 
them is an essential ingredient to success. An unsympathetic man 
will drive the best of animals into a vicious circle of suspicion and 
moroseness.46

In this way, efforts to define the desirable characteristics of the 
ideal ‘animal technician’ contended with the limits of the ability 
of language to capture and express qualities that chafed with the 
objective aspiration of scientific discourse. When animal technology 
approached such points, the calculative, rational, and objective lan-
guage of science gave way to anecdotal description and sometimes, 
as in this example, direct reference to emotion:

One little recognised factor in the care of animals is a genuine love 
for them. This should not be confused with the maudlin sentimen-
tality of the antivivisection faction. Neither should it be assumed 
that an unintelligent love is sufficient; it is rather an understanding 
of animals to the extent that one recognises their happiness under 
certain  conditions … so important is this love of animals factor that 
it might well be placed at the head of the list of requirements for a 
good animal man.47

Here, the capacity for ‘intelligent love’ took precedence over tech-
nical competence in determining the ability of an individual to 
perform good animal care. The unasked and therefore unanswered 
question as to how one could meaningfully assess intelligent love, 
or how it could be distinguished from other less intelligent forms of 
love, illustrates the challenges that laboratory animal care posed to 
scientific discourse. Such was the importance of this affective orien-
tation that had qualities such as ‘intelligent love’ proved compatible 
with scientific epistemology then the role of the animal ‘technician’ 
could well have been ‘animal carer’ or perhaps even ‘animal lover’. 
One approach at translating the affective qualities of animal care 
into an objective language involved a quantitative approach to a 
taxonomy of human personality. Drawing on recent psychological 
innovations such as personality testing, animal care was distilled 
into fifteen core behavioural and psychological traits ranging from 
‘self-confidence’ through ‘quality of work’ to ‘communication with 
others’, ‘respect for authority’, ‘sense of humour’ and the ever 
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 illusive ‘attitude to animals’.48 Despite all intents, scoring each trait 
on a scale of one to seven still turned on subjective judgement. In 
practice, the assessment of ‘aptitude’ for animal care was left to the 
discretion of the senior animal technician. Those with experience, 
through virtue of possession of an aptitude for animal care, could 
be trusted to recognise it in others. If one had it, one knew it when 
one saw it in others.

Explicit attempts to translate the subjective to objective within 
animal care, to measure the immeasurable, reveal the invisible 
or make material the immaterial were unusual. More typically, 
the subjective elements of animal care supervened within animal 
technology in the form of being referenced yet not explained. The 
author of the discussion of human presence quoted earlier, for 
instance, almost shamefully diminished their own observation by 
dismissing it as being ‘not particularly original’ and moving quickly 
on to:

introduce the next topic; one which is of urgent interest to all users 
of laboratory animals. This is the problem of cage design which … 
can only be satisfactorily solved by properly conducted studies of 
behaviour.49

Such a shift in register to studying the ‘physical environment and 
the physical response of the animal’ was characteristic of animal 
technology in reaching for the certainty of the calculable. Cage 
design could be studied scientifically, the consequences assessed and 
species specific standards established and communicated though the 
emerging professional journals of animal technology. The Animal 
Technicians Association’s early training syllabus expected exami-
nees to understand the ‘merits and limitations of conventional and 
modern materials for cages and equipment’ and qualifications were 
created that enhanced the status of the new profession.50 In this way 
animal care could be rendered calculable and presented in a tech-
nical discourse that seemingly aligned the ways of working in the 
animal house with the scientific expectations of the experimental 
laboratory. Consequently, the emotional and affective components 
of animals were increasingly subjugated within animal technology 
discourse – but never entirely erased. Animal care relied on a moral 
economy and its early practitioners knew this. One might subjugate 
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the role played by love in the day-to-day work of animal technology 
but as one commentator reminded the reader: ‘Emotion is bound to 
creep into any discussion of relations between animals and man … 
To ignore it is unrealistic, and to be ashamed of it unnecessary; but 
it should not be allowed to cloud our reason, any more than any 
other emotion’.51

Conclusion

Today, all animal research within an institution is generally co-
located within a Biological Services Facility, which integrates the 
former animal house and laboratory under one standardised organ-
isational system. To an extent this transition realises the vision of 
mid-twentieth-century LASM, albeit largely in the form of material 
infrastructure and institutional organisation. The historical legacy 
of animal house and laboratory haunts the modern Biological 
Services Facility, wherein the animal technician (responsible for 
care and routine management of animals) and scientist form part 
of the whole – colleagues whose status is equally valued yet still 
sometimes hierarchically divided in status, reward, and visibility. 
Work to further improve these ‘intra-actions’, particularly that ori-
entated toward overcoming remaining barriers to communication 
and understanding across different roles, is a key driver of early 
twenty-first-century emphasis on the ‘culture of care’.52

This chapter provides a historical outline of the contours of 
mid-twentieth-century animal research at a moment of significant 
change. Following the disruption of the Second World War, efforts 
to improve the quantity and quality of animals available to scientific 
research established what can be thought of as the conditions that 
made the world of twenty-first-century animal research possible. 
Improving the provision of animals for experimental work was 
achieved by transitioning animal research to the use of purpose-
bred ‘sophisticated’ laboratory animals. These new and unique 
forms of life marked a rupture with the past as they possessed a 
known genetic and environment history, making them a more reli-
able tool for controlled experiment. This involved the formation of 
a new multi-disciplinary scientific specialism, LASM, that fostered 
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the new knowledge on the production, provision, management, and 
care of laboratory animals, as well as the professionalisation and 
transformation of animal care into animal technology. This work 
was as much an outcome of political, social, and cultural interven-
tions as it was the product of a new, applied scientific specialism. 
The invention of the animal technician, as an example, illustrates 
how LASM contributed to change across the interconnected regis-
ters of knowledge, material infrastructure, and social relations that 
made up the animal research nexus.

Aligning the work and status of the animal house with that 
of the laboratory required the former to reimage its activities to 
reflect the epistemological expectations of the latter. This involved 
imposing rationality and facticity upon animal care whilst erasing 
subjective elements in line with what Daston has described as the 
‘tradition that opposes the life of the mind to the life of the heart 
and … opposes facts to values’.53 Animal care as technical practice 
tended toward separating human from animal. Animal technology 
sought  to standardise the relationship about objective controls to 
ensure that the animal technician and laboratory animal behaved 
the same regardless of the individual human or animal occupying 
the role. This was the objective ideal at the heart of the vision of 
animal technology. Yet working relations within the animal house 
repeatedly challenged this goal. Few who worked with animals 
could deny the importance of subjective factors in the delivery of 
good animal care. One way to think of this tension is to understand 
the performance of animal care as ‘implosive’ in the sense that it 
tended to collapse boundaries.54 Which is to suggest that thinking 
about animal research as nexus highlights how the doing of working 
with animals persistently challenges the very categories, boundaries, 
and orderings that are assumed to be necessary for success. Or, to 
think with Daston, we can recognise animal research as an example 
par excellence of a moral economy of science wherein objectiv-
ity is not simply compatible with subjective values but could not 
succeed without them. Perhaps if we found ways to engage more 
openly with the role of subjective elements within animal research 
this would serve to further integrate the two interdependent areas of 
work whilst also transforming professional and public understand-
ing and enhancing what we now call the culture of care. Haraway 
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reminds us that subjugated knowledge is ‘savvy to the modes of 
denial through repression, forgetting, and disappearing acts’ and 
therefore engaging with it can ‘promise more adequate, sustained, 
objective accounts of the world’.55 The question asked here, but not 
answered, is whether love for animals should continue to be sub-
jugated within the moral economy of animal dependent scientific 
research.
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Culturing care in animal research

Beth Greenhough and Emma Roe

Introduction

Since 2015 the concept of a ‘culture of care’ has become increasingly 
prominent within animal research. It is promoted by regulators of 
animal research in the UK1 and widely recognised as being instru-
mental to improving the welfare of both staff and animals in animal 
research facilities, and to the quality of the science  produced.2 
At the same time it is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, 
and uncertainties remain as to ‘[h]ow can a culture of care be 
defined, what does it look like in institutions where it is function-
ing well, and what factors enable or constrain its development?’3 
Furthermore, animal research regulation and guidance emphasises 
the importance of caring for the animal and identifies strategies 
to support this (e.g., training, distributing responsibilities to those 
with competence), but often overlooks the care of facility staff – a 
growing concern for many who work in this sector.4 Alongside 
internal tensions and uncertainties around what constitutes a good 
culture of care within animal facilities are further tensions between 
those who accept animal research as necessary for the advancement 
of medical and scientific research, and those outside these organisa-
tions for whom the very idea of cultures of care in animal research 
is an anathema (see Giraud, Chapter 8).

Many of those writing on a ‘culture of care’, ourselves included, 
have sought to emphasise the complex and multi-faceted nature 
of care in animal research: it can include care for the animals used 
in the research (often seen as synonymous with animal welfare), 
but also the need to care for those working with them (care for 
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staff and colleagues), a commitment to the broader scientific and 
institutional objectives and standards they pursue (care for the 
science), and, occasionally, care for those who may benefit from 
the research in the future.5 Concurrently, animal research profes-
sionals and advocacy organisations are developing initiatives aimed 
at better defining the culture of care and advising research settings 
and establishments on how best to promote a culture of care. For 
some, the institutional ethical review board, or as it is known in 
the UK, the Animal Welfare and Ethics Board (AWERB) can play a 
key role.6 For others, guidelines and benchmarks offer insight into 
the multiple dimensions constituting a culture of care, from insti-
tutional level initiatives to interpersonal relations,7 while training 
programmes offer an opportunity to promote the need for a culture 
of care amongst those with a licence to practice animal research.8

This chapter provides an overview of the different ways in which 
care finds meaning within the practises of regulation, institutional 
management, and daily animal caretaking within animal research. 
It seeks to understand what care looks like in practice from the 
perspective of those working in animal research facilities. How do 
different individuals interpret their responsibilities to support and 
develop a culture of care under the Animals (Scientific Procedures) 
Act 1986 (ASPA), which regulates UK animal research (see also 
Chapters 1 and 10)? How is this reflected in the ways these indi-
viduals talk about their work, the way they feel about that work, 
and the things they do to try to provide good care? How is the 
capacity of those occupying different roles within an animal facility 
to deliver good care both enabled and restricted by broader insti-
tutional infrastructures and governance practices, as well as by the 
social relations between members of staff, and between staff and the 
animals they work with?

The chapter begins by outlining our methodology, and then 
turns to locate the increasing interest in the ‘culture of care’ in 
animal research in the UK and internationally, before examin-
ing the roles played by physical infrastructure, governance, and 
human–human and human–animal relations in facilitating and/or 
restricting a culture of care. Finally, by way of conclusion, it sug-
gests that in addition to the harm–benefit analysis that informs the 
formal licensing of animal research procedures, there is also a form 
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of harm–care analysis within animal research facilities, through 
which those working there negotiate tensions and pressures in their 
day-to-day work.

Methodology

Our evidence comes primarily from a series of in-depth interviews 
with seven junior animal technologists9 (those who provide day-
to-day care for laboratory animals), conducted between 2013 and 
2015.10 We focused on this group as we wanted to understand 
how, at the beginning of their careers, our participants learned to 
care for, and cared about, the animals they worked with. More 
specifically we were able to chart how these individuals adapted 
to their institutions’ culture of care, as their narratives shifted 
from elucidating a broadly felt ‘love of animals’ towards recount-
ing specific actions (derived from their growing knowledge of the 
species they work with and institutional animal welfare protocols) 
as  illustrative of providing particular forms of care. We became 
attuned  to the stories they told of us of relationships they built 
up with the animals in their care, and reflected on what these in 
turn might tell us about how care takes place in animal research 
facilities. These interviews were then analysed using the NVivo12 
coding software to extract key themes and patterns in the data 
through allocating specific codes, of which the most frequently used 
(highest number of occurrences) concerned care, emotions, animal 
suffering, and communication. Throughout this chapter we use 
quotations from these interviews and extracts from our fieldwork 
diaries to illustrate how these key themes emerged within our data, 
arguing these in turn evidence different aspects and understandings 
of a culture of care. We also spent time as participant observers in 
animal research facilities and at professional meetings and events, 
and we interviewed twelve other key stakeholders in the animal 
research community to better understand the wider context within 
which our junior animal technologists were working. All inter-
views were conducted with the informed consent of participants, 
and all the names referred to in the text are pseudonyms to protect 
the identity of interviewees.11
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We supplement the above with interview and participant obser-
vation material from the wider Animal Research Nexus Programme 
(2017–23), and with material from our readings of regulations, 
guidelines, and academic and professional publications (identified 
through our ongoing engagement with stakeholders) that discuss 
the culture of care, in particular where these speak to changes in the 
understanding of the culture of care over time. Before examining 
our findings in more detail, we will next set the scene by exploring 
the ways in which the culture of care is being defined in professional 
guidance within the animal research community, and the extent to 
which this is echoed by emerging social science research on how 
care is conceived of and practised in animal research.

Culturing care in animal research

Today, within the animal research community, the culture of care 
is increasingly recognised as a complex and multi-faceted concept. 
Reviewing recent guidelines as part of an exercise to develop a new 
culture of care training resource, we identified a range of differ-
ent qualities that stakeholders suggest are key to developing and 
sustaining a good culture of care (see Table 6.1). These take into 
account the need to develop a shared institutional vision of a culture 
of care, strong leadership that effectively communicates, supports, 
and promotes it, as well as the need for all staff to respect different 
roles and understand how their actions shape others’ working lives, 
and therefore to be able to take and share responsibility for facility-
wide animal and staff welfare.

These lists and accounting exercises provide a good sense of what 
a culture of care might involve, and go some way towards suggest-
ing how this might be achieved in practice.12 As social scientists, 
however, our key concern in this chapter is to reflect on how these 
measures shape and respond to how care takes place in the animal 
facility, enabling, but also sometimes constraining, different forms 
and expressions of care, with implications for animal and staff well-
being. We are interested in how normative understandings of care, 
welfare, and wellbeing emerge: who is expected to do emotional 
care-work, who is expected to cope, and who is expected to be 
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Table 6.1 What makes a good culture of care?

Strong leadership: Senior management are committed to developing 
and promoting a culture of care, responsible animal use, the 3Rs, and 
animal welfare. An expectation of high standards with respect to the 
legal, welfare, 3Rs, and ethical aspects of the use of animals, operated, 
endorsed, and resourced at all levels throughout the establishment. 
Senior management and leadership champion their institution’s culture 
of care values and recognise and support caring practices.

A shared institutional culture of care: A common set of values and 
standards, which is communicated, understood, and implemented 
across all parts of the establishment, and that is reflected in the 
condition of the animals, working environment, and all relevant 
documentation.

Commitment to animal care and welfare and the 3Rs: A commitment to 
and proactive implementation of good experimental design, good care, 
and the 3Rs. Dedication to a learning culture and the regular review 
and improvement of policies and processes to strive towards higher 
standards of animal welfare.

Commitment to staff care and welfare: A commitment to fostering 
a culture of inclusivity and mutual support where staff demonstrate 
empathy and understanding towards each other and appropriate 
mechanisms are in place to support staff well-being. Demonstrable 
respect for differing ethical perspectives on animal use.

Recognition of both shared and individual responsibility: An effective 
operational structure with clear roles, responsibilities, and tasks in which 
animal technologists and care staff, named persons (NVS, NACWO, 
NIO, NTCO),* trainers, and assessors are listened to and their work 
supported throughout the establishment. Roles and responsibilities with 
respect to developing a culture of care are clearly defined and visible. 
There is a recognition of shared responsibility (without loss of individual 
responsibility) towards animal care, welfare, and use.

Training, competence, and continuing professional development: A 
robust framework for training on aspects of animal care and use, plus 
assessment of competence, together with recognition of the importance 
of continuing professional development for all staff, and with adequate 
opportunities and resources provided. Engagement with the latest 
developments in animal welfare science and experimental design. The 
importance of compliance is understood and effected.

Recognising and rewarding good practice: Programmes recognise 
achievements in the 3Rs and care excellence.
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able to handle the suffering of both themselves and the humans and 
animals they work with? We can see in the developments within 
nursing and medical education a growing sense that staff care, and 
conversations around care, coping, and suffering are starting to be 
handled differently, reflecting an awareness of the hidden culture 

Empowered staff: Creation of an environment where staff at all 
levels throughout the organisation are respected, listened to, and feel 
empowered to come forward with any concerns or suggestions they 
have to improve animal care.

Empowerment of animal welfare oversight committees: Effective and 
well-supported ethical review of scientific work undertaken with a 
thoughtful and rational approach.

Good communication: Mechanisms to support open communication 
and collaboration between different research programmes, teams, and 
staff at all levels.

Commitment to openness and honesty about animal use both internally 
and in the public domain.

Commitment to take a culture of care into account when working with 
those outside the organisation. Mechanisms to ensure that standards 
at animal suppliers, contracted organisations, couriers, and research 
partners nationally and internationally are consistent with the good 
practice that is implemented in-house.

* NVS (Named Veterinary Surgeon); NACWO (Named Animal Care and Welfare 
Officer); NIO (Named Information Officer); NTCO (Named Training and 
Competency Officer)

Sources: This table is adapted from Sally Robinson et al., ‘The European 
Federation of the Pharmaceutical Industry and Associations’ Research and Animal 
Welfare Group: Assessing and Benchmarking “Culture of Care” in the Context of 
Using Animals for Scientific Purpose’, Laboratory Animals, 54.5 (2019), 421–432, 
DOI: 10.1177/0023677219887998; European Commission, A Working Document 
on Animal Welfare Bodies and National Committees to Fulfil the Requirements 
under the Directive (Brussels: European Commission, 2014); LASA and RSPCA, 
Guiding Principles on Good Practice for Animal Welfare and Ethical Review 
Bodies, 3rd edn, 2015; Penny Hawkins and Thomas Bertelsen, ‘3Rs-Related and 
Objective Indicators to Help Assess the Culture of Care’, Animals, 9.11 (2019), 
969, DOI: /10.3390/ani9110969; M Brown et al., ‘Culture of Care: Organizational 
Responsibilities’, in Management of Animal Care and Use Programs in Research, 
Education, and Testing, ed. by Robert H. Weichbrod, Gail A. (Heidbrink) 
Thompson, and John N. Norton, 2nd edn (Boca Raton: Taylor & Francis, 2018).

Table 6.1 (continued)
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that lies behind medical education practices.13 To what extent is 
there also a hidden culture within animal research?

In opening up the question of how care is conceptualised as a 
practice in animal research, we build on a wider body of scholarship 
within science and technology studies and cognate disciplines where 
care has been a central theme. This trend is exemplified by the work 
of scholars such as Maria Puig de la Bellacasa, Annemarie Mol and 
colleagues,14 which draws attention to care as iterative, relational 
practice; something which involves constant reflection and tinker-
ing in response to the changing environments and relations within 
which the subjects of care are embedded. Building on the legacy of 
writing on care from Hochschild, Gilligan, and Tronto,15 scholars 
from the social sciences and humanities working on laboratory 
animal research, as well as colleagues writing from within animal 
research, offer further nuance and specificity to this understanding 
of care as complex and multi-dimensional. Their work highlights 
how cultures of care in animal research are: mandated through 
regulation;16 practised though skilled labour;17 entangled through 
human–animal relations;18 felt as emotional labour and cognitive 
dissonance19; embedded in infrastructure20; shaped by national 
cultures and contexts;21 shared as stories;22 balanced as complex 
obligations to patients, publics, and research subjects23; or enacted 
as a counter to unavoidable harm, violence, and suffering.24 This 
chapter brings this literature into conversation with the emerging 
practice of caring in animal research experienced amongst the junior 
animal technologists we worked with. Furthermore, by focusing 
on the period between 2013 and 2015, before the culture of care 
became a widely established buzzword within UK animal research 
(and increasingly internationally), we can explore how the labour 
culture of animal care significantly precedes the label. The next 
section begins this exploration by examining how  particular forms 
of care-work are – at times literally – built into the  infrastructure of 
animal research facilities.25
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Care as technological infrastructure

Firstly, we might suggest the entire structure of animal research 
facilities is designed to provide a particular kind of care (husbandry) 
for the animals, alongside a care for scientific progress through 
peer-reviewed experimentation. These are the elements of a culture 
of care as set out in institutional visions and in culture of care strat-
egies which state that ‘all establishments should ensure that they 
have a clear vision of what a culture of care means for them’,26 but 
which are also embedded in the technological, bureaucratic, and 
physical architectures of animal research facilities. Care becomes 
closely specified as a series of benchmarks that those tasked with 
providing animal care are mandated to provide. For example, in the 
2014 UK Animals in Science Regulation Unit guidelines27 the word 
care most frequently appears in conjunction with issues of animal 
welfare and animal accommodation (section 7, ‘Code of Practice 
on the care and accommodation of protected animals’), which in 
turn focuses on requirements to meet animals’ needs for freedom of 
movement, food and water, to check animals daily, and to minimise 
harms and suffering.

For some scholars, notably those working in critical animal 
studies, this conjuncture of caring for animals and caring about 
experimental set-ups leads to an instrumentalisation of care,28 syn-
onymous with the ‘cold’ forms of care described by Hochschild,29 
a reading arguably not helped by the now fairly well-established 
mantra within animal research that the poorly cared for animals 
leads to poor quality scientific data. However, such a reading sits 
awkwardly with animal technologists’ professional expertise in 
offering skilled care30 to the animals in their charge, for whom 
good husbandry practice – through, for example, the provision 
of environmental enrichment, as well as conscientious adherence 
to welfare protocols31 – goes hand in hand with their emotional 
warmth towards the animals they care for, through to individual-
specific consideration for mixing animal personalities in group-
housed settings. For example, junior animal technologist Carrie 
(interview, 2015) speaks of how she is motivated by the fact that she 
cares for animals which require care for whatever reason: ‘that was 
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one of the questions they asked me, “Would I have a problem in this 
sort of environment?” […] And I don’t think I do because […] I do 
it because I care for the animals’. At other times, though, conflicts 
can arise where offering care for one subject, human or animal, can 
lead to direct harm being imposed on another. This applies, for 
example, to the tendency to separate and singly-house aggressive 
male mice (who may harm both each other, and in so doing also 
impede the progress of a particular research protocol), despite the 
suffering those mice may experience from lack of social contact 
with their kin.

Furthermore, alternative forms of caring for the animals can 
lead to uneasy resolutions where there appears a hierarchy around 
what matters most. For example, innovations in husbandry practice 
can seek to improve both staff and animal welfare, but they do not 
always sit easily alongside a junior technician’s desire to interact 
with and handle the animals they care for. Here is Claire talking 
about the introduction of the new Individually Ventilated Cages 
(IVCs):

I do prefer conventional [cages] just because in an IVC they’re in 
boxes, like a show box basically with an air ventilation. And you 
look at the mouse in that box and it’s just doing what it would do–, 
anyways it’s just going round and eating and playing with his friends 
or it’s chewing on something or it’s going in and out of its hide. 
Whereas like, mice that are kept in the conventional box because 
you can pull out the racks and look in behind […] They do this thing 
where they put their noses up and they can smell you and they know 
the technician that looks after them every day. So, you kind of have a 
sense of more–, they know who you are so you’re more part of their 
little world, which is quite nice really. […] But then I guess if they get 
a cleaner life in an IVC, so they’re less susceptible to bugs, then an 
IVC is better for them. So, I think it’s swings and roundabouts really. 
(Claire, junior animal technologist, interview, 2013)

Claire’s description captures very effectively how IVCs both enable 
and hinder care. They provide a healthier, germ-free life for the 
mice, which could improve their health status and welfare, and 
they reduce human welfare risks from exposure to animal aller-
gens. At the same time, they hinder animal technologists’ direct 
interactions with animals, which can be seen as detrimental to 
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the care skills known to develop through close bonding with 
animals. Furthermore, direct interaction with animals is also a 
coping strategy for animal technologists, who seek out those inti-
mate animal interactions – such as going to cuddle the rabbits – to 
counteract more challenging aspects of their work. In other words, 
physical infrastructure both enables the provision of some forms of 
care whilst simultaneously limiting others – a prioritisation where 
some kinds of (often more easily measured and evidenced) care are 
chosen over others. While this example of care-in-practice focuses 
on the importance of being in proximity to the animals concerned, 
the next section considers in more depth how care also takes place 
at a distance through regulation, governance, and the allocation of 
responsibility. This dimension also feeds into the processes of pri-
oritisation, by focusing on some aspects of care more than others.

Care as governance

A second way in which cultures of care are enacted is through govern-
ance and regulation. As a controversial sector, regulation and associ-
ated oversight provide a key means through which animal research 
institutions are held accountable to wider society for the care they 
provide. For example, the EU directive 2010/63/EU (recital  31) 
states that an institution’s animal welfare body should ‘foster a 
climate of care’, and further guidance32 serves to assign responsi-
bility for delivering this to: (i) regulatory officials and inspectors; 
(ii) those ‘named’ as having a specific role, such as Named Animal 
Care and Welfare Officers in the UK; and (iii) Named Veterinary 
Surgeons, as well as recommending that the culture of care is embed-
ded in Education and Training Frameworks. An additional working 
document (National Competent Authorities for the implementation 
of Directive 2010/63/EU, 2014b) further emphasises the role to be 
played by National Committees promoting the importance and 
relevance of a good culture of care for good scientific and animal 
welfare outcomes, as well as Animal Welfare and Ethical Review 
Boards (AWERBs) which are seen as central to fostering a culture of 
care. All of these bring attention to the ways in which responsibility 
for providing particular kinds of care is assigned to key individuals 
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and processes within research animal facilities. For example, overall 
responsibility for regulatory compliance rests with the Establishment 
Licence Holder and senior management, who experience care fail-
ings primarily as moments when systems flag a failure of the institu-
tion to comply with the conditions of their animal research licence. 
Project Licence Holders are accountable for work conducted under 
their individual licences, and this responsibility in turn may be del-
egated to named persons such as Named Animal Care and Welfare 
Officers, Named Training and Competency Officers, and to specific 
staff who are responsible for carrying out regulated procedures (such 
as surgeries or administering substances or behavioural tests) or 
daily care-tasks (such as checking water supplies or cleaning cages). 
The way in which these individuals understand and respond to these 
legal responsibilities in turn shapes the ways in which they may 
approach the culture of care.

Indeed, regulation is also open to interpretation and is shaped 
by national constitutions, global competition, and local cultures.33 
For example, EU regulation is reflected in UK Home Office guid-
ance, but interestingly this guidance emphasises firstly the impor-
tance of regulatory compliance:34 ‘non-compliances’ serve as a 
key performance indicator for a facility, and addressing these is 
central to retaining the establishment licence. For facility manager 
David (interview, 2012), who had experience in both the private 
and public sectors, compliance was a key indicator of a good 
culture of care, but also, importantly, a good culture of care is 
key to helping ensure compliance: ‘How you implement a culture 
of care […] shows through in compliance, service level’. By this 
method, good care would be signified by a low number of non-
compliances, or moments where something goes wrong and the 
conditions of the licence are infringed (for example a failure to 
provide water). However, David continues to set out how care is 
not solely about compliance, and also that it extends beyond care 
for the animals, to encompass care for facilities, personnel, and 
customers: ‘Because the culture of care isn’t just about the animal 
in your hand, it’s about caring for your facilities, caring for your 
people first and foremost, then caring for the animals, caring for 
your customers, developing a customer service ethos’. There is a 
strong tone of working within a customer-service economy in what 
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he says, which begs the question about how customers (those who 
may source animals or animal testing services from a private sector 
facility) further down the supply chain may also shape emerging 
cultures of care. But there is also an interconnecting vision of the 
multiple aspects which collectively might be drawn on to nurture 
a culture of care.

This emphasis on how a culture of care encompasses human–
human relations as well as human–animal ones is echoed in 
the guidance provided by professional bodies and other non- 
governmental organisations. For example, in the UK, the Laboratory 
Animal Science Association (LASA) and the Royal Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA) have produced a guid-
ance document on the Guiding Principles on Good Practice for 
Animal Welfare and Ethical Review Bodies (3rd edn, 2015). In 
contrast to the UK Home Office documentation, this guide places 
good communication at the heart of governing a culture of care 
and includes a key role for AWERBs in promoting a culture of 
care through two-way communication with senior management. 
This is echoed in recent research which suggests AWERBs could go 
further in recognising the care needs of staff as well as animals.35 
This emphasis on communication is also noted by Natalie Nuyts 
and Carrie Friese, whose research showed how the ways in which 
scientists and animal technologists communicate ‘shapes if and how 
a culture of care takes shape within the organizations and institu-
tion of science’.36

Broadly, across much of the documentation on the topic is a 
sense that a culture of care needs to strive to go beyond complying 
with regulation. Robinson and fellow members of the European 
Federation of Pharmaceutical Industries and Associations’ Research 
and Animal Welfare Group explicitly assert that:

A Culture of Care goes beyond adhering to legal requirements. It 
refers to an organizational culture that supports and values caring 
and respectful behaviour towards animals and co-workers. A Culture 
of Care is the responsibility of everyone involved with animal 
studies, from those directly working on the studies and beyond to 
include animal facility management, sample analysts, study plan-
ners, engineers, biologists, chemists, statisticians, project leaders, 
managers and senior leaders. The culture should instil  responsibility 
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and accountability in those planning and implementing research 
programmes and those caring for animals, so they do the right thing 
ethically and strive for continuous improvement.37

Similarly, Hawkins and Jennings define a culture of care as exceed-
ing minimum requirements, but place greater emphasis on values 
and attitudes than we have seen elsewhere, adding texture and 
nuance to the work that communication and interconnectedness 
can achieve:

The culture of an organisation relates to the beliefs, values and atti-
tudes of its staff and the development of processes that determine 
how they behave and work together. A Culture of Care is one that 
demonstrates caring and respectful attitudes and behaviour towards 
animals and encourages acceptance of responsibility and account-
ability in all aspects of animal care and use. This should go beyond 
simply having animal facilities and resources that meet the minimum 
requirements of the legislation.38

Such accounts recognise that while regulation and guidelines can 
provide a resource for developing a culture of care, and indeed 
constitute a form of care in and of themselves,39 on their own they 
are insufficient.

The guidelines cited above offer a vision of a broad distribution 
of responsibility and accountability across all aspects of animal care 
and use, which extends beyond, and to some extent may even be 
hindered by, an over-emphasis on compliance and offering a good 
service. What is less visible in these guidelines, but became very 
apparent in the course of our research, is how putting such a vision 
into practice in and of itself requires a culture of not only taking 
care but accepting and sharing responsibility. For one of the junior 
animal technologists we spoke to, this became very visible when 
seeking a resolution to an animal problem that would be satisfac-
tory for all those involved:

I guess it’s just the way–, the way things are dealt with. So, like, if 
there’s ever an issue with someone or an issue between like–, with 
someone and someone else and the animals are in the middle it’s 
always–, it will always be resolved and it’s – the resolution is – always 
the right resolution for the animals. So, I guess that’s how I know. 
(Claire, junior animal technologist, interview, 2015)
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While Claire emphasised the wellbeing of the animal as being the 
primary concern, the capacity of a team to take responsibility, 
communicate, and find negotiated compromises to deal with issues 
between people that affected the animals was described as evidence 
of the presence of a culture of care. This emphasis on ‘taking 
responsibility’ in turn brings us to a third dimension we want to 
explore, as we consider how human–animal and human–human 
relations also play a key role in shaping cultures of care.

Care as relationships

Some of the earliest ethnographic work looking at animal research 
was quick to recognise that many of those who work in animal 
research, and animal technologists in particular, often form close 
emotional attachments with some of the animals in their care,40 
experiencing emotional harm and distress when those animals are 
used or killed as part of the research process.41 This ability to care 
about as well as for the animals they work with, to attune to their 
needs, is often seen as a key ethical resource, and a quality which 
distinguishes ‘good’ from ‘bad’ animal technologists.42 These ideas 
came to the fore strongly when we spoke to senior managers about 
the recruitment process for animal technologists. The managers 
we spoke to stressed the importance of getting the right kind of 
person,43 someone who showed empathy towards animals and evi-
dence of a strong work ethic and high standards.

The qualities sought out by managers and valued by others 
who work in animal research show how care is also a property of 
individuals, albeit one which can be cultivated. The managers we 
spoke to often asked new recruits about their experiences working 
with animals, while junior animal technologists narrated their 
journey towards working in the sector as part of a much longer 
history of wanting to work with animals, beginning on farms 
or in pet stores. As we have argued elsewhere, such experiences 
are key to developing not only practical skills in animal care and 
handling, but emotional experience in dealing with the more chal-
lenging side of living and working with animals, including when 
they become ill or die.44 Yet at the same time it can leave animal 
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technologists – as care providers – vulnerable to psychological and 
emotional harm.45 As one manager put it, when you’re recruiting 
new staff you need to remind them not to ‘forget why the dogs 
are here’ (interview with facility manager David, 2012). Here 
a ‘culture of care’ describes not only the care new animal tech-
nologists show towards the animals, but also the care offered to 
them to support them through the more challenging aspects of 
their work.

We have a very, very detailed induction and probation period which 
we adopt for our animal technicians, and that includes being sym-
pathetic and empathetic at all stages. You know, the first time an 
animal technician kills, like a new recruit. You know, they will watch 
it, we’ve got a video we show, they get lectures, they get all sorts 
of things, very much like a researcher. But the impact [of the first 
time they kill] is something that we are sensitive to. (David, facility 
manager, interview, 2012)

Furthermore, it is arguably these more intangible dimensions of care-
work which are placed at greatest risk at times of increased pressure 
within a facility’s working environment. Sources of such pressure 
may vary between sites, from funding and publication pressures in 
academic establishments, to the pressures for a fast turnaround or 
requests for the use of particular procedures from clients in com-
mercial settings. The licensing process and paperwork needed to 
comply with animal research regulation provides a form of care for 
the animals by aiming to minimise animal suffering and harm, and 
care for the researchers in terms of legal protection and approval 
of their work. However, for some, especially junior researchers, 
these are also stressful and time-consuming processes, especially 
when they lack adequate support.46 Animal technologists also 
faced pressures from staff shortages. The impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic placed considerable burdens on those working in animal 
research, with staff at all levels having to work longer hours, to live 
away from home or to kill larger numbers of animals as work was 
delayed or suspended. These pressures can result in staff at all levels, 
from technicians to named people and researchers, having to make 
difficult decisions and perform complex, careful, and vital work 
whilst being increasingly physically and emotionally exhausted. 
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This came across in our third interview with Debbie and Fiona, who 
had by that time both been working in their facility for nearly two 
years and had taken on more responsibility:

I think it all like comes around like staffing, staffing is majorly impor-
tant, because all that stress that is being put on you then affects you 
and then you’re making mistakes, do you know, we’re all human, we 
all make mistakes, do you know, and then you feel bad for it and then 
you’re like, oh if I wasn’t as stressed as I was, or if I wasn’t thinking 
about doing this, and concentrating on what I was doing I wouldn’t 
have made that mistake. (Debbie and Fiona, junior animal technolo-
gists, interview, 2015)

While without exception all those we spoke to saw the welfare of 
the animals as the primary concern, Debbie and Fiona’s experiences 
speak eloquently to the complex intersection between human and 
animal care. As Williams explored in greater depth in her recent 
examination of cultures of care in animal research, how ‘human 
carers work with and interpret the needs of animals depends to 
a significant extent on how human–human interactions address 
human, as well as animal, needs, wants, feelings, resources, and 
responsibilities’.47

An additional source of pressure comes from interactions with 
stakeholders and publics outside of the animal research facility. 
It is interesting to note that in the UK, where we undertook our 
research, the main regulator, the Animals in Science Regulation 
Unit,48 emphasises the role of public opinion or ‘societal expecta-
tions’ in informing a culture of care: ‘A good culture of care is an 
environment which is informed by societal expectations of respect-
ful and humane attitudes towards animals used in research.’ Here 
wider publics are seen as a key driving force for the culture of 
care in animal research, and yet beyond animal activism there is 
little visibility as to what laboratory animal welfare means in a lab 
context, in contrast to media and retailer attention to food animal 
welfare, which has shaped market segmentation on welfare stand-
ards. Nevertheless many of those we spoke to, working at all levels, 
spoke of the importance of external critique and scrutiny in driving 
reductions and refinements in animal use and the development of 
alternatives to animal testing: ‘I think animal rights protestors are 
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a good thing […] I think it’s very important they have a voice and 
they continue to have a voice in society because it does keep us 
aware of what we’re doing’ (group interview with animal technolo-
gists, 2013).

The dialectic between the ‘culture of care’ in animal research and 
anti-vivisectionist critique is therefore arguably a productive one. 
As Eva Giraud writes in her careful and nuanced account of activist 
practice, ‘different approaches need to remain in fraught dialogue 
with one another in order to recognise that the contradictions inher-
ent in each approach mark imperfect responses to an equally messy 
and contradictory ethico-political terrain’.49 At the same time, this 
is something which needs to be handled with care. The history of 
direct-action animal rights protests in the UK, particularly during 
the 1990s, has left a legacy of concern which makes many of those 
working in the sector cautious about talking about what they do 
outside of the workplace. Being open to alternative perspectives 
brings with it its own emotional burdens.

Well, when the Animal Rights [activists] were at their peak, you 
know, and some of their opinions based on what was going on I can 
understand where they were coming from, nothing is perfect in any 
sphere. But [following] the threats and the intimidation, we ended 
with very much a bunker mentality, you know, and people became 
very introverted. There was a lot of, I don’t know, it was just a very 
negative place to be. (David, facility manager, interview, 2012)

Here care might be seen in the training provided by animal research 
facilities in how to handle protests, as well as more pragmatic 
measures to protect staff identity and provide a secure working 
environment. In the longer term though, such measures cannot 
perhaps alleviate the emotional toll of facing those criticisms, nor 
of being unable to discuss what you do outside of work or with 
a limited few trusted friends and relatives. We might ask what a 
more careful approach to such an encounter might look like, one 
which builds on these productive tensions and contradictions, 
while remaining respectful of fundamentally different perspectives 
and mindful of the emotional toll such encounters can have for all 
involved.
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Conclusion

Each of the three different dimensions of ‘cultures of care’ set out 
above is characterised by a central tension between the need and 
desire to deliver good care and the often unavoidable harms that 
the practice of animal research imposes on animals and the humans 
who work with them. This juxtaposition of care and harm is also 
highlighted in recent work in conservation50 and animal sacrifice.51 
We suggest this tension between care and harm is a productive area 
for future work at the interface of science and technology studies 
and work in anthropology and animal studies. Recent research in 
these fields has been productive in examining the consequences 
of animal research in terms of its impact on both human–animal 
 relations and scientific praxis;52 our work adds to this by drawing 
attention to the harms experienced by humans as well as the 
animals in these relations.

As we have shown, the physical infrastructures of animal 
research facilities are often a negotiated compromise between 
meeting the care needs of animals and the humans who work with 
them. For example, we noted how new IVC technologies reduced 
some forms of harm, offering improved animal welfare, improved 
biosecurity, and reduced risk of humans developing animal allergy, 
but also limited some kinds of care, such as the affective bonds tech-
nicians developed with animals through regular handling. Similarly, 
while regulations, guidelines, and training provide a top-down 
means of mandating towards good care, they cannot force people 
to care about the animals and people they work with. We saw 
how the ability of regulations and guidelines to enforce good care 
was tied up in the ways in which that regulation and guidance was 
 interpreted by those tasked with implementing it, always shaped by 
cultural norms, and the capacity they had to take responsibility for 
not only delivering but striving to exceed those requirements. We 
then saw how this ability to take responsibility for and to deliver 
good care for both animals and colleagues was also conditioned 
through individual relationships and encounters, and noted how 
both internal and external factors, including project deadlines, 
financial and resource constraints, the impact of the pandemic, 
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and the critiques offered by anti-vivisectionist movements can com-
promise and limit capacities to care and be cared for. In practice, 
caring about animals and people you work with is also constituted 
through diffuse affective emotional elements, but these, too, come 
with their own risks and vulnerabilities, for example, when the 
demands of maintaining standards of care during periods of staff 
shortage place physical and emotional burdens on animal care staff.

We therefore argue that cultures of care in animal research 
facilities are characterised not only by reasoned harm–benefit 
analysis53 – the formal assessment process which informs the deci-
sion about whether or not to grant a licence for animal work – but 
by a constant ongoing renegotiation with scientific designs and 
institutional pressures. These scientific practices and pressures can 
impose harm, and this necessitates the provision of good care for 
both the animals and humans within these spaces (and possibly 
beyond them), or what we might term the harm–care nexus. Here 
the use of the term nexus signals a need to understand the process 
of negotiating the tension between giving care and imposing harm 
as one of being attuned to how animal research structures feelings 
and generates meanings both inside and outside research facili-
ties. Institutions, managers, and regulators seeking to promote 
a culture of care need to be mindful of different, sometimes con-
flicting, understandings of what constitutes good care, and the 
roles played by (a) infrastructure (b) governance and (c) both 
human–animal and human–human relations in facilitating and/or 
restricting care in practice. Here the work of AnNex and other 
social science and humanities scholarship might play an important 
role in sharing stories about the experiences of those who work 
in animal research and in creating spaces for different kinds of 
conversations between different stakeholder groups.54 Our work 
arguably offers a resource for building empathy and encouraging 
communication between those with different roles and responsi-
bilities within animal research, and even beyond them,55 thereby 
encouraging recognition of the many different cultures of care 
which emerge around animal research and the tensions but also 
potentially productive points of collaboration and synergy which 
emerge between them.
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The good aquarist: morality, 
emotions, and expectations of care 

in zebrafish aquariums

Reuben Message

Introduction

‘There is no substitute for the empathetic animal technologist’, 
I once heard a speaker at a workshop on the standardisation of 
laboratory animal welfare terminology say. Empathy, I think he 
meant, cannot be standardised into a laboratory protocol, and yet 
it is essential to animal care-work. The claim connects to a common 
feature of animal welfare discourse: the assumption that failures 
of empathy underpin cruelty. Consequently, animal technologists 
should not merely oversee animal welfare: they are expected to 
care about, as well as for, the animals, to be able to imagine their 
suffering, and, consequently, to experience guilt at their demise.1 
Indeed, empathy and related ‘moral emotions’ are even spoken of 
as though they are kinds of ‘soft skills’ desirable for good animal 
 technologists.2 As industry insiders, Kerton and Tremoleda note 
that animal technologists today are increasingly expected to ‘carry’ 
emotional bonds as a part of their professional responsibility.3 
Outside of animal technology, of course, ambient culture has 
long coded emotions like empathy as appropriate in dealing with 
animals under human care. Now, in lab animal welfare circles, 
where it may once have been frowned upon as a source of bias, 
human–animal bonding is increasingly seen as not only inevitable 
but actually desirable for human and animal wellbeing.4

These claims about the singular importance of empathetic rela-
tions hint at prevailing ideas regarding how good technologists 
should feel. Of course, if competence in the job is understood to 
demand empathy, it stands to reason that being competent would 
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serve as proof of empathetic or moral character.5 Moral and techni-
cal competence are closely linked in this way. But, equally, between 
the proof and the experience, there is ample room for self-doubt. 
This chapter therefore explores what such expectations, and the gap 
between them and reported experience, might mean for  aquarists – 
those animal technologists who specialise in working with fish. 
In particular, it focuses on those who care for those prototypi-
cally ‘uncharismatic’, non-cuddly lab denizens: zebrafish, a small, 
relatively short-lived species of subtropical fish who shoal in vast 
numbers in laboratories around the world.6 These animals are of 
such vastly different appearance, physiology, and habitat to their 
human carers, that talk of ‘bonding’, ‘relating’, or ‘empathy’ seems 
strained.

The ‘paradoxes’ whereby humans both care for animals and 
deliberately cause them suffering or kill them is a staple theme in 
the social study of laboratory animal care.7 The resulting pres-
sures structure what Lesley Sharp calls the ‘moral dimension’ of 
working with animals in science.8 In this context, social scientists 
have described various hacks, rationalisations, and improvisions 
that assist technologists to cope with moral and emotional strain in 
different contexts.9 Species is one notable variable influencing the 
forms these take.10 However, most existing research has centred 
on inter-mammalian relations, most often involving rodents, pri-
mates, or companion animals. It is the presence (and sometimes 
abundance) of feeling-attachments to other mammals that fuels the 
tensions experienced by technologists, adds to the high ‘moral cost’ 
of their work, and prompts the entry of a vocabulary of ‘emotional 
labour’ into animal technology.11 As Sharp wrote, ‘warm-blooded’ 
animals have a power of ‘sentimental leverage’ that is capable of 
‘reconfiguring moral thinking in science’. But, as Sharp acknowl-
edged, ‘myopic understandings of which creatures matter most in 
the day-to-day of laboratory life and death’ may also cause one to 
neglect the moral work being done around other species, including 
fish.12 Certainly, much of this ‘work’ involves regulators, animal 
welfare scientists, animal advocates, and philosophers: the col-
lective effect of their efforts has transformed fish, at least in some 
contexts, into sentient beings with legitimate moral claims.13 This 
chapter takes a different approach to filling the fish-shaped gap in 
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the literature by focusing attention on aquarists, who, as a group, 
may develop distinctive identities and outlooks connected to a per-
ception that they work at the margins of a profession dominated by 
mammalian (especially rodent) concerns. Thus, it investigates some 
quotidian activities, attitudes, and modes of speaking adopted by a 
particular category of technologist, but who, like all technologists, 
wishes to do good and be perceived as doing good. In particular, 
it explores ways aquarists try to pursue the good in the (rela-
tive) absence of sentimental leverage: that is, without the guide to 
actions, sign of character, or source of personal consolations that an 
emotional attachment to animals can represent.

This research is based on qualitative interviews and ethno-
graphic experience of aquarium life, including two one-week stints 
of participant observation at different facilities in the UK and a 
non- random sample consisting of 27 in-depth interviews with 
individuals involved with different aspects of fish-based science 
and regulation. In addition, I attended various industry events and 
made numerous shorter visits to different facilities. The interviews 
were recorded, transcribed, and analysed thematically with Nvivo. 
Fieldnotes were kept and similarly analysed. Due to the sensitive 
nature of the topic, place names have been changed and pseudo-
nyms are applied throughout.14 This research was granted ethical 
approval by the Central University Research Ethics Committee of 
the University of Oxford (Reference Number: SOGE 18A-7).

My approach lends itself to interpretive accounts of ideas co-
created in the situated interaction between researcher and research 
participant – its strength is in generating ideas and exploring pos-
sibilities, rather than generalising about states of affairs. Of course, 
any researcher – especially one billed as interested in the social 
relations of animal research – comes freighted with associations, 
and these in turn generate specific performances of moral identity, 
which demand reflexivity on their part. For example, an aquarist 
named Erica told me that ‘it’s because their faces are different 
[laughs], so you can’t really empathise with something that looks 
different from you I think. Not that I’m saying that’s the right thing, 
but–’ (interview, 2018). First the laugh, then the other qualification: 
the work of image management in the face of an anticipated reac-
tion is palpable. However, why specific renditions of moral identity 
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are elicited cannot be explained by exclusive reference to the situ-
ated interaction alone. Performances are shaped by wider commu-
nicative contexts, in this case connected to perceptions of what it is 
right for technologists (or people generally) to feel about animals.

Thus, in what follows I explore some ways in which aquarists 
construct their moral-emotional identities in relation to other 
people and groups. I examine how they may, simultaneously, claim 
the mantle of objective, hard-headed professionals and sensitive 
animal lovers; I look at how aquarists adopt the role of animal 
advocates; and finally I discuss exceptional cases in which aqua-
rists appear to develop, against expectations, specific relationships 
with individual fish, and speculate on the significance of this. First, 
however, I make an introductory foray into the ‘changing moral 
landscape’ of zebrafish aquariums in the UK – a key communicative 
context for all that follows.15

The zebrafish aquarium in a changing moral landscape

There are many reasons, practical and biological, why zebrafish 
have become such useful model organisms. One of the advantages 
is that their use tends to attract little uncomfortable public atten-
tion. Jim Endersby noted that early adopters of the model quickly 
recognised the advantages that came with animals whose use passed 
with a ‘relative lack of ethical concerns’.16 Illustratively, Endersby 
quoted a research scientist’s satisfaction in finding that, whenever 
he discussed his work with members of the public, they readily 
understood that ‘all things being equal, you’d rather do that [use a 
fish] than in a mouse or a dog’. Moreover, he continued, scientists 
themselves often explained that they could not bring themselves to 
work on ‘higher’ animals, including even mice, but that to the con-
trary they experienced no remorse when working with fish.17 The 
benefits of this fish work are not just scientific: they are political and 
ethical, and consequently also personal, in that users report they 
find it psychologically easier to conciliate themselves to the reality 
of what they do.

My own experience confirms Endersby’s. For example, a 
researcher explained to me that working with fish was to them 
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virtually ‘guilt free’, and that, in their experience, it required less 
of a ‘commitment’ than with mice. This difference, they felt, was 
evidently connected to a lack of ‘emotional attachment’ (interview, 
2018). Not all technicians would agree but an experienced aquarist 
told me that he’d ‘rather work with fish because you don’t get the 
attachment that you would with mice’. And, he explained that, 
while he takes them ‘seriously’ and wants them to be ‘healthy’: ‘it 
wouldn’t keep me up at night, if I had to cull some fish at the end of 
the day’ (Frank, interview, 2018).

Such candid speech suggests that whatever expectations exist 
concerning how technologists should feel and talk about the fish 
they care for, these are not exactly overwhelming. Indeed, it may be 
argued that expectations or norms surrounding fish are wholly 
different to other species commonly used in science, especially 
mammals and birds. That is, there really are no relevant  expectations 
to wrestle with. Rather, there are genuinely different standards: fish 
work is guilt free, and society does not expect aquarists to ‘relate’ to 
fish at all. Owain Jones’ statement, from the year 2000, that fish in 
general are ‘ethically invisible’, may thus retain some force today.18 
Despite fish always having possessed much the same legal protec-
tions as other vertebrate animals in the UK, there are certainly ways 
in which fish struggle to maintain  substantive parity with other 
vertebrate species, especially mammals.19 As Sharp put it (albeit in 
a North American context), zebrafish are the ‘quintessential other 
animal’ of animal research.20

However, to say that fish are ethically invisible in research 
aquariums at the present time is an overstatement. Fish, in this 
context, are not outside the ‘moral circle’21 – though where they 
are exactly is harder to say, hence the dissonance of the aquarist. 
Importantly, prevailing opinions about the cognitive and emotional 
capacities of fish – including their ability to experience pain and 
suffering – have undergone a sea change since the early 2000s, and 
this has had a considerable (if not uncontroversial) impact on how 
informed actors think about the moral status and welfare of this 
taxa.22 Fish are no longer officially recommended as a kind of ‘rela-
tive replacement’ for ‘higher’ animals in research in the UK (though 
it wasn’t long ago that they were).23 In principle at least, fish from 
a certain stage of development are no longer assumed to suffer less 
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or be less sentient than other animals (though precisely what stage 
is debated).

Like all kinds of animal research facilities, research aquariums 
are entirely saturated with ethical discourses, not to mention their 
materialised analogues in the form of animal care protocols, tech-
nologies, and embodied skills.24 Some aquariums have a degree 
of administrative independence (and sometimes physical distance) 
from other animal facilities on campus. This can result in distinc-
tive local cultures: aquarists do often consider themselves – and are 
considered by others – a distinctive subgrouping within the animal 
technology community. Nevertheless, they are not entirely a class 
apart: they are an element of the same overall regulatory and dis-
cursive apparatus.25 Continuous pursuit of the principles of replace, 
reduce, and refine (the 3Rs) is the governing principle and ideology, 
followed, increasingly, by the idea of a ‘culture of care’.26 Aquarists 
are thus always exposed to and adopt various values, perspectives 
and expectations derived from within the wider field of animal 
technology.27 These changes and institutional realities entail expec-
tations that must then be reckoned with.

Additionally, at least at the rhetorical level, the ethical claims 
on humanity of an ever wider range of organisms and entities are 
undergoing re-evaluation: crustaceans, for example, are increas-
ingly thought to feel pain; indeed, the idea that insects and even 
plants are sentient is seriously discussed.28 More relevantly, fish 
welfare in aquaculture, and in recreational and commercial fishing 
contexts, is increasingly a subject of concern.29 Philosophers have 
eviscerated support for the idea that fish represent a legitimate space 
of ethical exception.30 Animal activists have begun to take note, 
while pop-science books exploring the mental and emotional lives 
of fish are now available.31 Examples of ‘relatable’ (and vulnerable) 
aquatic organisms are now common in popular culture: the ‘fish are 
friends, not food’ slogan of Finding Nemo is an example – though 
one, admittedly, set against a very long back-catalogue of less sym-
pathetic representations.32 In this context, specific communities 
have been presented as proof that it is in fact possible to ‘learn to 
care’ for fish.33 And if it is seen as possible now, I think, it could 
prove a short step to being seen as desirable and, perhaps, one day, 
even obligatory.
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While this account of the shifting scientific, ethical, legal, profes-
sional, and cultural parameters of human–fish relations is impres-
sionistic, it’s important here because it plays a role in constituting 
the moral landscape within which aquarists participate and must 
find their moral compass. They are not the general public, who may 
be forgiven for having only a fleeting interest in fish. My hypothesis 
then is simply that aquarists, professionals in fish care, are required 
to navigate between existing, ambiguous, personal moral intuitions, 
and embodied emotions, and the mixed expectations being con-
stantly forged around them (which they may internalise and come 
to expect of themselves). The next section looks at one prominent 
way in which aquarists construct their moral-professional identi-
ties: by means of contrasts with others.

Caricatures of the mawkish and the hard-headed

When I asked a leading practitioner about what makes a good 
aquarist, rather than describing obviously useful attributes like 
sharp observational skills or a penchant for water chemistry, they 
focused their comments on what distinguished them from technolo-
gists who work with other animals. Indeed, Fae argued that ‘normal 
animal technicians like small cuddly things’, and that people who 
related to ‘fluffy […] mammalian things’ made better mouse tech-
nologists. Aquarists, she suggested, were by contrast unmotivated 
by ‘relations’ with fish. Her staff, she said, were either ‘very science 
minded’, meaning they had a background or interest in biology, 
or were ‘very fish orientated’, meaning they did things like keep 
aquariums or go fishing in their leisure time (Fae, interview, 2018). 
That is, good aquarists (like Fae’s staff) are apparently pragmatic 
and unsentimental.

Indeed, Fae was not alone in implying that it takes a particular 
kind of person to want to work with fish. ‘Normal animal techni-
cians’, apparently, do not much care for them, in part because, 
aquarists often implied, the work was not emotionally satisfying in 
ways equivalent to working with other animals. Evelyn, also a facil-
ity manager, put it succinctly: the difference with fish (or zebrafish 
anyway), is that you ‘get nothing back’. There is no sense of  positive 
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‘interaction’ leading to ‘emotional attachment’ when working with 
these animals (Evelyn, interview, 2018). While another facility 
manager told me that he occasionally heard of mouse technologists 
wanting to work with fish (perhaps a shrewd career move), Erica 
emphasised that most wanted ‘nothing to do with them’ (Farol, 
interview, 2018; Erica, interview, 2018). Frank even said he’d 
seen mouse technicians start crying when told they had to shift to 
working with fish, something he explained in terms of being scared 
of the unknown and ‘because they’re not interested whatsoever’ 
(interview, 2018).

Indeed, I frequently found aquarists ready to depict mouse tech-
nologists as more emotional, sometimes in a frivolous sense. Thus, 
while acknowledging that killing fish just ‘doesn’t raise the emotions 
in the same way that culling mice or rats does with animal techni-
cians’, Fae, like others, indulged in a degree of caricature (interview, 
2018). While interviewing staff at one facility, I noted that the 
expression ‘fluffies’, a word connoting the feeling of a cuddly animal 
and also a sense of schmaltziness, could be used in reference to both 
animals like mice and to the colleagues that specialise in working 
with them (Eugenie, Gemma, and Fiona, interview, 2018).

Through their (sometimes patronising) opposition to ‘normal 
animal technicians’, we can discern the portrayal of a pragmatic, 
hard-headed, identity for aquarists. Frank agreed with the sug-
gestion that his self-declared inability to ‘anthropomorphise’ fish 
makes it easier for him to be ‘objective’ about them; Harry simi-
larly felt ‘that little degree of separation’ between technologist 
and fish ‘probably makes your care more professional in a sense, 
less emotive because you are separated’ (Frank, interview, 2018; 
Harry, interview, 2018). Relatedly, another aquarium manager 
suggested that the popularity of the word ‘care’ (as in ‘culture of 
care’ or ‘Animal Care and Welfare Officer’, for example) in animal 
research circles was a sop for a sentimental public. The word 
accords well, he implied, with conventional ideas of what relation-
ships between responsible people and mammals ought to involve 
but it’s really misleading: What an aquarist should rather try to do 
is ‘provide good care and make sure that everything is done prop-
erly, rather than being caring about them [animals] so that you 
do it properly’ (Felix, interview, 2018). ‘Care’, for Felix, is thus 
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merely the word we use to designate an outcome (such as achiev-
ing high welfare standards), not an emotionally charged input, or 
some special psychic or embodied property necessary to achieve 
such an outcome. Indeed, I sensed that talk of emotions and ‘relat-
ing’ generally could be beside the point for some aquarists. Fae, 
for example, found it ‘annoying’ that ‘what people can relate to 
and what people believe’ has an influence on welfare provision 
(interview, 2018). Fish welfare, Fae meant, should not be left to 
caprice, to what animal technologists or anyone else can ‘relate’ 
to. Basing one’s perspective on this kind of impartial, hard-headed 
language accords well with scientific norms around objectivity; in 
the process, however, it provides consolation and may help ration-
alise personal experiences of emotional distance or disconnect, 
recoding these relations as positive, even virtuous.

Making a virtue of a necessity

This is where things begin to get more complicated. While it takes 
a moment to see it, by describing ‘normal animal technologists’ 
as unable or unwilling to relate to fish, fish people begin to occupy 
this space themselves. This is not a matter of consistency (aquarists 
will also readily declare their own inability to ‘relate’ to fish) and 
neither should it be. Yet, somehow, snobbishness aimed at ‘fluf-
fies’ may at once be transfigured and elevated and come to define 
the figure of a tender-hearted aquarist. As we noted with Endersby 
above, aquarists like zebrafish scientists regularly describe them-
selves as unable to work with ‘higher’ animals like mammals: they, 
in other words, may be the sensitive souls who care about animals – 
and, also, it’s the ‘fluffies’ (and the world at large) who evidently 
don’t care enough about fish.

Connectedly, Erica and I discussed her feelings about the neces-
sity of having to kill animals as a part of the job. Erica admitted 
to squeamishness at the mere thought of it – nobody likes culling, 
whatever the species. But it’s much worse with mammals than fish, 
she explained. Referring particularly to a manual method by which 
mice may be humanely killed (it involves the skilful application 
of a ruler to the back of the neck) Erica said: ‘I’m not really sure 
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if I could do it, I probably could do it but I don’t want to. I don’t 
want to get comfortable with that. So yeah, I prefer the fish, there’s 
a level, there’s a level there’ (interview, 2018).

Zebrafish, by contrast, are always killed by adding a poison-
ous chemical into their environment. The method is much less 
proximate, less visceral, and thus less emotionally distressing. 
But it’s clear that the difference does not come down entirely to 
methodology, which merely reinforces the physical and emotional 
distance already noted. Fae, after noting a ‘distance’ to aquarist–
fish relations, claimed that she would ‘never work with companion 
animals and I would never work with primates either because I feel 
that’s too close’ (interview, 2018). I also recorded a conversation 
in my fieldnotes with an experienced aquarist named Helga. After 
noting that she followed the familiar pattern of claiming to care 
for animals so much she’d be unable to harm a mammal, I wrote 
that ‘[she] [thus] takes it that because mouse technicians evidently 
can [harm mice] because they do, they must be more callous and 
less caring, or at least more able to remove their personal feelings 
towards the animals from the situation’ (fieldnotes, 2018).

Framed like this, sentimentality is allowed in to consecrate a 
caring identity, while the caricature of the mawkish mammalian 
is technologist reversed as the cool pragmatism of those who care 
for fish is transformed into a kind of moral-emotional positioning 
of its own. A non-sentimental, disinterested attitude may thus be 
variously construed as a virtue or a vice, depending on context. 
For example, Frank, after saying he wouldn’t be sleepless after a 
day’s culling in the aquarium, claimed: ‘If I had to cull a pig or a 
dog or a cat, I wouldn’t be in the job, I wouldn’t do it’ (interview, 
2018). Now Frank, as it happens, does not work with pigs, dogs, 
or cats. But he does in fact work with mice, and must necessarily 
kill them from time to time. Thus he, too, like Erica, must have ‘a 
level’: tuned by species, he’s found a personally acceptable moral 
and emotional bandwidth to work in, and this happens to be con-
gruent with what he is required to do according to his job descrip-
tion. Thus, helped by claims of social differentiation, necessity may 
be turned into a virtue, and comes in turn to anchor personally 
acceptable positions – though such alignments are not always 
easily achieved.
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On advocacy and speciesism

As we’ve already seen, aquarists are often very articulate about why 
people – including ‘normal animal technicians’ – are unsympathetic 
towards fish. This is because this is something they can readily 
sympathise with. Echoing Evelyn’s sense of ‘getting nothing back’ 
from fish, Erica for instance explained how she felt that fish ‘can 
see you but they don’t look at you, so yeah there’s like a bit of a 
disconnect’ (interview, 2018). And Harry, an experienced animal 
technologist who’d recently begun to work with fish for the first 
time when I spoke to him, explained to me that ‘[w]ith a mouse you 
can hold it and stroke it, you can gain comfort, give comfort. You 
cannot do that with a fish’ (interview, 2018). Harry’s words are 
poignant – they contain a sense of loss. Evelyn likewise described 
feeling ‘grumpy’, indeed ‘traumatised’, by this absent connection 
when she were first forced to switch from working with mammalian 
species to zebrafish. There may therefore be, in some cases anyway, 
a process by which aquarists need to adjust their own expectations 
for emotional fulfilment when they enter into this species of animal 
care-work.

This makes the effort of many aquarists to position themselves 
at the vanguard of progressive human–fish relations all the more 
notable. Consistent also with the unexpected construction of the 
aquarist as especially sensitive towards the suffering of animals, 
many will assume the identity of advocate or pioneer of welfare 
techniques. Aquarists for example often spoke to me about the 
importance of maintaining equality amongst species. Here’s Evelyn:

They should have the same rights as everything else, and it might be 
just a fish, but going back a very long time someone told me that it 
was just a monkey … So you know, there should be no difference in 
my [view] … whether it’s a fruit fly or a fish or a monkey or a pig or 
a mouse, whatever. (Evelyn, aquarist, interview, 2018)

Here, Evelyn places fish on a progressive trajectory of incremental 
‘rights’. But with the repetition of the word ‘should’, she offered a 
hypothetical statement about what is wished for, or desirable in prin-
ciple. Evelyn’s explicit exhortations to remember that zebrafish are 
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equals reveals that this is not how people normally think of them – it 
requires continuous effort to overcome default state speciesism.

Indeed, in interviews, aquarists saw themselves as advocates for 
fish, despite the difficulties, and expressed distress at how they get 
forgotten or neglected within their institutions or society generally. 
Eugenie, for example, told me how her staff are advocates, arguing 
with researchers:

we’re for the zebrafish welfare and we stand by that. I mean I’ve had 
to say in meetings, you know because they don’t really appreciate the 
welfare of the fish jumping [out] so I’ve had to say in meetings quite 
clearly to the PIs [Principal Investigators] I will not stand down on 
this, this is a welfare issue, you will not allow fish to jump by doing 
that technique. (Eugenie, aquarist, interview, 2018)

Fae similarly explained how she was spurred into getting ‘com-
pletely immersed’ in the world of fish welfare by what she saw as 
the ‘raw deal’ that fish get. Talking of her earlier days in the job, 
Fae said:

you know, they were just in these tanks half the time–, at that point 
you used to pull a tank out and like the fish would be dead or like you 
would have like a label written in Japanese, and the Home Office 
were like ‘oh they’re brackish water species’ and they’re not, and … 
so I felt no one really cared and I thought this is ridiculous, like no 
one actually cares that much. (Fae, aquarist, interview, 2018)

For a number of professionals I spoke with, developing and 
improving techniques that promote fish welfare and aid science 
had become a passion, and some have made lasting contribu-
tions to the field. As I’ve discussed elsewhere, aquarists in the UK 
have made significant technical contributions to the development 
of fish welfare in the field of husbandry, often exceeding what is 
expected of their roles and with limited institutional support and 
economic means.34 If actions speak louder than words, it would 
be uncharitable to suggest that these actions are motivated solely 
by either a desire for professional recognition or to compensate for 
the discomfort of moral complexity or ambivalence. Nevertheless, 
advocating equality for fish, or working overtime to develop a new 
husbandry protocol, certainly helps address the problem of how to 
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be a ‘Good Aquarist’ in the relative absence of conventional, strong 
or lasting forms of emotional attachment to these animals – as 
we’ll see below – other means of making these (non)relations more 
 meaningful can and do emerge.

The exception proves the rule

Humans frequently form lasting bonds with individual labora-
tory animals. The special nature of these largely inter-mammalian 
 relationships is sometimes consecrated in awarding specific animals 
their own names and giving them pet-like treatment.35 Such rela-
tions, though, are vanishingly rare in zebrafish aquariums. Short 
lifespans, small size, and the vast quantities in which zebrafish are 
kept are the obvious ways of accounting for this. Additionally, 
care for terrestrial lab mammals is often directed at the bodies 
of individuals, including through physical touch and individually 
applied veterinary treatments, things which hardly ever occur in 
zebrafish laboratories.36 I asked Fae, who in addition to managing a 
zebrafish aquarium has years of experience working with mammals, 
whether she’d ever seen a technologist develop a relationship with 
an individual fish. She replied that she hadn’t, and emphasised how 
different this was to mammalian work: ‘I’ve never seen that, and 
yet I’ve never really not seen it with people looking after mammals’ 
(interview, 2018).

Aquarists, however, do aspire to individualise fish in particular 
ways. They understand that it is individual fish who ultimately 
suffer the poor welfare they are responsible for helping avoid. One 
facility publicised their informal motto on Twitter: ‘Remember they 
may shoal but they are all individuals’. In part then, the struggle 
to remember that fish are individuals is connected to the work of 
professional fish husbandry: ‘seeing skilfully’, visually discriminat-
ing ill from healthy fish, is a critical part of the job.37 But endeav-
ouring, however difficult, to see these fish as individuals is a moral 
activity too: it’s seen as the right thing for aquarists to try and do. 
Fae, despite her scepticism about relations with individual fish, told 
me that ‘I do think about them as individuals as well sometimes, 
because nobody [else] does’ (interview, 2018).
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Aquarists, then, may aspire to individualise fish because this 
seems desirable to them. Contra Fae’s generalisation, an experienced 
aquarist named Gemma confided that she actually did have favourite 
fish, a ‘really pretty’ one with ‘a really nice pattern’. I asked if the 
fish had a name. ‘No she doesn’t have a name, I’ve not named her’, 
Gemma replied, ‘but she’s the only female in the tank and she’s got 
a really nice pattern, so much so that I WhatsApped everyone else in 
the group and said come look at this fish, showed them her pattern 
on the side, and they did come and see it. So yeah we do have kind 
of favourites that we look out for’ (interview, 2018).

Gemma’s attempts to create meaning in her relationships with 
fish actually go even further than occasionally picking a favourite. 
After our interview, while I was having lunch with other members 
of staff, Gemma made contact via text message. She’d forgotten 
to tell me something she felt was important. Gemma – whose 
nickname amongst colleagues is the ‘Grim Reaper’, and whose 
husband jokingly calls her the ‘Butcher of Badlesmere’ – said that 
she wanted to tell me that she refused to cull fish on their birthdays. 
A colleague laughed, saying they knew all about this idiosyncrasy 
of Gemma’s (fieldnotes, 8 February 2018). With this observance, 
Gemma responds to the expectation that she is merciless for doing 
what she does, while imbuing her actions, and fish themselves, with 
some kind of moral significance.

Indeed, while naming individual fish is clearly rare, I did encoun-
ter one case. Like Gemma’s ‘favourite’, Sharkey was easily (and 
unusually) distinguishable. He was considered gigantic. I never saw 
Sharkey, but it was estimated to me that he was three times the 
size of a typical zebrafish. He was housed off the main systems in 
his own tank, and lived to the age of four (he was allowed to grow 
so old because he was a part of an ageing study). Sharkey became 
an aquarium legend. Referring to the ‘head fish’, one aquarist joked 
with me that Sharkey was a lifetime inmate: ‘if you stripped the walls 
[of the aquarium] you’d probably find his name carved into one of 
them – “Sharkey was here”‘. Frank also told me, with a wry smile, 
that people were sad when Sharkey left the place (fieldnotes, 2018).

Such atypical cases do not invalidate the rule about individu-
alisation, though they do seem to prove it. It’s hard to know what 
to make of them. For Sharp, practices like naming and picking 
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favourites generally work to ‘subvert the mandated regimes’ of 
impartial laboratory science.38 These rare events could then be 
read as subverting the expectation, if not mandate, that aquarists 
are entirely unsentimental about fish: perhaps they are more like 
rodent technicians than they like to let on? Elevating select individu-
als, though, may also be interpreted as a coping device, a way of 
managing the moral and emotional contradictions of the work. In 
this case then, they might also be viewed as rituals that respond to 
the internalised expectation, derived from mammalian experience, 
about  what appropriate human–animal relations in labs should 
involve – namely, forms of emotional connection that result in 
moral strain.

Conclusion

This chapter has suggested that, given the reported challenges of 
‘relating’ emotionally to ‘the other animal’, aquarists may seek other 
sources of reassurance that they are moral, on the side of the Good. 
As we saw, one response is to double down on the conventional 
critique of emotions in science and the adoption of a ‘hard-headed’, 
pragmatic persona. This approach on its own, though, seems some-
what out of step with a context in which emotions like empathy 
towards laboratory animals accrue a progressively positive moral 
meaning – and indeed, professional significance. Aquarists there-
fore may engage in other forms of situated cognition, speech and 
action to construct their identities and present themselves as moral 
actors who conform to particular social expectations. This chapter 
therefore followed in a tradition of studying the varied moral and 
emotional tensions animal technologists live within. But rather than 
trying to show that aquarists, like other animal technologists, also 
need to cope with the guilt, fatigue, or anguish caused by complicity 
with the harming and killing of animals, it explored how aquarists 
dealt with the relative absence of strong inter-species emotional 
relations in a context that increasingly seems to expect and approve 
of them. Technologists, it seems, are increasingly asked not merely 
to care for but to care about animals. The case of aquarists is 
useful for exploring the possible  implications of this, particularly 
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in terms of what may be over the horizon as other ‘other’ species 
are brought more fully into societies’ moral reckoning – though the 
future is, as ever, uncertain.

This said, and as suggested in the final section, I do not dis-
count the idea that fish, even zebrafish, can exercise a degree of 
‘sentimental leverage’ of their own. I want to agree, in fact, with 
recent literature on human–fish relations, which, as Allmark-Kent 
remarks, has emphasised that particular groups of people in specific 
circumstances ‘can and do learn to care for the fishes they encoun-
ter’ (often in contradistinction to the public in general).39 There is 
certainly no doubt that aquarists become exquisitely capable of 
reading what we take to be signs of suffering in the bodies of fish. 
Does the tacit knowledge upon which this skill depends ultimately 
rest on a form ‘attunement’ to fishy experiences, that is, on a form 
of inter-species embodied communication that goes beyond anthro-
pomorphic empathy?40 Future work would profit by examining 
not only the variety of ways in which aquarists react to, adapt or 
transform the changing community norms that bear upon them, 
but also how the limitations of embodied experiences are positively 
overcome in practice. In this respect, one might liken the quotidian 
activities of aquarists – including but not reserved to their various 
claims of moral leadership in this field – to the actions of what Koch 
and Svendsen called ‘pathfinders’ who, working their way through 
changing moral landscape, shape it in turn by their actions.41
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Commentaries on culturing and 
sustaining care

Edited by Beth Greenhough

This book chapter focuses on cultures of care in animal research as 
an object of both professional and academic interest. The chapter 
presents three separate commentaries, two from invited respondents 
to this section of the book, and one from the section editor. The first 
commentary is from Jordi L. Tremoleda and Angela Kerton, whom 
both work as professionals in the field of animal research and have 
a keen interest in nurturing a culture of care for both animals and 
the humans who work with them. The second commentary is from 
Eva Giraud, an academic who specialises in animal studies, media, 
and activism, who offers a more critical take, exploring the incom-
mensurable ethical positions occupied by animal welfarists working 
within animal research and animal activists operating outside it. 
The chapter editor’s closing commentary then draws these differ-
ent perspectives into a wider conversation around the tensions and 
complexities that emerge when different ideas, forms and spaces of 
care are juxtaposed.

8.1

Balancing the personal and the professional when 
culturing care in animal research

Jordi L. Tremoleda and Angela Kerton

As laboratory animal veterinarians directly involved in the training 
and education of animal research professionals, and responsible for 
animal care and welfare, we would like to raise awareness of the 

Commentaries
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importance of aligning best animal care and best care for the staff 
working with laboratory animals. The chapters in this section (and 
this volume) open up questions around: how a culture of care is 
defined; how it is developed and embedded within our institutional 
systems and assessed to ensure that it is functioning well; how 
it impacts on an already empathetic professional community of 
animal technologists; and how it supports openness and transpar-
ency. For us these questions inform the broader question of how 
both personal and professional attitudes necessarily intersect in a 
working environment where you are emotionally bound to the care 
for another being.1 This is a key topic of discussion in the labora-
tory animal field, one which invites a diverse range of opinions, 
shaped by expertise and experience working in varied facilities 
and systems, and by the specific needs of diverse lab animal species 
(Message, Chapter 7). In our role the challenge, then, arises of how 
best to harmonise the development and assessment of cultures of 
care across institutions, and the role played by innovative training 
and educational tools in nurturing a good culture of care in our 
facilities.

Nurturing a good culture of care remains a main ethos for 
those working in animal research, and it is widely recognised as 
needing to be well-integrated in our professional training and 
development. At the same time, addressing an issue that can 
provoke varied and complex ethical concerns and emotional 
responses requires guidance and logistical support. It also requires 
an approach that allows for reflective personal learning and emo-
tional openness, allowing people to express how they feel when 
working with research animals, and importantly, integrating 
varied individual perceptions, expertise, duties, institutions, and 
species. As the chapters in this section showed, how staff approach 
this will be largely influenced by their individual role within a 
scientific establishment, their current and past experiences, job 
responsibilities and satisfaction, and how ‘empowered’ they feel to 
speak openly about the subject. For example, someone in a senior 
governing role, may defensively respond that systems to ensure 
a ‘good culture of care’ are well established, and be reassured 
by an ‘open door policy on whistleblowing’ and their research 
and funding success. Young animal technicians or PhD students, 
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with demanding expectations and pressures in their work, are less 
likely to share such positive perspectives, or openly express any 
emotions related to their workplace environment. Therefore, it 
is important that empathy is shown across all professional levels, 
and importantly, that such sentiment is well-fostered across man-
agement and staff, paying a closer attention to the human–human 
relations in our institutions.2

Unfortunately, in the UK (and arguably beyond), current research 
culture is leading to an unhealthy, competitive environment in 
which a majority of research staff may not feel comfortable to speak 
up, and feel constrained and unable to see proactive steps forward.3 
This reality presents a worrying scenario that may directly impact 
on staff welfare, animal care, and science. Clearly, we need to build 
up better trust and respect for all the individuals, animals, and 
personnel that work with them – we need a better culture of care. 
Yet the lack of clarity as to what defines a good culture of care 
and how it can be assessed continues to jeopardise further action 
and commitment from major stakeholders in the animal research 
field. Indeed, various definitions have been proposed at numerous 
workshops that have been conducted within the laboratory animal 
science sector (see Figure 8.1).4

Interestingly, most of us would agree that the culture of care 
relates to high welfare standards, respect for all stakeholders’ view-
points, and excellent communication driven through individual and 
collective responsibility for good science, animal welfare, and the 
wellbeing of colleagues. Furthermore, these definitions are aligned 
with the expectations of society and the regulators. Perhaps where 
different stakeholders vary is the emphasis we can and would like to 
place on each of these different elements, and (as noted above) our 
capacity to take responsibility for actioning these.

To help materialise any plans for improving and assessing 
our culture of care attitudes in our establishments, it is therefore 
important to put the concept of ‘care’ within the animal research 
environment into context. In this way the chapters in this section 
serve a useful role in highlighting how cultures of care emerge in 
practice in different ways for different actors. For some, care may 
indeed be a ‘technological infrastructure’;5 if laboratory animals 
are not cared for properly the consequences are wide ranging with 
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 critical legal, social, and institutional responsibilities. Care can 
also be seen as a form of governance, a ‘necessary evil’ and a ‘big-
brother’ operative with a strong drive for compliance and licensing 
red-tape, which would translate care into a box-ticking exercise 
and lead to a lack of engagement from staff (Greenhough and Roe, 
Chapter 6). This triggers a broader reflection on whether legislative 
enforcement improves behaviour as a whole or whether a good 
culture of care could operate and be the norm without it? Working 
within an existing regulatory framework provides a direct impact 
through an emphasis on legal compliance, but it is important that 

Figure 8.1 Responses to ‘How would you define a culture of care?’ 
from participants as a laboratory animal science workshop (from 

Robinson and Kerton, 2021).
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a caring  attitude builds up organically and naturally within our 
daily working practice; setting of a more stringent compliance and 
bureaucratic working schemes may not be the best route to build up 
an emotional and engaging genuine attitude across staff. 

Care can equally be thought of as a set of skills, bound up with 
a professional identity.6 Animal technologists or actively involved 
animal researchers are able to pick up on the smallest changes 
in animals’ wellbeing, and their ‘hands-on’, attentive attitude 
will directly impact on the quality of their research interventions 
and their scientific validity. Attention to detail is critical, as such 
subtle changes can often indicate the onset of a disease and/or the 
effects that may confound our scientific findings. Interestingly, 
such knowledge and ‘know-how’ expertise seems to be vaguely 
acknowledged, and the importance of these subtle and difficult-to-
assess nuances may be hard to describe or communicate between 
different stakeholders, and more importantly to those who deter-
mine funding and institutional support for research involving the 
use of animals.

Care can also take the form of a relationship between co-
workers7 and between humans and animals (Greenhough and Roe, 
Chapter 6). Assessing the nature of this latter relationship is not 
simple. For example, some people may find it difficult not to get 
‘over-attached’ to animals they work with, especially those animals 
that display unique characteristics or appear to appreciate greater 
human contact time. Furthermore for some staff, like animal tech-
nologists or welfare researchers, their career path is strongly driven 
by their commitment to animal care. Thus, working with labora-
tory animals may create personal challenges for them, particularly 
when the time comes for them to humanely kill the animals they 
work with,8 as has sadly been reflected through the closure of 
various animal research units during the pandemic. Equally, for 
others, as Reuben Message (Chapter 7) shows in his chapter, it 
can be challenging to form the attachments seemingly expected of 
them. How these relationships are handled by management (e.g., 
ensuring the provision of emotional support and the sharing or 
delegation of challenging scenarios such as mass humane culling), 
and sensitively accounted for by institutional governance (e.g., by 
assertively acknowledging such emotional challenges and the need 
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for institutional support), will have a great impact on how staff feel 
supported and valued in their caring role.9

But the key question remains: how can we ensure a good standard 
of care that is well harmonised and valued by research  facilities – 
and, importantly, that is well supported by governance and scien-
tific stakeholders? Despite the development of valuable  guidance 
on the culture of care in biomedical research,10 there have been 
some recent reports of failure in care standards within research 
facilities.11 Moreover, the risk of emotional dissonance12 driven by 
the conflict between emotional responses to being exposed to, and 
sometimes perpetuating animal stress, and the capacity to express 
such emotions13 remains critical to prevent disengagement, frustra-
tion, and compassion fatigue, highlighting that more needs to be 
done to protect the welfare of animals and staff. While such news 
is totally devastating, we must constructively reflect on our institu-
tional and personal practices, and ensure that our staff continue to 
be fully supported under often challenging circumstances.14

New initiatives are required to facilitate this, providing better 
training to help researchers promote good cultures of care and 
new ways for them to raise concerns without fear of reprisals or 
prejudice. We should seek to offer opportunities for the research 
community to engage with leadership and management to help 
institutions and individuals to drive real changes and develop 
new precedents for assessing the health of our work environment 
and supporting the emotional satisfaction of staff. It is impor-
tant to account for the provision of more reflective educational 
approaches, engaging and well-trained educators and, importantly, 
institutional support for integrating culture of care training into 
existing syllabi. It is crucial to integrate the multifaceted nature of 
the subject, addressing inter-cultural perceptions and ethical values, 
the value of multi- disciplinary expertise and the importance of the 
key role of all stakeholders including researchers, animal technolo-
gists and management. It is important that initiatives are built on 
active engagement and participation, bringing a positive uptake by 
individuals, institutions, and governance. It needs to be inclusive, 
with opportunities for individuals to talk openly about their experi-
ences to colleagues who may have experienced similar situations. 
At the same time we need to remain conscious of the challenges 
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of our highly time- and delivery-pressurised work. Therefore we 
welcome the AnNex initiative ‘Care-Full Stories’, which uses social 
science approaches and storytelling to help create new ‘culture of 
care’ training resources.15 Such initiatives will provide a unique 
opportunity to further assess the impact of emotional openness and 
attitude explorations on the wellbeing of our staff, its impact on the 
care of our animals and, importantly, on supporting our scientific 
community to build up a better working environment.

We hope that we have been able to highlight the constant 
‘turmoil’ that those working with the laboratory animal science 
field face. From our perspective as lab animal vets and educators, it 
is critical to recognise the complexity of addressing caring attitudes, 
but likewise the strength of our multi-disciplinary and multifac-
eted community, which provides a unique opportunity to openly 
and safely embrace the emotional dimensions of our professional 
work. While we should not think of our work as a juxtaposition of 
care and harm we do agree that there is ‘also a form of harm–care 
analysis within animal research facilities, through which those 
working there negotiate tensions and pressures in their day-to-day 
work.’ (Greenhough and Roe, Chapter 6, pp. 153–154). Therefore 
it is important to continue developing strategies to facilitate open-
ness and discussions about how we feel about our work, including 
its emotional challenges.

8.2

Incommensurable care

Eva Haifa Giraud

I have sat down to write this commentary multiple times. I’ve tried 
beginning with theoretical quotations,16 historical contexts,17 and 
provocations that critically engage with the forms of care that 
are centralised in laboratory ethnographies,18 but nothing seemed 
‘right’. In part I struggled because, after being invited by this book’s 
editors to write a commentary from a perspective more explicitly 
sympathetic to anti-vivisection activism, I was unsure how to do 
justice to this task.
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Critiques of animal research are heterogeneous, consisting of 
different academic and political threads that form a nexus of their 
own: from ecofeminism and critical animal studies, to canonical 
work in feminist science studies.19 Other interventions range from 
internal critiques about the necessity and validity of certain forms 
of research, to welfarist movements who have collaborated with sci-
entific communities in developing legislation, and activism that calls 
for abolition (which sees anything else as not just compromise but 
complicity offering legitimacy to vivisection).20 Indeed, in the view 
of activists and scholars who hold more critical perspectives – and 
echoing Kutz’s complicity principle where there is ‘no participa-
tion without implication’ – by contributing to a book that does not 
outrightly condemn animal research I would be seen as complicit 
in legitimising the practice.21 The strands and components of anti-
vivisectionist critique, therefore, are characterised by different aims, 
ideologies, and tactics, some of which cannot be brought into dia-
logue with cultures of care that are oriented toward welfare within 
the laboratory.

In the midst of trying to tie together all of the incommensurable 
ethical positions articulated across my failed drafts, however, I 
realised that perhaps there was something important to say about 
the ethical significance of incommensurability itself.22 Following 
this aim, I begin by reflecting on conceptions of a culture of care 
(as defined by Greenhough and Roe, Chapter 6) and the specific 
ethical practices that are centralised by this concept.23 I situate 
these arguments in relation to broader scholarship that sees care-
work within the laboratory as a site of both knowledge generation 
and ethical obligation, and which has adopted a particular focus 
on close, bodily relationships between technicians and animals as a 
site where these ethical responsibilities emerge. This literature, for 
instance, has engaged with examples including guinea pigs being 
mourned by caretakers, laboratory rats observed by students, 
and even acts of killing in the laboratory, to argue that the close 
proximity afforded by care-work in these settings can foster new 
forms of attentiveness to non-human animals.24 As outlined by 
Greenhough and Roe, in literature focused on the emergence of 
care within the laboratory, this attentiveness is often seen not only 
as holding capacity to generate closer attentiveness to the needs 
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of non-human animals but can even create space for resistance 
and refusal.25

During my research I have tried to make sense of culturally 
specific tensions that surround animal ethics, engaging with social 
scientific frameworks from critical theory, science and technol-
ogy  studies, and media studies. Here I draw on some of my pre-
vious work to discuss the limitations of embodied care practices 
within the laboratory, referring to this form of care ethics as 
‘institutionally oriented care’, due to its focus on strengthening 
cultures of care within existing institutional contexts. To conclude, 
I argue for the ongoing importance of external, activist critique as 
a lever for social change, even despite (and perhaps because of) its 
 incommensurability with institutional cultures of care. 

Institutionally oriented care

The chapters in this section on ‘Culturing and sustaining care’ 
articulate a complex understanding of care that speaks to wider 
literatures on embodied practices of caring. Kirk (Chapter 5), for 
instance, argues that care in the form of ‘subjugated love’ has his-
torically held a vital but uneasy position within animal research. 
Technicians’ ‘affective bonds’, he suggests, ‘not least the ability 
to comprehend and understand the needs of animals in ways 
that were difficult to reduce to language’, were both integral in 
preparing animals for experiments and something that resisted 
instrumentalisation. Likewise, in delineating what a contemporary 
culture of care in the laboratory might mean and how it could be 
enacted, Greenhough and Roe (Chapter 6) foreground how the 
practices of contemporary animal technicians are saturated with, 
and sometimes even motivated by, emotion; everyday care-work 
is entangled with affect-laden practices that do not always sit 
easily with rigid laboratory protocols. Message (Chapter 7) both 
echoes and complicates these arguments. Describing how aquarists 
negotiate professional expectations that technicians should foster 
affective bonds with animals, he foregrounds how emotion-work 
has become increasingly central to securing an identity as a ‘good’ 
aquarist. 
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While the chapters offer different insights about the role of care, 
then, each foregrounds a similar mode of care: a care which emerges 
in the laboratory through relationships between technicians and 
animals. A focus on this form of care speaks to a wider theoretical 
paradigm that has made important critiques of the limits of norma-
tive rights-based models of animal ethics in responding to the speci-
ficity of animal lives. Instead, this body of theory has found ethical 
potential in situated, affective relationships between humans and 
non-human animals, as pioneered by influential work from think-
ers such as Haraway and Despret. Haraway, for instance, argues 
that: ‘Caring means becoming subject to the unsettling obligation 
of curiosity, which requires knowing more at the end of the day 
than at the beginning’.26 This approach is presented as a radically 
non- anthropocentric model of care, wherein ethical obligations 
are generated through humans becoming attuned to non-human 
animals’ needs, learning what matters to them, and responding to 
these obligations.

For this form of relational care, the critical question is how space 
can be created for curiosity – and its attendant caring obligations – to 
flourish in sites (like laboratories) where these potentials are often 
submerged. Despret, for instance, illustrates her arguments with 
examples that include Konrad Lorenz’s work with goslings and 
Temple Grandin’s slaughterhouse design, arguing that each is an 
instance of humans learning to respond to the needs of non-human 
animals through curiosity that fostered partial sensory affinities 
and new understanding.27 Lorenz learned how to care for his geese, 
while slaughterhouses were redesigned to be less distressing for cows. 
Chapters in this section, likewise, examine the complex potentials of 
felt responsibility (or to borrow Kirk’s use of Haraway, response-abil-
ity) experienced by laboratory technicians. As Greenhough and Roe 
suggest, recognising these relationships is increasingly seen as integral 
to fostering a healthy culture of care for workers and animals, as well 
as generative of good science. Against this backdrop, Greenhough and 
Roe question whether it is fair or accurate to describe the complex 
role of care within the laboratory purely in terms of instrumentalisa-
tion – as Hollin and I suggest in previous work.28

In this previous work, we framed our arguments in terms of 
instrumental – rather than subjugated – love because of concern 
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about the implications of grounding ethics in care that emerges 
through affective relationships in the laboratory. Effectively, we 
were emphasising the limitations of care ethics that emerge from 
within existing institutional settings. We turned to the history of 
laboratory beagles to foreground these limits. The first large-scale 
experimental beagle colony was constructed at the University 
of California Davis (UCD), as part of a wider set of ‘lifespan’ 
experiments designed to test the effects of radiation on a living 
population. At UCD, beagles were either given a short sharp 
dose of radiation (to replicate the impact of a nuclear blast) or 
fed radioactive food (to mirror the experience of living in a con-
taminated environment), but were otherwise allowed to live their 
lifespan. Importantly, a secondary – but equally influential – set 
of experiments were also being undertaken at UCD: to develop a 
model experimental colony, described as a ‘utopic’ environment 
by researchers.

When reading laboratory reports, what struck us was that the 
language utilised by the scientists at UCD to describe the experi-
ments was uncannily close to wording used in contemporary animal 
studies scholarship to describe the transformative potential of care. 
In papers, reports, and the core textbook based on the research at 
UCD, for instance, researchers explicitly emphasised the impor-
tance of paying attention to what mattered to the beagles, and 
transformed their lived environment in response to these observa-
tions. Everything, from cage design to the type of gravel used as 
flooring, to the level of contact between caretakers and beagles, was 
re-designed to maximise beagle contentedness.

Our arguments in this context were two-fold. Firstly, it is impor-
tant not to lose sight of the fact that these were experiments that 
induced radiation poisoning in dogs for human benefit. Ultimately, 
even though new knowledge and welfare techniques were developed 
through being closely attuned to beagles’ needs, affective engage-
ments were eliminated as soon as they threatened the ends of the 
experiment. Caretakers who expressed too much love for animals 
were fired, noisy dogs were de-barked. Our second point was that 
knowledge gained from these careful encounters fed into future 
beagle colony design with the aim of minimising the likelihood of 
beagles expressing disruptive agency in the future. This is not to say 
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that researchers at the colony, such as Solarz (see Kirk, Chapter 5) 
didn’t genuinely care for the animals (indeed, Solarz continued to 
work with beagles in the context of bed bug control after the experi-
ments ended). We do, however, feel that it is important to recognise 
that this is an institutionally oriented conception of care, which has 
the capacity to foreclose – rather than create – ongoing obligations 
towards non-human animals.

As van Dooren points out in his sympathetic critique of Despret, 
for instance, through forcing goslings to imprint on him Lorenz 
might have generated academic insight and personal emotional 
affinity, but this was also an act of violence that foreclosed any 
future possibilities for the geese to bond with members of their 
species.29 This act of violent-care, in other words, might be born of 
genuine emotional attachment but still created birds that loved their 
cages. Likewise, Grandin’s insights might be cultivated through 
careful sensory attunement with cows but the purpose of this 
knowledge was to generate slaughterhouse designs that make  the 
killing process less ‘fricative’.30 There is a tension here: the social 
scientist can see a dog that loves its cage and, without taking 
account of why said dog is caged, or how it came to love, use that 
as evidence that an experiment is ethical.

The space opened up by centralising institutionally oriented 
care has been valuable in disrupting narratives of human mastery, 
by foregrounding non-human agency in spaces that are conven-
tionally thought of as instrumental. However, this line of argu-
ment has also resulted in a situation where practices ranging 
from slaughterhouse design to pedigree dog breeding are framed 
as ethical, caring, even loving, while activist work that critiques 
or contests these practices (from an inevitable distance) on the 
basis of harm caused to animals, are dismissed as retrograde. This 
situation is dangerous as it can foreclose discussion of wider con-
texts that undermine the potentials associated with institutionally 
oriented care ethics, while at the same time marginalising activ-
ist ethics that ask these structural questions. It seems important, 
therefore, to reflect further on forms of care that emerge beyond 
institutional settings.
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Care outside of a culture of care

One of the reasons I had difficulty writing this commentary was 
because I struggled to construct a neat narrative about incommen-
surable ethical positions. Activist care for animals that manifests 
itself as opposition to animal research, for instance, cannot be 
brought to the table in dialogue regarding how to strengthen a 
culture of care within the laboratory. I suggest, however, that there 
is something critically important about care that is expressed as 
contestation and opposition, precisely because of its incommensu-
rability with formal institutions.

As Greenhough and Roe note in Chapter 6, animal rights 
activism has historically played a significant role in articulating 
opposition that has exerted pressure on mainstream discourse 
and practice. A paradox, for instance, is that anti-vivisectionism 
is incompatible with welfarism (thus cannot come to the table as 
part of the debate), but has also contributed to reform in the wake 
of practices such as hidden filming (even as these practices have 
been motivated by opposition to animal research). These dynam-
ics speak to the extensive body of research about the (complex) 
role of counter-public narratives and movements in fostering social 
change.31 Often forced to operate autonomously, in different con-
texts and discursive spaces from those in which ‘mainstream’ public 
opinion is formed, counter-publics have nonetheless been an impor-
tant realm in which dissenting knowledge is produced that – under 
the right socio-political conditions – can impact upon mainstream 
political beliefs and practices.

In contrast, care grounded in affective bonds can be limited 
precisely because of its compatibility with existing institutional 
arrangements. Message (Chapter 7), for instance, beautifully elu-
cidates how the researchers’ affective bonds with animals are now 
a normative expectation rather than subjugated, to the point that 
technicians have to undertake significant emotional labour as part 
of their professional identity. This form of institutionally oriented 
care ethics can sometimes even be leveraged for more strategic ends 
to allay public concern or criticism of animal research. In my book, 
What Comes After Entanglement, for instance, I discussed media 
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depictions of primate research controversies in the early 2000s, 
in which activist objections were dismissed for being predicated 
on cartoonlike perceptions of animals.32 In contrast, newspaper 
articles, broadcasts, and a high-profile BBC documentary about the 
research emphasised researchers’ care for animals, with practices 
such as giving rats names framed as testament of emotional bonds. 
This close link between proximity, expertise, and care depicted the 
only legitimate forms of care as those expressed by individuals par-
ticipating in research, and became a common frame through which 
activist concerns were dismissed.

In sum, while counter-public expressions of care as contestation 
opens space for critiques of institutions and practices, care ethics 
emerging from within institutions are – perhaps inevitably – easier to 
realign with these institutions even if a degree of dissonance exists. 
This argument might seem obvious, but since the late 2000s, the sig-
nificance of contentious activism has sometimes been obscured, with 
normative activist expressions of care contrasted unfavourably with 
care ethics born of affective encounters. In theoretical contexts, for 
instance, the repeated refrain about animal activism and veganism 
is that these movements mark a denial that no way of living is possi-
ble without some form of killing.33 As touched on above, this stands 
in contrast with depictions of care that emerge from close relation-
ships with non-human animals, which are framed as ‘turning things 
around’, overhauling anthropocentric ways of knowing, and giving 
rise to ongoing ethical response-abilities.34 It is important to move 
beyond this framing, and recognise that care which is incommensu-
rable with institutional cultures of care still has a vital political role 
in asking whether things could be otherwise.

8.3

What constitutes care-in-practice?

Beth Greenhough

As an academic I am aware that care long been a concern for 
social scientists, with scholars such as Joan Tronto stressing the 
complexity of the concept of care35 and the difficulty of defining 



 Commentaries 211

care ‘needs’ and ‘good care’.36 Tronto’s work has been especially 
significant in challenging social perceptions of aspects of care-work 
as ‘feminised’, which has often led to that work being under-
valued. To address this, Tronto suggests focusing on ‘the place of 
caring in concrete daily experience and in our patterns of moral 
thought’ to ‘forge a society in which care can flourish’.37 Feminist 
care ethics further cautions against moments when the physical 
labour of providing care (feeding, washing, and so on) can become 
separated from ‘care-as-affection’ or ‘caring about’. For example, 
Hochschild38 marked  a distinction between the ‘warm’ care pro-
vided by those who cared about as well as for those they cared for 
(typically associated with caring for family and friends), and the 
‘cold’, often institutionalised forms of care where the task of caring 
for the needs of a patient was met, but there was little inclination 
to care about them.

Echoing these shifts in care theory, a series of scandals in the 
healthcare sector, such as investigations into malpractice at the 
NHS mid-Staffordshire Health Trust, drew attention to uncaring 
workplace cultures and suggested increasing social unease about 
the forms of cold care that seemingly characterised institutional 
settings.39 This led to a demand that patients receive ‘effective care 
from caring, compassionate and committed staff’40 and resulted 
in a series of interventions designed to promote a ‘culture of care’ 
within institutions, such as the NHS ‘culture of care’ barometer.41 
This pattern is echoed in the animal research sector, which has 
also suffered a series of prominent care failings, including the 
recent British Union for the Abolition of Vivisection allegations 
 concerning the conduct of animal research at Imperial College 
London.42

Amongst those who work in animal research, there is increasing 
recognition that the established set of guidelines and procedures 
that shape moral reasoning in animal research, articulated through 
the 3Rs principles43 and harm–benefit analysis,44 may not be suf-
ficient for preventing significant care failings. There is also growing 
recognition of the largely hidden burden that ‘affective’ care-work 
places on staff, seen in both internal and external assessments of the 
emotional labour and compassion fatigue experienced by those who 
provide care for laboratory animals.45 Since I began researching 
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the social and cultural dimensions of animal research in 2013, 
the phrase ‘culture of care’ has gone from being a  little-known 
soundbite to becoming a key focus of regulatory concern, training 
provision, and everyday life in animal  facilities across the UK and 
beyond. Consequently, it was not surprising that when my col-
leagues and I brought a group of social scientists and humanities 
scholars together with stakeholders from across the animal research 
community in 2015 to develop a collaborative agenda for Social 
Scientific Research on Laboratory Animal Science and Welfare, 
one of the key themes to emerge was around how best to define, 
develop, and sustain cultures of care.46

Questions of care feature strongly in the work of many of those 
who write about animal research from the perspective of the social 
sciences and humanities,47 demonstrating how academic insights 
can help us work through the complexities of giving and receiv-
ing care in the context of animal research. This work is continued 
by each of the chapter authors in this section. Robert G. W. Kirk 
(Chapter 5) charts the emergence and co-production of the labora-
tory animal and the laboratory technician, showing how the norms 
for this working relationship became established and describing the 
development of infrastructures for delivering care. Kirk (Chapter 5, 
p. 128) draws on Daston’s ‘moral economy of science, to demon-
strate that care is both integral and subjected to the production of 
objective scientific knowledge. Care was expressed through profes-
sionalism, a meticulous attention to biosecurity, and the produc-
tion of Specific Pathogen Free animals, but it was also emergent 
and excessive. For Kirk (Chapter 5, p. 139) these more emergent 
forms of care are evidenced in the example of handling; hard to 
standardise as a set of written instructions, handling must instead 
be ‘attentive and responsive to the feeling of the animal toward the 
handler’. This contrast – between the more infrastructural, bureau-
cratic, top-down articulations of care as mandated by regulations 
and guidelines, and the more bottom-up, everyday forms of care 
that shape day-to-day encounters between humans, and between 
humans and animals, in the context of animal research – also 
emerges in the chapter by Emma Roe and myself (Chapter 6). This 
illustrates how different aspects and understandings of care do not 
always sit easily alongside each other, and may even be directly 
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contradictory, such as the Individually Ventilated Cages, which 
make it safer (at least in terms of biosecurity) for lab animals and 
technicians to be in close  proximity while simultaneously imposing 
a plastic barrier between them. Reuben Message (Chapter 7) simi-
larly draws out the challenges associated with providing good care, 
but specifically highlights how this can vary by species. Message 
shows how tensions may emerge between working in an animal 
research environment where caring about as well as for animals is 
increasingly the norm and working with a species to which society 
seems largely indifferent.

As a researcher, I see these complexities – and more specifically 
the question of what constitutes care-in-practice – as both object 
of academic concern and as a remit for ethical praxis: How do the 
animal technologists I observe, interview, and write about position 
their role as carers? How do I care, in turn, for my research subjects 
by protecting their confidence, sharing their stories and working 
with them to improve staff and animal welfare? I am fascinated 
by the juxtaposition of the more formal, largely utilitarian ethical 
values that shape the regulatory architectures of animal research, 
and the more everyday acts of care I witness and hear about in the 
lab, such as labouring to make fake waterweed to enrich the lives 
of zebrafish, or electing to be the one to euthanise a loved animal. 
I am also troubled by the need for care I perceive as I begin to 
understand the emotional burdens carried by those who care for 
research animals and become better acquainted with the stresses 
and strains of working in animal research. As Jordi L. Tremoleda 
and Angela Kerton (Chapter 8) note, engaging in discussions about 
cultures of care with those working within animal research – which 
are sensitive to the diverse, complex, emotionally difficult, and 
contradictory forms care can take – remains a key challenge for 
the field, and one in which I am increasingly personally invested. 
At the same time, I am conscious of my own positioning within 
the world of animal research; as Eva Giraud (Chapter 8)48 reminds 
us, some forms of care – for example those expressed in some 
types of animal rights activism – remain incommensurable with 
those seen from within animal research institutions. In recognising 
and participating in conversations about culturing care in animal 
research from within the sector I may exclude myself from other, 
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different  conversations. Culturing care in animal research is, then, 
for me, not so much a matter of rational moral judgement, but a 
matter of deep and sustained ethnographic engagement, concern, 
 conversation, and  collaboration – an academic choice, but also 
always and  unavoidably a social and ethical one.
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(Dis)placing veterinary medicine: 
veterinary borderlands in laboratory 

animal research

Alistair Anderson and Pru Hobson-West

Introduction

The veterinary profession is a profession of multiplicities, with 
broad training and expertise deployed in a wide variety of situ-
ations. Each of these situations comes with its own world,1 
ranging from the financial and affective context of human–pet 
relationships, the capitalist context of agribusiness, and the surveil-
lance and management of public health governance. Veterinarians’ 
varied  professional roles entail a variety of technical skills and 
‘situated expertise’2 required to treat different species and deal with 
different non-veterinary stakeholders, such as pet owners, farmers, 
and animal research scientists. The veterinary profession, broadly 
defined, has traditionally been understudied in the social sciences, 
with a nascent literature examining the profession and its chal-
lenges, relatings, and mobilities.3

This chapter contributes to this emerging social scientific body 
of work by examining how Named Veterinary Surgeons (NVSs) – 
a mandated presence in commercial and university UK animal 
research laboratories – articulate their niche as part of the broader 
veterinary profession. While other outputs from the Animal 
Research Nexus Programme (AnNex) focus on the career journey 
of the individual NVS,4 and the role of geography in the construc-
tion of the laboratory as a positive ethical space,5 this chapter 
focuses more specifically on the borderlands6 that emerge between 
clinical and laboratory practice when veterinary professionals 
articulate the practical and personal differences involved in moving 
between and performing different kinds of veterinary roles. In so 
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doing we point to the complex ways in which veterinarians draw, 
navigate, and blur boundaries between their professional worlds, 
despite ostensibly centralised professional regulation.7

In what follows we firstly review the limited existing work on the 
experiences of NVSs. The methods through which interview data 
were collected and analysed are then briefly described. The findings 
are presented by analytic theme, covering firstly the way in which 
the lab/clinic boundary relies on claims by NVSs that they are not 
‘real’ veterinary professionals, secondly the maintenance of the lab/
clinic boundary as exemplified in their reflections on engagements 
with the general public, and thirdly how this boundary is also some-
times blurred, via examples of shared learning across professional 
spaces and places.

The complexity of the Named Veterinary Surgeon role

In the UK, animal research is regulated via the Animals (Scientific 
Procedures) Act 1986 (ASPA), which creates a three-way system 
of licensing. The involvement of veterinary professionals in animal 
research did not begin with ASPA. However, the Act did make the 
appointment of NVSs at all licensed establishments  mandatory.8 
ASPA created statutory responsibilities for animal welfare for 
which NVSs, among other named individuals such as Named 
Animal Care and Welfare Officers, are accountable.9 These protec-
tions, some NVSs have argued, give a degree of consistency to the 
quality of animal lives within the laboratory as compared with 
those outside it.10

The role of the NVS, however, is not as straightforward as the 
legislative mandate might initially suggest. Indeed, as reflected on 
by Dennison’s commentary in Chapter 13, all veterinarians have 
to take an oath when joining the profession, which is to make 
animal welfare their first priority. As Ashall and Hobson-West 
summarise, the role of the NVS is ‘particularly complex in terms 
of  accountability and professional responsibility, since the NVS is 
accountable to both the establishment licence holder (under ASPA), 
whilst also having professional responsibilities to the animals under 
their care, the public, other veterinary surgeons, and the Royal 
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College of Veterinary Surgeons (under the Veterinary Surgeons 
Act)’.11 The implication is that the role is one that requires veteri-
nary professionals to actively navigate the boundary between these 
two pieces of legislation, exercising professional judgement to rec-
oncile potentially conflicting tensions arising from multiple profes-
sional accountabilities within the laboratory. As argued below, this 
navigation also entails a complex form of boundary drawing, which 
includes certain kinds of images of those outside the lab, including 
wider publics.

In addition to the flexibility introduced by several sets of legisla-
tion (see Palmer, Chapter 10 in this volume for more on flexibility), 
the NVS role harbours further complexities in that it is not simply 
a clinical role but involves a number of other areas of administra-
tion and advisory work within the laboratory, and relationship 
management inside and outside the laboratory setting. As has been 
neatly summarised by others,12 vets have a diversity of expertise 
spanning ‘comparative pathology, diagnosis, prognosis, disease pre-
vention and treatment, anaesthesia and surgery, pain recognition 
and control, breeding control, and euthanasia’. This, it is argued, 
renders NVSs ‘uniquely qualified to provide training, assessment, 
and supervision on what [are] considered to be veterinary interven-
tions for scientific procedures’.13 NVSs are consequently not only 
involved in the direct management of animal health and welfare, 
but are also involved in training, ethical review, and the implemen-
tation and promotion of the principles of replacement, reduction, 
and refinement (the 3Rs).14 As with other veterinary professional 
roles,15 the NVS position thus requires a specific set of social skills 
to develop and manage relationships with wider staff involved in 
animal research. As summarised in a careers section of a major vet-
erinary journal, ‘The NVS role requires good communication, good 
teamwork and good working relationships, with mutual respect for 
the responsibilities of others’.16

In addition to key relationships with others inside the labora-
tory, it is important to recognise the wider social context in which 
NVSs operate. For example, previous publications have pointed to 
the way in which NVSs imagine the wider public or wider audi-
ences. An article published in 2006 reported that NVSs can feel 
‘caught in the middle’, with one noting that ‘the anti-vivisectionists 
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don’t like you, because you’re on the other side, as they perceive it 
[and] some scientists perceive you as trying to change the way they 
do their work’.17 Previous sociological work has also highlighted 
the way in which NVSs draw on particular images of those outside 
the lab, in order to navigate and explain their own professional 
role. In their interview study, Hobson-West and Davies18 show 
how NVSs articulate a particular imaginary (dubbed ‘societal 
sentience’) of wider public views towards animals and particular 
species, and that this has an impact both on legislation, and on 
animal care practices.

More broadly, scholars have sought to articulate the role of 
publics in the wider animal research debate. For example, Davies 
et al.19 have highlighted the positioning of publics as ‘stakehold-
ers with opinions that matter’, and Hobson-West has previously 
argued that public opinion is framed as a ‘resource in the animal 
research debate’,20 used by all sides to show themselves as legiti-
mate. Beyond surveys, publics are also enrolled more directly in 
research governance as ‘lay reviewers on funding panels, where 
their expertise helps align research priorities and practices with 
public expectations of research’.21 To return to veterinarians, 
public opinion is likewise enrolled to frame the veterinary pro-
fession as trustworthy, with repeated surveys conducted for the 
British Veterinary Association (BVA) and the Royal College of 
Veterinary Surgeons (RCVS) positioning the veterinary profession 
as one of the most trusted in the UK.22

In summary, NVS work exists at the intersection of a number of 
potentially conflicting sets of perceptions and expectations regard-
ing animal research, for example between ‘anti-vivisectionists’, 
as claimed in Smith and Wolfensohn,23 and the more romanti-
cised view of the profession cultivated by veterinary professional 
bodies.24 Within this context, as for other professionals, NVSs have 
to actively navigate their own place within both animal research 
and their profession. So how exactly do veterinarians in the labora-
tory go about this? This chapter focuses on how NVSs draw con-
trasts between their own role and with clinical practice, and shows 
how this requires a series of discursive boundaries to be created and 
blurred.
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Methods

One strand of AnNex focuses on publics and professions. As part 
of this strand of work, NVSs were recruited through snowball 
sampling via the project team’s existing networks and a callout 
during a specialist conference. The interview agenda and empiri-
cal design benefited from the advice of an advisory panel com-
prising of three NVSs, to ensure that the work was pertinent to 
veterinary stakeholders. Ethical approval for data collection was 
granted by the School of Veterinary Medicine and Science at the 
University of  Nottingham (approval number  1800160608), and 
data collection took place in 2018. All those interviewed were 
currently employed as an NVS, and many had previously worked 
in general clinical practice.25 All vets were associated with a com-
mercial or university research site. This is noted here in order to 
recognise that while the vast majority of animal research occurs in 
a laboratory setting, some does occur outside ‘in the field’, includ-
ing in the veterinary clinic, where different regulatory boundaries 
for veterinarians are also particularly important. However, this 
chapter focuses on the role of the veterinarian in the UK animal 
research laboratory.

Qualitative interviews were chosen as the research method, 
firstly due to the lack of existing data on NVS work, and secondly 
the desire to explore the work of NVSs in detail through their 
own accounts and in their own language. Interviews were carried 
out in person at a location identified by the participant. An inter-
view guide was developed and discussed with an expert advisory 
panel of three NVSs, and was trialled during two pilot interviews 
with no subsequent alterations. The interview format and order 
of questions were subject to revision as the data collection pro-
gressed. Interviews were transcribed by a third party under a 
confidentiality agreement. Transcripts were anonymised with 
all identifiable material regarding names, locations, and organi-
sations removed. Each transcript was assigned a random but 
 gender-specific pseudonym. These transcripts were analysed  by 
the first author using NVivo 12. Codes were also discussed 
between the authors.
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The analysis approach was reflexive Thematic Analysis26 and 
involved two cycles of inductive coding. In the first cycle, tran-
scripts were coded line by line in order to prioritise the voices of the 
 participants.27 The second round of coding aimed to understand the 
patterns that underpinned these initial categories,28 and these pat-
terns were used to coalesce this coding into analytic themes. This 
analysis was a creative process, and the themes did not ‘emerge 
from’ the data but were ‘active creations’ of the analyst.29 The find-
ings now described are therefore an interpretive story, developed 
from this data interacting with the biography of the researchers. It is 
also important to note that what follows does not mirror the format 
of the interview agenda, nor the phrasing of the interview ques-
tions. As is common in qualitative research, we have developed and 
refined these categories via the analysis. In practice these themes are 
highly interrelated, but to allow readability we have divided these 
into three. First, we consider how the boundary between the lab and 
the clinic is constructed. Second, we consider how this boundary is 
maintained. And finally, we consider how the boundary is blurred.

Constructing the lab–clinic boundary

The RCVS 2019 Survey of the Veterinary Profession30 found that 
the main area of UK veterinary surgeons is small animal practice 
(52.6%). By contrast, the numbers working in animal research fall 
into the ‘other’ category, which comprises 2.8% of the profession 
and includes consultancy, racing, and government roles. This also 
helps to explain the lower public profile of the NVS as opposed 
to other veterinary roles.31 In the interviews, participants were 
well aware of their NVS role as niche, and used various discursive 
strategies to set themselves apart from the mainstream veterinary 
profession. For example, NVS Peter described laboratory veteri-
nary medicine as the ‘poor cousin of the veterinary world’. More 
specifically, interviewees would often contrast the laboratory role 
in which they were using their veterinary expertise to the role of 
a ‘normal’ or ‘typical’ veterinarian. Sometimes this contrast was 
made in passing, as part of wider reflections, or made explicitly, 
when referring to their own career history.
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I guess initially when I wanted to go to vet school, since I was a 
little girl, I had wanted to do small animals, so the typical veterinary 
surgeon. (Natasha, interview, 2018)

[A]fter my degree I went straight to work, just a normal vet, small 
animal practice. (Nathalie, interview, 2018)

However, this perception was not always presented in an internal-
ised manner. As shown in the next extract, Melanie recounted the 
way in which a colleague appeared to distinguish between ‘real’ 
veterinary work and ‘paper pushing’ as the NVS:

When I worked with [former colleague], two or three years ago, 
[former colleague] always said to other people always, farmers or 
whatever, ‘Now, I do real veterinary work’, but what [former col-
league] meant was, ‘you don’t do any veterinary work here! It’s just 
paper pushing. I don’t know what it is, but it’s nothing really like 
what you do in general practice’. (Melanie, interview, 2018)

This portrayal of NVS work as more hands-off than general prac-
tice work was recurrent in several narratives. While NVS work 
was often separated from general practice in these accounts as 
being part of a different ‘world’ (multiple interviewees), experience 
developed in general practice was still constructed as professionally 
invaluable in the laboratory:

A few years ago, twice actually, we had new graduates come straight 
into NVS and it was disastrous, it was absolutely disastrous, because 
we can’t provide enough procedural work to get them slick. That’s 
different in different institutions of course but here, suddenly you 
need those skills, they have to come from somewhere and if you 
haven’t been in practice before, where do you learn it? We don’t have 
the frequency to teach people enough. (Maddison, interview, 2018)

This was not solely an issue for new graduates however, as Olivette 
contended that as an NVS, one can lose practical skills and become 
less effective despite having practice experience:

I personally feel just because I’m a vet, if I haven’t touched or done a 
certain procedure for months or even years, why am I suddenly magi-
cally going to be able to do it? I’ve got a slight shake, I used to be 
able to shake my way into any vein, but I’m not sure if I could shake 
my way into any mouse vein if I haven’t had any recent training. […] 
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It doesn’t give you a gold pass just because you’ve got the degree if 
you haven’t used your hands for a while. (Olivette, interview, 2018)

Despite these examples highlighting the value of previous clini-
cal experience, the particular language used by NVSs to contrast 
general and laboratory practice was still striking. For example, 
Maddison described their previous role in general practice when 
they were ‘a real vet’ as their ‘previous life’, and implied the NVS 
was not seen as a ‘proper job’:

I was an equine vet in my previous life and the practice was being sold 
and I was simply looking for a job in the area and I thought I’ll do this 
for a short time before I find a proper job … I’m very welfare driven in 
the whole approach to my post and I feel that’s really rewarding and I 
must say, as a real vet, my understanding of ethical things was minimal 
compared to what the NVS role provides you with. I regret that now 
when I look back on my time in practice, there’s a lot of things I 
would’ve done very differently now. (Maddison, interview, 2018)

However, it is important to stress that using such language did 
not mean the NVS role was presented negatively in terms of job 
satisfaction. Indeed by contrast,32 some veterinarians did note the 
advantages of the NVS role as compared to general practice, both 
for themselves and the animals. For example, some veterinarians 
claimed that they could care more effectively for more animals in 
the lab, and more effectively influence others. This can be under-
stood as a form of resistance to social movement campaigns, which 
have criticised veterinary involvement in animal research.33

Other participants also reflected on the personal advantages of 
the NVS role. In the following example, Paul appreciates that the 
NVS role allows him to ‘have a life’ before nevertheless going on to 
repeat the equation of general practice with ‘real vet’ work:

You have a life [as an NVS], that’s what I would say. Although I 
don’t feel like I’m a real vet anymore. […] I used to do a lot of routine 
surgery, routine stuff, three, four hours a morning in a busy, small 
practice, and I like working with my hands. And also, you’re problem 
solving the whole time. The medical challenges, the diagnosis, that’s 
the art and science of veterinary medicine, it’s diagnosis and then 
of course treatment and hopefully seeing a happy result. Also, the 
instant cure of surgery, I used to really enjoy that. Probably getting 



 (Dis)placing veterinary medicine 231

back to why I did veterinary in the first place, I think the real vet is 
the practitioner. (Paul, interview, 2018)

Overall, this section has demonstrated the way in which, during 
interviews, NVSs drew discursive boundaries between general 
clinical veterinary practice and the NVS role. That these roles are 
described as different is not in itself surprising. Indeed, the RCVS 
Code of Professional Conduct34 frames the NVS role as more advi-
sory and managerial than clinical and technical, given that the NVS 
‘provides advice on the health, welfare and treatment of animals’, is 
‘entrusted with the necessary management authorities’ and ‘should 
advise licence holders and others on implementing the 3Rs’. Rather, 
what struck us during the analysis was the particular language used 
to draw these distinctions. By constructing general practice as ‘real’ 
veterinary practice, these discourses effectively situate the NVS role 
as on the margins of the broader profession. What is also striking is 
the way in which language use could be seen to assume notions of 
power. Despite the rapid feminisation of the profession, Clarke and 
Knights35 argue that vets in practice who they interviewed repro-
duced a masculine narrative of mastery and orderliness, as opposed 
to the ‘skillful performer’ of practice who effectively mobilises 
communication and relationship management skills.36 One could 
interpret the data in this section as a further reproduction of this 
gendered narrative, in that clinical practice is presented as hierar-
chically above the more managerial and advisory NVS work. We 
return to why this might matter in the conclusion.

Traversing the lab–clinic boundary

The previous section focused on how NVSs in our study drew 
discursive boundaries between general veterinary practice and the 
specific NVS role. This section changes tack to explore how NVSs 
negotiate their relationship to wider publics outside the laboratory 
environment. This, we found, was an important part of the way the 
lab–clinic boundary was maintained.

During interviews, NVSs recounted personal fears of being 
attacked by organisations or individuals committed to ending 
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animal research. Such fears have been reported in previous inter-
view studies with others, including senior laboratory scientists.37 
Some veterinarians described how this fear still drove personal 
behaviour. For example, Mia, who works both in general practice 
and in the animal research laboratory, described holding back on 
sharing some information with her children for security reasons:

We did have an incident where we were targeted as a veterinary 
practice by [group] and so I was really concerned about them turning 
up outside the school gates and by inadvertently one of my children 
saying something in a school debate or […] actually revealing that 
[they] knew rather more about the topic than [they] should have 
done, that it might have led someone to put two and two together 
and put them in some sort of danger. (Mia, interview, 2018)

However, in the present study, the most common narrative was 
that these safety fears were predominately in the past. Nevertheless, 
what we found striking was the way in which NVSs still recounted 
complex interaction with wider publics, not only or directly due to 
their association with potentially controversial science, but to do 
with their professional status as a veterinarian. In short, the analysis 
points to a careful line being walked, between on the one hand a 
perceived public image of a typical or ideal veterinarian in clinical 
practice, and on the other their actual lived reality of laboratory 
work. What matters here is that some interviewees saw their role 
as potentially transgressive in the public imagination. The space of 
animal research, for example, was not considered to be an instinc-
tive fit with the romanticised view of the veterinary profession 
personified in the UK by individuals like James Herriot. Indeed, the 
semi-fictional image of Herriot was specifically invoked by multiple 
interviewees regarding their everyday conversations with members 
of the public, for example in the hair salon:

When you say ‘I’m a vet’ they picture James Herriot or the small 
animal vet in a white coat. That’s it. So, you’re safe saying ‘I’m a vet’. 
(Maddison, interview, 2018)

It becomes complicated and it’s affected me in that I’m now hesitant 
to tell people I’m a vet because the next question is always, ‘Oh 
where?’, and I got around it the other day for the person cutting my 
hair and it seemed to work, I may go this route, in that I just said, 
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‘Oh, I used to be a cattle vet but now I’m a specialist vet and I study 
diseases’ and it’s at that point they change the conversation. So, it’s 
difficult because I always used to have a good conversation with 
people outside, ‘Oh, you’re a cattle vet, I’ve seen James Herriot’ or 
whatever. (Nicole, interview, 2018)

As Nicole illustrates, the atypicality of the NVS role from the 
general perception of what a veterinary professional does – or 
where they belong – precipitates a requirement to navigate the 
presentation of their professional image in conversation with people 
external to animal research. This is confirmed by Nathalie, Martin, 
and Maeve, who all recalled a reaction of surprise from people 
they spoke to upon discovering that their veterinary role was in an 
animal research laboratory:

The classic is, ‘How can you do that? You are a vet, you love 
animals?’ And that’s when you explain that I love animals, that’s why 
I do it, because I’m the only party who’s there for them. (Nathalie, 
interview, 2018).

I’ve had nobody ever saying, ‘that’s dreadful’, and lots of people were 
surprised that people [in animal research] employ vets. If they talk to 
me a bit longer […] they say, ‘I’m so glad that people like you exist’. 
(Maeve, interview, 2018)

To begin with, some of them are … surprised maybe. Because obvi-
ously you’re a vet, it’s assumed that because you’re a vet you care 
about animals and you care about their wellbeing, and then that 
sounds opposed to doing research with them but then you explain 
what the framework you work under is, what is the legislation, what 
are the benefits of doing what we do, what would be the downsides 
of not doing it and I haven’t had any issues with that. (Martin, inter-
view, 2018)

As with Nicole, Martin’s account thus demonstrates that discus-
sion with the public about their work requires some labour of 
translation to find a way to communicate the positive value they 
see in their work in the face of the contradiction that the NVS 
role is assumed to foster in the public imagination. In the extracts 
above, such personal labour is presented as ultimately successful. 
However, this is not always the case. In the following detailed 
example, Melody recalls her difficult experiences of talking about 
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her work. First, she recounts a conversation with a pharmaceutical 
representative who was sponsoring a continuing professional devel-
opment meeting she was at, but ironically failed to see the full link 
between animal research and pharmaceuticals. Second, she recalls a 
disappointing dinner interaction, where she divulged her role to the 
person sitting next to her:

I had one rep … and I said what I was doing. She pulled a right face 
and I thought, ‘you’re selling this and I know your company has just 
bought a number of animals from us to do … ‘, so clearly she had 
no idea either. She was a vet selling medicines who thought that it 
was not really very nice that I was involved in animal research from 
veterinary medicine because in [organisation] we did veterinary as 
well as human medicines. Generally, that’s not been a pleasant expe-
rience. Even more recently I was at a presentation dinner sitting next 
to [a business person] and I thought ‘Let’s try this with a non-vet 
person’. He seemed like a very posh, well-educated kind of person. 
He was horrified that I even told him and I said, ‘you seem like a 
trustworthy person’, but I thought, ‘we’re kidding ourselves to think 
that people are ready for this’ … He said, ‘you shouldn’t be so open 
with that’. (Melody, interview, 2018)

In Melody’s account, she stresses that neither proximity to animal 
research nor being ‘well-educated’ were barriers to having a nega-
tive attitude towards animal research and the veterinarians involved 
in it. According to Melody, then, we are ‘kidding ourselves’ that 
wider audiences are ‘ready’ to appreciate the role of the vet in the 
lab. As analysts, our contention is that we need to appreciate the 
wider social context of veterinary practice (and not just the wider 
social context of animal research) in order to make full sense of 
these data.

As already highlighted, professional bodies such as the BVA and 
RCVS are keen to stress that the veterinary profession is regarded 
by publics as highly trustworthy.38 Previous publications have also 
highlighted ‘love for animals’ as a major pull factor for veterinary 
occupations,39 and have pointed to the way in which, unlike in 
human medicine, the UK veterinary profession has largely been left 
to regulate itself.40 Irvine and Vermilya41 also stress that among 
veterinarians, women are often stereotyped as being attracted 
to the veterinary profession for nurturing and maternal reasons. 
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Such work helps to paint a picture of the wider social context in 
which NVSs operate, and helps to explain why such careful walking 
of the lab–clinic boundary is deemed necessary. Working in animal 
research as a veterinary professional was perceived by interviewees 
as sometimes being anathema in the mind of the general public, 
contradicting a perception of a more feminised veterinary profes-
sional as animal-lover and healer. While the previous section illus-
trated how NVSs themselves presented their work as atypical for 
the veterinary profession, their reported experiences in communi-
cating with publics imply that there is not only a public imagination 
of what a veterinary professional is, but also of where veterinary 
professionals (do not) belong.

Blurring the lab–clinic boundary

In the section above, on ‘constructing the lab–clinic boundary’, 
the analysis illustrated the way in which NVSs themselves drew a 
clear boundary between the ‘real’ veterinarian in general practice, 
and the NVS role on the margins of the profession. The second 
section argued that NVSs have to engage in specific labour to 
walk this boundary between the lab and the clinic during interac-
tions with those outside the laboratory. This final section consid-
ers the ways in which interviewees’ detailed examples of their 
work to blur the apparent boundary between the lab and the  
clinic.

Some interviewees were keen to discuss the way in which skills 
or expertise they had developed in laboratory animal research 
could benefit their or others’ work in general practice. For example, 
several NVSs noted positively that laboratory animal veterinary 
medicine had a more developed level of knowledge and technique 
regarding the treatment of small animals such as rats than could 
be routinely found in general practice. While this was described 
by Mia, an NVS who also works in practice, as a ‘side-benefit of 
research’, others argued that this transfer between worlds was not 
that common. One reason for this, Oliver argues, is that there are 
only specific areas of laboratory animal veterinary medicine that are 
usefully transferable between fields:
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When I first started work for [organisation] the friend who recruited 
me said ‘Oh, it’ll make you a better rat vet’, and he was absolutely 
right. But there is some dichotomy in the knowledge because it doesn’t 
matter how much I know about Sendai Virus or Mouse Norovirus, 
that’s never really going to be very much use in my work as a first 
opinion general practitioner. Whereas, for example, knowing how to 
anaesthetise them and how to stitch them up so they don’t undo the 
stitches is very useful. (Oliver, interview, 2018)

Interestingly, given the previous discussion about not sharing infor-
mation about their role in the lab, Oliver stresses that his city centre 
clients remain unaware of how he has developed these higher level 
skills.

They don’t know why I’m a rat expert. So it’s now got to the stage 
where I’m comfortable, I’ve spayed quite a few rats and hamsters for 
people who wanted … we’ve got quite a lot of rat-owning clients, 
being a city centre practice … So as I say, we get quite a few requests 
now to spay the rats, for example, to try and reduce the risk of 
mammary tumours. (Oliver, interview, 2018)

Both Oliver and Mia noted that, while they had developed greater 
knowledge and skill in rat medicine, they were rarely asked how 
these had developed and they felt that neither general practice clients 
nor other veterinarians realised that it was as a result of working 
in laboratories. Mia also recounted an example of telephoning the 
author of a textbook to ask for advice in treating a rat, but still 
maintains that more widely her colleagues would be unaware that 
such knowledge would have been developed via animal research:

I’m not certain that vets in practice realise that it’s come from 
research though. If I asked my assistant where they thought it came 
from I’m not sure that they would realise that most of it had been 
gleaned over the years from people trying things […] in NVS work. 
(Mia, interview, 2018)

Later in his interview, Oliver also noted that, given concerns about 
making things public, he would personally be cautious about adver-
tising to his clients where his enhanced knowledge had come from:

I wouldn’t promote it in the practice […] I think within my own prac-
tice I would worry whether that might affect my client base, whether 
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it might, I suspect if it was widely known I suspect my clients would 
split into two camps, one who supported me and one who said, well, 
we don’t like that and we’ll go somewhere else. (Oliver, interview, 
2018)

The NVSs interviewed also provided further examples of how tech-
niques, skills, or knowledge gained in the laboratory can benefit 
veterinary care in general practice. For example, Mia highlighted 
benefits from diagnostic tools like the rabbit grimace scale,42 which 
she had pushed to introduce in their clinic:

I’ve been going on for ages and I wanted to introduce pain scoring 
in practice for a long time and no one had really listened because, 
obviously, as an NVS it’s what you do all the time, […] and I was 
able to say, ‘But do you know that comes from research?’ […] That’s 
something that was probably pushed in our practice because I was so 
familiar with it in research. (Mia, interview, 2018)

Euthanasia was also raised as an example of where experience in 
the lab could potentially benefit clinical practice. Maddison gave 
an example of how this ‘influence’ could potentially happen at scale 
using social media. He mentioned a veterinary Facebook group, 
with thousands of registered vets as members, which included 
requests for advice that he felt well placed to provide:

It’s really quite good. I was reading some of the posts and they talked 
about euthanasia with small animals and I thought ‘my god!’, and 
‘where can you learn this, that and the other?’ If they looked up a 
document written for the research on euthanasia, we have so much 
material that they don’t seem to know about. I find that quite strange 
because somebody said where can you find this, that, and the other, 
and I could give you about 10 different references straight away. 
(Maddison, interview, 2018)

Crucially, however, in some examples such as euthanasia, NVSs 
also reported that the influence could go the other way: that expe-
rience in practice can and should impact on laboratory care. To 
return to Mia again, she noted a requirement introduced through 
ASPA that mirrors a standard practice in the clinic:

Coming from practice the other way though, I think one of the 
biggest things that’s been really important is the change with ASPA 
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where you have to ensure that the animal is definitely dead by a 
second method and that’s something that’s always been done in 
practice. So, [in practice] you would never contemplate euthanising 
an animal and not listening for a heartbeat. You just wouldn’t, would 
you? So, actually having a secondary method, that’s really reassuring 
that the animal is definitely dead before anything else happens to it. 
(Mia, interview, 2018)

Overall, then, this section has focused on the way in which NVSs’ 
accounts seem to blur the boundaries between the worlds of clinical 
and laboratory practice. In Maddison’s example above this could 
take place through the use of wide-reaching social media platforms, 
while in Mia’s example this took the form of legislative change. 
Indeed, there is evidence that professional organisations are keen to 
celebrate or encourage shared learning; for example, in April 2021 
a webinar was organised entitled ‘Ethical Challenges – How Can 
Laboratory and Clinical Vets Support Each Other in Decision 
Making?’43 Despite such efforts, one potential contribution of our 
analysis is to highlight the challenges that remain for individual 
NVSs to talk openly about this shared learning. What their accounts 
imply is that it is not just levels or depths of expertise that are made 
to matter, but rather where legitimate expertise comes from.

Conclusion

The veterinary profession is one of multiplicities, and the broad 
training that veterinarians receive makes them suited for a wide 
range of occupations – in small animal clinics, on farms, in govern-
ment, and, as with the qualitative interviewees whose accounts are 
drawn upon in this chapter, in laboratories. In summary, our reflex-
ive thematic analysis suggests that NVS work exists at the intersec-
tion of a wide and conflicting set of expectations and assumptions, 
with NVSs engaged in the simultaneous drawing, navigation, and 
blurring of boundaries between professional worlds and spaces.

Despite the broad technical expertise that all vets are deemed to 
possess by virtue of their training, there are some clear images in 
these NVS interview accounts of what a ‘real’ veterinary profes-
sional is, what the public’s imagined veterinary professional does, 
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and where that professional belongs. These accounts are complex 
and contradictory, with the NVSs arguably partly complicit in 
reproducing a hierarchy within the profession, by tying ‘real’ vet-
erinary work to the technical and scientific clinical work of general 
practice, contrasted with the administrative and managerial work 
of an NVS. Indeed, it is this supposed atypical nature of their 
role that creates a specific imperative to walk the border between 
general and lab practice in their interaction with others.

More specifically, the accounts assume a particular vision of the 
‘general public’. Previous sociological work44 argued that NVSs 
imagine the public as having a particular attitude or sensitivity 
towards animals. This chapter extends the literature by focusing 
instead on the imagined public’s attitude or sensitivity towards 
veterinarians. This imaginary sees laboratory veterinary work as 
anathema to the caring and animal-loving veterinary professional 
encapsulated by a popular-imagination figure like James Herriot. 
We cannot here confirm whether this image of the veterinary pro-
fession is indeed held by wider publics – that would require a dif-
ferent empirical research project. However, what we can conclude 
is that this public imaginary is made to matter in multiple ways, 
for example by changing what NVSs tell their children about their 
work, or how they withhold the provenance of their uncommon 
expertise in specific species from clients.

Taken together, these complex strands point to both conceptual 
and material spillovers between the boundaries of general veteri-
nary practice and laboratory veterinary work. This creates complex 
borderlands that veterinary professionals navigate as they move 
between different spaces marked by inherent regulatory tensions,45 
and also carry different personal and professional identities and 
imaginaries of veterinary work into and out of these spaces. NVSs 
grappled with their identity as veterinary professionals, reproduc-
ing masculine narratives of mastery and orderliness around the 
conception of a ‘real’ veterinary professional as someone involved 
in technically challenging clinical work rather than the ‘skillful 
performer’ of practice who effectively mobilises communication 
and relationship management skills.46 Socially, conversations with 
the public were described as challenging engagements, as vet-
erinary professionals were imagined as trustworthy and maternal 
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animal lovers – consistent with the image presented by veterinary 
professional bodies47 and the genuine occupational pull factor of 
love for animals48 – at odds with the controversial space of the 
laboratory. Moving beyond the refuge of identifying simply as a 
veterinary surgeon consequently required the development of strat-
egies for engagement or avoidance of conversation about labora-
tory veterinary work. We would argue that such conclusions were 
only possible by appreciating the interview accounts of NVSs as 
multiply-displaced veterinary professionals, rather than a narrower 
analysis which could have analysed the accounts of NVSs as animal 
research professionals. For example, only by appreciating the prior 
career trajectories of NVSs and the shared learning as they have 
travelled between spaces of veterinary expertise,49 is it clear that the 
boundaries between the worlds of the lab and the clinic are experi-
enced by these professionals as porous.

Indeed, we hope that the reflections presented in this chapter may 
interest scholars with an interest in the complex ethical boundary 
drawing of other types of actors, for example health professionals, 
whose work sometimes requires movement between the lab and the 
clinic.50 In terms of veterinarians, however, we also hope that this 
work will be situated not just within social scientific work on the 
animal research laboratory, but also within the oft-contested and 
wider history of veterinary expertise. The veterinary profession in 
the UK has succeeded in carving out a professional monopoly over 
animal healthcare regulated under the Veterinary Surgeons Act 
1966, which defines the art and science of veterinary surgery and 
medicine as covering diagnosis, and the medical and surgical treat-
ment of animals.51 However, while expertise remains ‘precarious’ 
and impermanent for individuals, it is also historically and spatially 
contingent.52 For example, this chapter has shown the way in which 
NVSs present the ‘real vet’ as involving technical work in prac-
tice rather than the administrative and advisory role of the NVS. 
However, it is possible that this clinical ideal type may already be 
fading from prominence, in an increasingly commercialised veteri-
nary industry that challenges veterinary professionals to adopt and 
adapt the skills of salespeople.53

That the veterinary profession as a whole stands at somewhat of a 
crossroads is argued in a recent article in the Veterinary Record (the 
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flagship journal of the BVA). Gardiner54 argues that the profession 
faces several contemporary challenges that should prompt reflexiv-
ity in considering questions such as ‘“What should the veterinary 
profession look like?”, “How many vets do we need?”, “What areas 
will they be working in?”, and “What role should veterinary schools 
play?”’ The complexity of the borderlands described in this chapter 
may thus exemplify the respective challenges to, and lack of consensus 
on, the place, value, and role of veterinary professionals in contempo-
rary society. As long as veterinarians are in the laboratory, grappling 
with these big issues is, we would argue, necessary in order to fully 
appreciate the workings and nuances of the animal research nexus.
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10

‘Field folk’: citizen scientists and the 
Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act

Alexandra Palmer

Introduction

Ethan is a university-based ornithologist, whose research regularly 
involves working with non-professional naturalists, specifically bird 
ringers. In an interview (2018), he describes such collaborations 
with non-professionals as ‘at the very core of field ornithology’, 
referencing the discipline’s long tradition of using data collected by 
non-professional birders, and the finer line between professionals 
and amateurs in ornithology compared with most scientific fields.1 
Such non-professional involvement in research is today commonly 
referred to as ‘citizen science’. This is a term developed in the 1990s, 
which ornithologist Rick Bonney2 defined as involving public con-
tributions of observations to scientific research, while sociologist 
Alan Irwin’s3 definition emphasised opening up science processes 
and policy to the public. Bonney’s definition has become the more 
popular of the two, although the term has increasingly incorporated 
elements of both ideas. Alongside astronomy, wildlife research of 
the kind that Ethan and his ringer collaborators undertake tends to 
dominate in the public profile of citizen science.4

Ethan’s research involves activities like collecting blood 
samples from free-living birds in the UK. Such activities are 
deemed to exceed a certain threshold of invasiveness,5 which 
means that conducting them requires licensing under the Animals 
(Scientific Procedures) Act 1986 (ASPA; for further background, 
see Myelnikov, Chapter 1). As the personal licence holders, Ethan 
and his university-based research associates (e.g., PhD students and 
postdocs) are the only people involved in the project  authorised 
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to conduct blood sampling and other licensed procedures under 
ASPA. However,  volunteer bird ringers help with other elements 
of the research, like setting, monitoring, and extracting birds from 
the net, and attaching rings to help identify the birds next time 
they are caught. 

Many of the ringers Ethan works with are highly experienced – 
indeed, their training to become licensed ringers took longer than 
that required for securing an ASPA licence. Nonetheless, Ethan 
described being asked by the Home Office – the authority charged 
with regulating animal research under ASPA – to oversee the train-
ing and techniques of his volunteers. This, to Ethan, is problem-
atic, since ‘I can’t turn round to somebody who’s been ringing for 
40 years and tell them that they’re not handling a bird correctly 
and they’re not ringing it properly’, especially since he personally 
holds fewer years of ringing experience. Ethan viewed some of his 
volunteer citizen scientists as having greater expertise than himself 
at handling and ringing birds, and felt that he should therefore not 
be required to oversee them – doing so would make little sense and 
disrespect the ringers.

The reflections of ‘Ethan’ (a pseudonym) serve as the starting 
point of this chapter, which is concerned with how volunteer citizen 
scientists engage with ASPA. In considering this, it connects with 
a longstanding interest among historians and science and technol-
ogy scholars in the relationships between professional and non- 
professional scientists, including amateur naturalists. Among other 
subjects, scholars have explored how non-professionals acquire 
their knowledge, and how this process of knowledge accumula-
tion may reflect different values between the two (potentially quite 
socially separate) groups.6 Furthermore, scholars have considered 
how professionals have perceived non-professionals’ expertise, 
and their (not always successful) efforts to establish and maintain 
common understandings and consistent methods when working 
with non-professionals.7 Common across much of this literature 
is an ethical concern with making science more accountable to the 
public, with citizen science frequently viewed as a way of foster-
ing a mode of science that is responsive to public concerns, and 
makes use of non-scientists’ knowledge.8 This literature also inter-
rogates what it means to be an ‘expert’, and how non-scientific 
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 expertise – of farmers9 and Indigenous peoples,10 for example – is 
(or isn’t) incorporated into scientific research and policy-making.

These themes are extended in this chapter by demonstrating that 
in ASPA-regulated wildlife research, citizen scientists are simultane-
ously excluded from positions of authority, yet also able to directly 
contribute to animal care and research practice. To make this 
case, I use the concept of ‘knowledge-control regimes’ developed 
by Hilgartner. A knowledge-control regime is a socio-technical 
arrangement – guided by legal and quasi-legal mechanisms, and 
informal shared understandings – that produces categories of agents 
and allocates those agents certain ‘entitlements and burdens’.11 A 
knowledge-control regime may serve many goals, such as allocating 
‘epistemic authority’ (in this case, who has authority for manag-
ing protocols and protecting animal welfare during research),12 
maintaining quality, and constructing professional jurisdictions. 
Exploring how ASPA as a knowledge-control regime simultane-
ously includes and excludes citizen scientists highlights the value 
of flexibility and long-term, trust-based relationships for ensuring 
alignments between expertise and authority, and the inherent (and 
arguably intentional) exclusivity of ASPA and other licensing-based 
systems of animal research regulation.

The chapter examines two themes that emerged from research 
relating to citizen scientists and their involvement in ASPA. First, 
it examines how citizen scientists engage with ASPA, showing 
that there are regulatory, institutional, and social barriers to 
their involvement. Second, it explores how misalignments between 
expertise and authority are negotiated under ASPA via flexibility 
and trust-based relationships between inspectors and researchers. 
Finally, it concludes by discussing what the case of citizen scientists 
can tell us about knowledge-control regimes in animal research, and 
the challenges of engaging publics in science.

Methods

This chapter presents qualitative research undertaken as part of the 
wider Animal Research Nexus Programme (AnNex). The particular 
strand of AnNex presented here focused on non-laboratory animal 
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research in the UK in veterinary clinics, farms, zoos, fisheries, and 
wildlife research field sites. Under ASPA, such sites are commonly 
classified as Places Other than Licensed Establishments (POLEs). A 
key theme that emerged from the POLEs research was the complex 
interface between ASPA-regulated wildlife research and citizen 
science. This subject became sufficiently important that we col-
laborated with stakeholders to run a panel discussion event on the 
subject of citizen science regulation.13 Research therefore primarily 
focused on ASPA-regulated research outside of the laboratory, but 
also looked at citizen science.

Interviews (sometimes in collaboration with other AnNex 
researchers) with 30 people, and 24 lengthy informal conversations 
with others, were conducted between 2018 and 2020. All but five 
interviews were conducted in person, with the remainder taking 
place over phone or video call due to logistical challenges, par-
ticipants’ preferences, and COVID-19-related restrictions. Potential 
participants were identified via online searches, snowballing, and 
existing contacts within the AnNex team. Together, 22 of these 
conversations focused primarily on wildlife research, with two 
interviews and three informal discussions focusing almost exclu-
sively on wildlife citizen science. A further 10 involved discussions 
with Named Veterinary Surgeons (NVSs) and Home Office inspec-
tors and covered a broad range of topics. Participant observations 
were also conducted during visits of one to two days to five non-
laboratory research projects, and during shorter site visits, a wildlife 
research training course, and relevant conferences (including one 
focused on wildlife citizen science).

Interview transcripts, fieldnotes, and relevant documents were 
analysed using qualitative data analysis software NVivo. Coding 
was inductive, with themes emerging from the research rather than 
being pre-determined ahead of data collection. All interviews were 
conducted with written consent from participants. This research 
was granted ethical approval by the Central University Research 
Ethics Committee of the University of Oxford (Reference Number: 
SOGE 18A-7). Due to the sensitive nature of the topic, a policy of 
using pseudonyms was adopted (using letters C, and E through H, as 
per the AnNex policy; see Introduction) and  de-contextualisation, 
when necessary.
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The POLEs research project offers a good example of what can 
be achieved by using insights from the social sciences to encourage 
new thinking in animal research. In addition to the professional/
citizen scientist interface, another key theme that emerged was a 
sense that non-laboratory research is neglected compared with 
laboratory research. For instance, there are no published statistics 
on the number of projects or animals used at POLEs, few dedi-
cated networks intended to share information and provide support 
for researchers working at POLEs, and arguably less attention to 
non-laboratory work in animal research guidelines compared with 
the laboratory. In light of this lack of attention and support, some 
stakeholder collaborators elected to write a grant proposal aimed at 
creating a network for wildlife researchers, following from a stake-
holder-focused workshop we held on the subject of non-laboratory 
research.14

Citizen scientists and ASPA licensing

Let us begin by considering how citizen scientists can become 
involved in ASPA-licensed research. To do so, it is important 
to briefly explain who citizen scientists are. The categories of 
‘professional’ and ‘citizen’ scientist are not completely separate. 
Professional wildlife researchers sometimes simultaneously identify 
as ‘birders’ or similar, and may watch and catch wildlife in their 
spare time. Indeed, I was once invited out on a weekend recrea-
tional birding expedition by a professional ornithologist (though 
the trip was cancelled due to bad weather). Several researchers I 
encountered in interviews and fieldwork also narrated their career 
trajectories in zoology and field biology as first inspired by citizen 
science activities in their formative years.

However, a large contingent of citizen scientists never go on 
to become professionals and are self-conscious about their non-
professional identity. For example, one presenter at a citizen science 
conference I attended in 2019 began his presentation by saying, 
‘I’m not a scientist, not a researcher, but I am a birder’. As other 
scholars have demonstrated, these non-professional science groups 
may develop unique shared identities, terminologies, values, and 
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methods of sharing knowledge.15 For example, birders were once 
jokingly described to me as ‘men over 60 in checked shirts’ (field-
notes from 2019 conference). This summary may have some factual 
basis given that bird-related activities sometimes described as ‘com-
petitive’,16 such as ringing and ‘twitching’,17 in the UK and US are 
strongly male-biased,18 although the anorak is more typically refer-
enced in descriptions of the birder’s attire.19

The conference also made clear that citizen science communities 
may be tightly knit social groups with hierarchies and an ‘in’ crowd. 
At previous iterations of the conference, names had been assigned 
to specific tables at the main conference dinner. Because this prac-
tice had caused tension, it was formally stopped in the year that 
I attended; however, attendees informally re-created this system 
themselves, which meant that outsiders like myself struggled to find 
seats given our lack of community contacts. My research also rein-
forced that certain individuals within wildlife citizen science com-
munities hold a higher status than others, and that citizen science 
communities such as birding are characterised by both cooperation 
and competition.20 In particular, several participants suggested that 
the highest ranks are held by those in possession of high levels of 
skill in trapping and marking animals, and can demonstrate this 
skill through the possession of difficult-to-obtain licences for riskier 
trapping and marking techniques (e.g., cannon netting). In an 
interview (2019), researcher Hugh cynically summarised the situa-
tion as a ‘hierarchy of elitisms among citizen scientists’, citing the 
examples of mist netting bats, and the use of high-tech equipment 
like radio transmitters, as ‘more elite activities’ within the ‘batter’ 
community. Hierarchies and networking are therefore not only 
important features of professional science, but also in some areas of 
non-professional citizen science.

Despite this sense of community, citizen science is by definition 
characterised by a lack of institutional affiliation.21 As we have 
discussed in more detail elsewhere, this can pose a problem for 
citizen scientists seeking to secure an ASPA licence, given the sub-
stantial amount of funding and institutional knowledge that may 
be required to successfully complete ASPA paperwork, and even 
to understand what the law covers.22 In the words of interviewee 
and citizen scientist Calum, requiring ASPA licences for attaching 
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tracking devices to birds ‘would scupper most of it’ due to citizen 
scientists’ perception that they cannot secure licences (2020). In 
this sense, institutional knowledge – such as that possessed by local 
Animal Welfare Ethical Review Bodies – is a fundamental part of 
how ASPA’s knowledge-control regime functions, as securing a 
licence requires (or, at least, is believed to require) familiarity with 
the ‘knowledge format’ of the ASPA licence application.23 Those 
without this institutional knowledge feel as if they are excluded, 
even if this is not technically the case.

Citizen scientists’ feeling of exclusion from ASPA is not entirely 
surprising, since ASPA was not historically intended to regulate 
citizen science. As we have discussed in more detail elsewhere,24 
the Home Office has never had an interest in regulating bird ringers 
and other citizen scientists, in part because doing so would dra-
matically increase inspectors’ workloads, and citizen science activi-
ties are viewed as low-risk in terms of animal welfare and public 
acceptance. Indeed, the undesirability of straying into regulation 
of this large community was raised in evidence given by the British 
Ecological Society to the 1980 House of Lords Select Committee 
on the Laboratory Animals Protection Bill (a precursor to ASPA).25 
One might also interpret certain criteria determining which activi-
ties require ASPA licensing as being drafted with the exclusion of 
citizen science in mind, such as the ‘identification threshold’ whereby 
ringing, tagging, and marking animals for science do not require 
ASPA licensing provided they ‘cause only momentary pain or distress 
(or none at all) and no lasting harm’.26 Furthermore, as Valverde has 
observed, the licence as a technology of governance aims to restrict 
when, where, how, and by whom certain activities can be done, as a 
way of reducing opportunities for violations of the law.27 Licensing is 
therefore inherently, and to some extent intentionally, exclusionary.

Given citizen scientists’ feeling of being unable to secure ASPA 
licences, my research suggested that there is push-back from 
citizen science communities about the encroachment of ASPA into 
favoured citizen science activities, and satisfaction when favoured 
activities are moved out of ASPA’s remit. For example, birders 
reported that plucking birds’ feathers was until recently regulated 
by the Home Office under ASPA, but has now shifted to the author-
ity of the British Trust for Ornithology, which issues licences for 
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bird ringing (fieldnotes from conversation with birders, 2019). 
From various conversations, I gathered that citizen scientists were 
pleased to have this activity regulated by an authority with which 
they are already familiar. Informal conversations also suggested 
that in the past feather plucking may have been done by some 
birders without ASPA licences, even when this was legally required.

In short, the Home Office has little interest in regulating citizen 
scientists, and citizen scientists in turn don’t want to be regulated 
under ASPA.28 The main people calling for ASPA to cover more 
citizen science activities are therefore the occasional animal welfare 
advocate (though wildlife, and specifically citizen science, tend not 
to be key campaign subjects),29 and professional wildlife research-
ers concerned about risks to animal welfare or perceived unfairness 
if they (unlike citizen scientists) are expected to secure licences for 
borderline activities that arguably don’t fall under ASPA.30 The end 
result of this situation is that citizen scientists do not hold ASPA 
licences themselves. If they are involved in ASPA-regulated research 
it is typically as skilled volunteers rather than licence holders.

However, there may be additional reasons why citizen scientists 
do not tend to lead ASPA projects, which are less related to ASPA 
and its associated regulatory mechanisms and more a reflection 
of how professional and citizen scientists regard their own exper-
tise and relationships with one another. Citizen scientists tended 
to show deference towards professionals for their analytical and 
project leadership abilities. For example, in an interview, citizen 
scientist Clive described reaching out to a professional researcher 
after it became clear that:

I can data collect for two weeks while I’m on leave, but then I’m 
rather stuck to make sense of it. So we’d ringed 30 thousand birds [in 
a particular location], you know, which is a lot of birds. And we real-
ised that we were unable to deal with the data. We were the citizen 
scientists – we needed the scientist side to help us here. (Clive, citizen 
scientist, interview, 2019)

Clive added that having a professional researcher on board was 
important for helping the citizen scientists understand ‘the regula-
tions’ as they began to undertake more sophisticated techniques, 
which posed greater risks to birds and therefore required further 
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regulatory oversight. In short, citizen scientists are sometimes scep-
tical about their own abilities,31 at least when it comes to data anal-
ysis and understanding regulations. This means that it is not just 
professionals who engage in ‘demarcation work’ by maintaining 
and reinforcing separation between professionals and volunteers,32 
but also non-professionals.

At the same time, citizen scientists commonly expressed a sense 
of pride in their greater field-based expertise compared with profes-
sional researchers. For example, during a question and answer session 
at the conference, one citizen scientist observed that the amateur– 
professional relationship can be mutually beneficial, since the amateur 
can’t do statistics but the professional researcher ‘probably hasn’t 
been out in the field for 50 years’ (a comment which received much 
appreciative laughter). Thus, non-professional scientists may under-
stand their possession of a highly developed skill as conferring dignity 
and respect, and as restoring their status in a context where they are 
likely to be viewed as the inferior party.33 The self-identification of 
citizen scientists as ‘field folk’, as one birder put it in an informal 
 discussion (2018), therefore implies both insecurity and pride.

Negotiating expertise under ASPA

Citizen scientists tend to only participate in ASPA-regulated pro-
jects as skilled volunteers working for licence-holding professional 
researchers. However, this subordinate role may be at odds with 
citizen scientists’ technical expertise, which might be mutually rec-
ognised by professional and citizen scientists – as demonstrated by 
Ethan’s comment at the beginning of this chapter. Another example 
came during the conference I attended, in which a researcher 
acknowledged one volunteer in particular, who goes out nearly 
every day for the project and keeps comprehensive genealogies 
of the animals under study. The researcher observed that really 
the citizen scientist should be the one giving the talk. Researchers 
and citizen scientists alike may therefore be well aware that exper-
tise comes in multiple forms, and is not exclusively possessed by 
professional scientists.34 This example also illustrates how profes-
sionals may be willing to undertake ‘welcoming work’ whereby they 
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(at  least  partially) deconstruct professional–volunteer boundaries 
by welcoming specific volunteers into their domain.35 At the same 
time, a common theme throughout the conference was the claim 
that researchers tend to ‘parasitise’ the hard work of volunteers (as 
one speaker put it), such as by not giving them proper acknowledge-
ment in publications, thereby advancing their own careers while 
failing to build up the status of volunteers.36

These complex negotiations of expertise, respect, and responsi-
bility are dealt with under ASPA through a range of mechanisms. 
First, the law itself features a series of named roles, such as the NVS, 
Named Animal Care and Welfare Officer, and holders of a project 
licence and personal licence. Each of these parties is granted certain 
responsibilities (e.g., offering independent advice on animal welfare 
in the case of the NVS)37 based on their role in the research and 
their expertise; they are therefore required to have completed certain 
training requirements and demonstrate certain skills. For example, 
personal licence holders have to undertake an authorised training 
course, in addition to being signed off as competent in specific tech-
niques, before undertaking licensed procedures under ASPA.

However, in practice there may be a mismatch between exper-
tise and legal responsibilities assigned by ASPA. This may occur 
if highly skilled individuals are not legally permitted to undertake 
tasks that they’re good at, or if people responsible for oversight 
have less expertise than those they are overseeing. This situation 
does not just occur with professional and citizen scientists (as in 
Ethan’s case), but also in other contexts where researchers are 
supported by colleagues or volunteers with a high degree of skill. 
For example, wildlife researcher Geoff explained that one of his 
colleagues with no ASPA licence is highly skilled at fitting collars 
onto their mammalian research subjects (fieldnotes, 2018). Because 
the research animals are under anaesthesia when their collars are 
fitted, this step is meant to be done by a licence holder, though as 
we will see later Geoff was able to change this in practice. Similarly, 
I visited a veterinary study that involved orally administering an 
experimental medical treatment to animals at people’s homes, and 
in one case at a charity where an experienced veterinarian was on 
site. In this case, the on-site veterinarian expressed incredulity that 
she was not permitted to administer the experimental treatment as 
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she did not have a project licence. Allowing this to occur would 
have made the research process smoother, as the researcher oth-
erwise had to repeatedly drive considerable distances between his 
research locations (fieldnotes, 2019). In another example, an agri-
cultural researcher described it as ‘ridiculous’ that he had to ‘train 
[farmers] how to look at their own sheep’, since the sheep under 
study remained under the care of farmers while being technically 
under the researcher’s ASPA licence (fieldnotes, 2019).

However, as we have also discussed elsewhere,38 these issues are 
often successfully resolved via flexibility and discretion, which in 
turn rely on long-term, trust-based relationships between actors. 
As explained by wildlife researcher Geoff, he was able to reach a 
compromise with his Home Office inspector whereby the colleague 
who is an expert at attaching collars could do so, so long as Geoff 
(the licence holder) is present in the room and regularly looks over 
to check. Geoff’s narration of this story implied that he, like Ethan, 
felt that it was not right for him to be required to supervise someone 
who is even more highly skilled than himself. Still, this flexible reso-
lution did at least mean that the person with the greatest technical 
expertise could do the activity they’re skilled at, even if they are still 
under the supervision of the lesser expert. Similarly, the veterinary 
researcher indicated that he planned to ask his Home Office inspec-
tor if they could work something out to allow the on-site charity 
veterinarian to administer and monitor treatments, implying that 
informal conversations between researchers and inspectors often 
lead to productive compromises.

This flexibility might be viewed as not only a feature of relation-
ships between actors (namely regulators and researchers), but as 
an inherent property of ASPA itself and its associated guidance. 
For example, ASPA guidance indicates that the assessment of wild 
animal health after capture can be assessed by either a vet or by 
an ‘other competent person’: wording which allows regulators, 
vets, and researchers to negotiate who qualifies as competent in 
specific cases.39 ASPA is therefore to some extent a deliberately 
flexible piece of policy, and this particularly shines through in guid-
ance documents indicating how the law might be adapted to work 
well on the ground in different contexts. While many participants 
complained about inconsistencies between inspectors (a risk with 
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any flexible system of governance),40 several participants viewed 
flexibility as one of ASPA’s key strengths. As former Home Office 
inspector Heather argued in an interview (2019), although she has 
heard people complain that ASPA is ‘open to interpretation’, to her, 
‘part of its strength was that … there was the ability to overlay on 
top of the legislation an element of common sense’. In other words, 
Heather believes that ASPA was designed to deliberately allow 
various (perhaps inevitable) inconsistencies or problems – such as 
mismatches between expertise and responsibility – to be dealt with 
on a case-by-case basis via common sense and negotiations between 
researchers, regulators, and others involved in animal research.

Thus, while ASPA on the surface appears to assign responsibili-
ties to specified roles based on assumed expertise, in practice it is 
deliberately flexible to allow ‘entitlements and burdens’41 to be 
rearranged among actors as needed. Some might argue that this 
flexibility is less a feature of ASPA specifically and more of laws 
in general, and particularly of licensing systems, which in practice 
tend to involve a great deal of discretion and even ‘epistemological 
creativity’.42 It is true that flexibility, regulator–regulatee relation-
ships, and the ‘enforcement style’ of regulators (e.g., how flexible 
they are willing to be)43 are key to how other laws work, such as in 
food safety.44 At the same time, ASPA specifically was sometimes 
talked about in this study as more flexible relative to other laws 
with which researchers interacted. For example, Geoff identified the 
wildlife health law regulated by the Department for Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs as more prescriptive (and therefore, in his 
view, worse) than ASPA around wildlife vaccination protocols 
(interview, 2018), and another researcher made a similar argument 
about trapping licences issued under the Wildlife and Countryside 
Act by Natural England and its equivalents.

Furthermore, ASPA can be viewed as more flexible than other 
systems of animal research regulation, notably that of the US. As 
Davies argues, ASPA distributes epistemic authority more widely 
amongst key actors than the US system.45 While the US system 
is less centralised, with licensing taking place at the institutional 
rather than national level, it also gives greater authority to vets and 
particular scientists compared with the UK. Davies proposes that 
this is a product of a greater reliance in the US on performance 
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standards (where desired animal welfare standards are described, 
but methods flexible) rather than engineered standards (which 
focus on specifying animal care methodologies and technologies, 
e.g., cage sizes), and a more formalised role of scientific experts in 
shaping policy than in the UK.

Yet for several interviewees, the flexibility that lies at the heart 
of ASPA is being lost. Flexibility was often spoken of as a product 
not only of ASPA itself, but also of trust and understanding between 
inspectors and researchers built up over years of working together. 
But several researchers complained that they are experiencing more 
frequent changes of inspectors, perhaps due to inspectors’ increas-
ingly demanding workloads.46 Furthermore, researcher Hugh felt 
that increasing workloads contribute to inspectors becoming ‘more 
narrow and less flexible’. For example, inspectors might say:

‘If you can’t show me X, Y, and Z then you’re not doing it.’ Now in the 
past the inspector may have said, ‘Oh that’s interesting I can see why 
you want to do it a different way. Okay, start off like this but if you see 
something come back to me and then we’ll work our way through this 
to try and get to an end point.’ And I feel that inspectors don’t have the 
time to do that now. (Hugh, researcher, interview, 2019)

Recent shifts in regulatory practice might be argued to make these 
concerns more acute. Since July 2021, inspectors have no longer 
been allocated to individual establishments. Rather, regulation 
has been split into three teams covering 1) regulatory advice, 2) 
compliance assurance, and 3) licensing.47 This means that research-
ers receive advice from multiple regulators rather than primarily 
engaging with a single inspector. While this approach is expected 
to have several advantages, such as the reduction of wait times,48 it 
may also further impede the development of productive inspector– 
researcher relationships that were so often highlighted by partici-
pants as crucial for ASPA to work well, and flexibly, in practice.

Conclusion

What, then, can we learn about the knowledge-control regime 
of ASPA from the case of citizen scientists, or ‘field folk’? First, 
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I demonstrated that citizen scientists almost always engage in ASPA 
as skilled volunteers rather than licence holders. This is important 
because it suggests that there are regulatory and institutional barri-
ers to entry for non-professionals into science that impede making 
science accessible to the general public. This move to encourage 
‘open science’ and citizen science has been adopted (albeit, argu-
ably, in limited ways) by many funders and government bodies.49 
That said, barriers to entry also appear to be linked to how citizen 
scientists perceive their own abilities and those of researchers, and 
how they envision the professional–citizen scientist relationship. 
Thus, while the exclusion of citizen scientists from positions of 
authority is partly a product of ASPA and its implementation, it 
is also connected with longstanding and complex relationships 
between professional scientists and amateur naturalists.

While they are rarely in positions of authority in ASPA-regulated 
research, citizen scientists may still be regarded – including by the 
professional researchers in charge – as the greatest experts when 
it comes to specific tasks, such as catching and marking animals. 
Even in the lab such misalignments between authority and expertise 
can occur; for example, animal technologists may develop consid-
erable expertise in activities that they are not strictly responsible 
for, such as how to design breeding protocols to get the desired 
number of research animals with minimum surplus (see Peres and 
Roe, Chapter 12). I have argued that while ASPA sets out default 
arrangements whereby responsibility is allocated to certain actors 
based on their presumed expertise, it is also deliberately flexible: a 
feature which for many participants was the Act’s greatest strength, 
but which is also at risk of being lost due to increasing inspector 
workloads and frequent changes of inspectors.

The case of ‘field folk’ therefore offers several key lessons about 
ASPA as a knowledge-control regime. First, it illustrates the central-
ity of flexibility to ASPA’s implementation, and the risks posed by 
changes that could undermine the development of long-term, trust-
based relationships between researchers and inspectors. Secondly, 
it highlights how ASPA, like all licensing-based systems of regula-
tion, limits who can conduct animal research, with the result that 
citizen scientists feel excluded from securing licences. This in turn 
perpetuates a situation in which citizen scientists are subordinate to 
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 professionals. While the advantages of this approach include ensur-
ing that animal researchers have extensive institutional support 
(which citizen scientists lack), it also impedes any efforts to directly 
involve publics in conducting scientific research. 
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‘Knowledge is power, and I do want 
to know more’: exploring assumptions 

around patient involvement in 
animal research

Gail Davies, Richard Gorman, and Gabrielle King

Introduction

We have titled this chapter using words from Tina1 who became 
involved in research on dementia as a patient representative 
after retiring from a health-related career and caring for a family 
member. Her words weave together the complex relations between 
knowledge, power, and possibility that are emerging as patients2 
are increasingly involved in biomedical research.

This chapter reflects upon issues of knowledge and power from 
the perspective of different stakeholders, including patient repre-
sentatives like Tina, who are involved in conversations around 
animal research. We examine a common but contradictory set of 
assumptions about patient involvement in animal research, which 
were expressed by some of the patient representatives, scientific 
researchers, and involvement professionals in our research, and 
contested by others. These assumptions may be held by individu-
als or institutions, and they may reflect aspects of past and present 
experience. However, they often remain unexamined, leading to 
missed opportunities for conversations across different perspectives 
or even miscommunications. These assumptions include that: 1) 
‘patients don’t want to know about animal research’; 2) ‘patients 
will always support animal research’; 3) ‘patients don’t have rel-
evant expertise to contribute to the policy and practice of animal 
research’; and 4) ‘patients won’t make a difference to research using 
animals’.

Patient involvement in animal research
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In what follows, we locate these assumptions through the recent 
rise of research involvement, which seeks to include patient per-
spectives in biomedical research, and earlier periods of animal 
research activism, which aligned patient voices with research con-
troversies. We then introduce our research before exploring each 
assumption through qualitative interviews with patients, scientists, 
and involvement professionals. In conclusion, we suggest that 
examining these assumptions can help foster two-way learning 
and create space for patient voices and different perspectives in 
biomedical research.

The rise of patient involvement in research

Patient involvement refers to research carried out in active part-
nership with people affected by health conditions. The National 
Institute for Health Research (NIHR)3 defines involvement as doing 
research with people, rather than to, about, or for them. There are 
ongoing debates around the terminology and use of  involvement,4 
however, involving patients in research is now embedded in 
research policy and practice across universities, hospitals, the phar-
maceutical industry, and the third sector.

Research involvement has grown in response to demands to 
empower patient voices in decision-making about the research that 
affects them, and wider efforts to improve the relevance, quality, 
and accountability of health research and funding.5 Involvement 
often has a range of objectives from satisfying moral and ethical 
imperatives around patient rights,6 seeking legitimacy through fos-
tering public acceptance and accountability,7 to incorporating sub-
stantive contributions from patients that enhance the relevance and 
quality of research using the experiential knowledge they develop 
through living with a health condition.8 Research involvement 
started with patient activism around clinical trials, where direct 
links were made between involving people in research and improv-
ing the relevance of research. Sociologist Steven Epstein tracked 
the work of AIDS activists and organisations in the 1980s ‘who 
challenged researchers’ approaches to conducting trials, which had 
overlooked patients’ preferred outcomes’.9 Collaborations between 
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 researchers and patients in clinical trials have now moved to the 
medical  mainstream and are seen as ‘vital if the uncertainties that 
matter most to patients are to be reduced’.10

This institutionalisation of involvement has seen patients move 
from ‘advocacy groups’ working outside to becoming members 
of ‘working groups’ within research policy.11 The UK Department 
of Health set up the ‘Consumers in NHS Research’ to support 
patient involvement in 1996.12 This body has subsequently changed 
names,13 but the role of patients has been strengthened, with the 
2001 Research Governance Framework for Health and Social 
Care stipulating that patients ‘should be involved at various stages 
of the development and execution of research projects where 
 appropriate’.14 Patient involvement is now required in most aspects 
of health research, with many funders only supporting research 
that demonstrates the active involvement of patients.15 However, 
aspirations for ‘patients and the public to be involved in all stages 
of research’16 are ambitious. The Shared Learning Group on 
Involvement in Research, a working group comprised of national 
voluntary sector organisations in the UK, noted in 2019 that ‘much 
has been written about involving people in clinical, public health 
and social care research. Much less has been written about involv-
ing people in laboratory-based research’.17

While involvement in laboratory research remains less common, 
there is growing evidence of the different ways patients can make 
positive contributions to reimagining practices and modes of 
‘upstream’ research. Caron-Flinterman et al. proposed several ways 
in which the experiential knowledge of patients could improve the 
relevance and quality of biomedical research in 2005.18 The sub-
sequent literature from social scientists, involvement practitioners, 
and biomedical researchers now includes many claims made for the 
value of patient involvement including: more collaborative rela-
tionships with patient groups,19 better understandings of the links 
between disease and illness,20 alternative models of  translational 
research,21 more effective organisation of clinical trials,22 and 
even reducing the use of animals by increasing value and reduc-
ing waste in research.23 However, Caron-Flinterman et al., and 
other health researchers building on this work, also recognise the 
complexities of involving patients in ways that are meaningful to 
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them in biomedical research.24 Meaningful involvement depends 
on creating  mutually respectful relationships and recognising the 
value of patient expertise.25 Many of the barriers to involvement 
are exacerbated when research involves the use of animals, due to 
 contemporary sensitivities and past experiences.

The history of patient voices in animal research activism

Creating meaningful involvement around animal research is addi-
tionally challenging because of recent histories of public activism 
and institutional secrecy. Patient stories were increasingly incorpo-
rated into public debates around animal research in the 1980s. Pro-
research groups used patient testimonies as part of public relations 
strategies, when they were inserted into the ‘battle of moral images’ 
as they were understood to have an ‘emotional appeal to match that 
of animal activists’.26 Patient voices were interjected into increas-
ingly polarised public debates around animal research, which were 
strongly structured around pro- and anti-animal research positions. 
This use of patient testimonies was controversial at the time, with 
some scientists suggesting that patient stories were ‘too emotional’ 
and had the potential to undermine their claims based around sci-
entific rationality.27

The initial assumption by many establishing these groups was 
that patients would always advocate for animal research. In the 
US, Incurably Ill for Animal Research was set up to bring patient 
perspectives into political debates to counter anti-animal research 
activism in the late 1980s.28 In the UK, the Research for Health 
Charities Group, launched in 1991, aiming to improve ‘under-
standing of the role played by animals in medical research as well 
as encouraging good research practice among its members’,29 
tended to construe patients primarily as the powerless beneficiar-
ies of medical research, with researchers ‘helping victims to live a 
better life’.30 Other groups did have more active patient inclusion 
from the start. The organisation Seriously Ill for Medical Research, 
also founded in 1991 by patient activist Andrew Blake, was a key 
mechanism through which ‘the voice of the patient’ in support of 
animal research began to be raised.31
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However, other patient groups began to organise around oppos-
ing perspectives. Groups such as Disabled and Incurably Ill for 
Alternatives to Animal Research (DIIAAR) and Incurably Ill Because 
of Animal Research advocated for funding to be reallocated from 
animal research to care services or human clinical research in the US.32 
Groups like DIIAAR drew on disability rights activism, and were 
critical of the way patient narratives around disability had been co-
opted to present illness as ‘pitiable, always in need of a cure, and as a 
barrier to a full life’.33 The UK group Seriously Ill Against Vivisection 
(see Figure 11.1) was set up in direct opposition to Seriously Ill for 
Medical Research, and challenged the way they felt patient voices 
were being co-opted by pharmaceutical companies, specifically stating 
‘we are appalled these companies claim to speak for us’.34

These particular groups are no longer active, but this history 
resonates as both moves towards greater openness and  involvement 

Figure 11.1 Hilary Walsh, centre left, and Gail Record, centre right, 
founding members of Seriously Ill Against Vivisection, are joined 
by others to demonstrate about the practice of testing drugs on 
animals outside the Research Defence Society in central London  

(Source: PA Images/Alamy Stock Photo).
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in animal research bring renewed attention to the dynamics of 
conversations with patients. Many organisations in the UK have 
now signed up to the Concordat on Openness on Animal Research, 
meaning there are more resources to support researchers and insti-
tutions to have more open conversations about their use of animals 
in research.35 However, the openness agenda is mainly focused on 
fostering discussions in public rather than processes for involving 
patients. This difference is important. Involved patients do not 
stand in as proxies for the public interest.36 Those studying patient 
involvement argue that patients are not lay in medical contexts but 
hold valuable ‘experiential knowledge’ from having and coping 
with a condition.37

These earlier encounters have left a complex legacy of experi-
ences and assumptions that can be difficult to navigate. There is 
no single way to manage the difficult mix of emotion, advocacy, 
and evidence in conversations between researchers and patients. A 
nexus approach to animal research offers an opportunity to hold 
together the present and past of patient involvement around animal 
research, understand these changing imaginaries,38 listen across dif-
ferent perspectives, and support the diversity of conversations that 
patients want to have today.39

Researching stakeholder perspectives

The conversations presented in this chapter took place during 
research completed at the University of Exeter as part of the 
Animal Research Nexus Programme (AnNex) from 2017 to 2022. 
The research explored the increasing interfaces, and enduring gaps, 
between practices of patient involvement and animal research 
in the UK. It focused on learning from those stakeholders who 
were already doing patient involvement in biomedical research 
and who were able to reflect on both its possibilities and difficul-
ties. We attended a range of patient engagement and involvement 
activities as observers and carried out two recruitment surveys 
with biomedical researchers and patient groups. We interviewed 
59 preclinical scientists, patients and their representatives, and 
involvement and engagement professionals to understand their 
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different  perspectives, and organised two workshops to develop 
conversations between them.

The patients we spoke to were involved in setting research 
agendas, developing research proposals, reviewing grant appli-
cations, sitting on grant panels, monitoring research projects, 
talking at events, and helping put research into practice. We spoke 
to people of different genders, from diverse socioeconomic and 
ethnic backgrounds, and with occupations ranging from students 
to retired people. We included open questions on identity in the 
recruitment questionnaire to monitor inclusivity,40 and our sample 
records a larger number of white women from professional back-
grounds, middle-aged and upwards, which broadly reflects current 
patterns of research involvement in the UK. These people were 
making contributions to biomedical research across a range of 
areas, including cancer research and neurodegenerative and genetic 
conditions. Their experience of involvement ranged from one to 
over ten years. They were mainly involved in basic and preclinical 
research that sought to understand biological processes and test the 
safety and efficacy of potential treatments.

The research received ethical approval from the University of 
Exeter. All the names in this chapter are pseudonyms. We allocated 
names using specific letters (R, S, T, and W) distributed across the 
AnNex Programme to ensure that the people who took part in 
our research were given unique and consistent pseudonyms (see 
Introduction). Our analysis involved thematically mapping the 
distribution of assumptions, concerns, and hopes about patient 
involvement in animal research across different stakeholder groups, 
with a focus on understanding what involvement might mean, and 
achieve, for different people. We have written about the complex 
and situated dynamics of these encounters in a number of academic 
articles41 and reported our research for the stakeholders who took 
part in it.42

In this chapter, we explore some of the assumptions that may 
act as barriers to moving from talking about research to patients, 
or speaking for patients in animal research, to having conversa-
tions about research with patients. Our aim is not to suggest that 
all patients want to have conversations about animal research, but 
to ensure that these conversations can be meaningful for those, like 
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Tina, who ‘do want to know more’. We hope that by foregrounding 
the perspectives of those already involved in biomedical research, 
and listening to how they navigate the complexities of animal 
research, we can contribute to moving this conversation forward in 
productive new ways.

Assumption #1: Patients don’t want to know about 
animal research

The first assumption we address is that patients don’t want to know 
about animal research. This was reported by some involvement pro-
fessionals and patients themselves. If patients do not want to know, 
it is important that they can continue to be involved in other kinds 
of clinical and preclinical research without this additional difficult 
aspect. Being involved in research can be rewarding and purpose-
ful, but it also requires emotional work.43 However, the people we 
spoke to wanted to have the opportunity to choose the right infor-
mation for them, highlighting the importance of not assuming what 
patients want to know about animal research.

In many ways, patients told us similar things to earlier research 
on public engagement with animal research. These studies indicate 
that, for many people, acceptance of animal research is conditional 
on health benefits being realised and suffering minimised.44 Prior 
research also indicates that many people do not want to encounter 
images of animal research, even if they are supportive.45 As patient 
representative Teresa puts it:

I didn’t want to see it, I’ve got a friend who’s very, very into animal 
rights, she always puts stuff on Facebook, I can’t see things like that. 
I’d rather just hand the unpleasantness over to [the scientists] and 
let them get on with it. I don’t really want to know. I know they use 
mice and I know they probably do some horrible things to them. But 
I actually don’t need to know this. I wouldn’t want to stop it. (Teresa, 
interview, 2018)

People could support animal research and want to know more 
about how animals were being treated, even if they still did not 
want to see them. Rhoda wanted to know how animals were treated 



 Patient involvement in animal research 273

but did not want to meet them face-to face because of her connec-
tion through research involvement.

I did look at one application recently who said, ‘We’re going to 
have a meet the animal session’ and I thought ‘No, I really don’t 
want to meet the animals.’ I like to know that they’re happy and 
content, but I don’t want to look at them and think, ‘what’s going to 
happen to you tomorrow?’ That went too far the other way. (Rhoda, 
interview, 2018)

Many images of animal research circulating in the media are 
criticised as out of date representations, and practices around both 
openness and involvement have included efforts to update these 
images.46 However, for patients, this sensitivity was not only about 
the physical recoil of upsetting pictures. The patients we spoke to 
saw themselves as having a distinctive perspective and responsibility 
that came with their proximity to research.

This closeness has two dimensions. First there is the shared ‘sus-
ceptibility to injury and illness’ that Greenhough and Roe suggest 
patients can feel in common with animals used in research.47 This 
leads to a sense of mutual vulnerability and enhanced sense of cor-
poreal responsibility.

I think that’s the real issue, because as patients we’ve all been, I hate 
to use the word, but we have all been in some way, a guinea pig, you 
know, it’s a cliché but we have been analogous to the mouse in a 
specific situation. (Tristan, interview, 2018)

I have a much better understanding now of what it’s like to be vulner-
able. With this diagnosis, as things get harder you become much more 
aware of how vulnerable you’re becoming, you’re going to become 
more and more vulnerable, and be at the whim of other people and I 
just feel that’s how animals are. (Tabitha, interview, 2018)

The second aspect of connection is around what we might 
call procedural responsibility. Being involved in research meant 
patients wanted to know more to inform their contributions to 
decision-making, part of what Druglitrø calls the ‘procedural care’ 
practices that now surround animal research.48 Rhoda reported 
‘worrying about it in the middle of the night’ if she did not know 
what the animals would experience. Tabitha acknowledged that 
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 conversations about animal research were difficult but important to 
her research evaluation and sense of responsibility.

I do like to know the detail. I really want to know that they’re being 
treated humanely and that any suffering is minimised, and I do want 
to know that. I don’t want to have my brain working overtime think-
ing I’ve just given something a high score for research, and I don’t 
understand what the animals have to go through. […] I think it 
would be good if we had more of these conversations […] reducing 
that anxiety would be a huge help to me personally and reducing the 
guilt. (Tabitha, interview, 2018)

For Rachel, it was important to know how animal suffering 
was going to be minimised. This helped her make a meaningful 
contribution.

If I knew an animal was going to suffer […] I’d want to know how it 
was being minimised. I want to know that whatever is happening to 
those animals, any suffering or pain is minimised and it’s definitely 
not prolonged and that if they are killed afterwards, that’s humane 
and quick. I would want to know. I don’t think there’s anything I 
wouldn’t want to know. If it’s relevant to that research and it helps 
me to provide some kind of informed contribution, then I would 
want to know. (Rachel, interview, 2018)

Patients who want to know more about animal research talk 
about their involvement in decision-making through an informal 
harm–benefit analysis.49 They are interested in the potential ben-
efits of animal research for their condition, but they also want to 
know about the animals’ experience and what is being done to 
reduce harms. Anxiety can come from not knowing and being left 
to make judgements without information on these crucial points. 
Many institutional communications about animal research, fos-
tered by the Concordat on Openness, have made the links between 
research practices and potential outcomes more publicly visible. 
But Tina wanted to ‘learn a lot more about how many animals 
would be used, where the animals were coming from, how they’d 
been treated’, and suggested that for her this learning ‘hasn’t really 
seemed possible’ (interview, 2018).

Patients are not a homogenous group and rather than assuming 
patients do not want to talk about animal research, our interviews 
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suggest it is important to provide opportunities for people to be 
in control of the information about animal research they want to 
know more about, including around suffering and reducing harms. 
The potential for these conversations to increase feelings of per-
sonal responsibility for animal suffering also indicates the need for 
caution and careful support for patients who become involved in 
animal research. This leads directly to our next point, about not 
assuming that patients will always support animal research.

Assumption #2: Patients will always support animal research

The second assumption we want to unpack is that patients will 
always support animal research. This assumption might be traced 
back to the 1980s and 1990s, when patient testimonies were mobi-
lised to foster public support for animal research. It was also some-
thing that some people we spoke to reflected on in private. Tim, a 
patient representative explained that ‘your perspective changes when 
you get an illness like this. I don’t know but I imagine people who get 
chronic illnesses would be far more supportive of animal research in 
relation to research on that illness’ (interview, 2018). Like many of 
the points in this chapter, this assumption contains important ele-
ments of truth,50 but it is not a simple, or binary position.

Some of the complexities that come from assuming patients 
will always support animal research are evident in the processes 
of putting together engagement activities and involvement panels. 
Conversations between patients and researchers need to be safe 
and supportive, but this can lead to them being selective. Historical 
experiences of activism against animal researchers in the UK meant 
that many involvement professionals we spoke to recounted stories 
of people being screened out of attending events or joining review 
panels on the basis of their background and beliefs. Sue explained:

When I first came to the charity, I’ve been here six years, the medical 
director, when he interviewed what was the user committee, if they 
said they were opposed to animal research, they were chucked off, 
well not chucked off but they were not recruited, so obviously that is 
a self-selecting group. (Sue, interview, 2018)
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The atmospheres around animal research have changed in some 
ways, but institutional screening often continues when patient 
review panels are put together. The membership of a group that 
reviews a research proposal, or conducts an ethical review of animal 
research,51 constructs a particular version of that patient or public 
voice.52

Shirley, an involvement professional for a large medical charity, 
explains that patient recruitment processes can include questions 
about people’s views in this area: ‘Depending on the activity we’re 
interviewing for, we’ll often ask people “How do you feel about 
animal research because it is something that we as an organisa-
tion do?”’ (interview, 2018). Other organisations reported a 
similar stage in recruitment, explaining they would not exclude 
people with different views, but like Shirley acknowledged it did 
likely lead to a consensus around a ‘middle ground of not loving 
animal research but understanding that it’s probably necessary’ 
( interview, 2018).

This compromise will be reassuring to many and help facili-
tate some conversations, but it also shapes expectation of what a 
‘patient voice’ is and can exclude other perspectives. For example, 
Tabitha suggests she doesn’t have a voice about the use of animals 
in this context.

We don’t really have a voice in what goes on as far as research using 
animals, I think there’s obviously the anti-vivisectionists, you can 
do stuff that way, but not as a role in research networks. (Tabitha, 
interview, 2018)

Those involved in research are asked to bring their own lived 
experiences, and sometimes the views of others, to their roles. 
However, some aspects of personal identity and experience, includ-
ing hesitancy around animal research, are difficult to bring into 
these conversations. People have many beliefs and experiences that 
are important to them, which they have to negotiate in involvement. 
If these challenge animal research, the assumption that patients will 
always support animal research means important views may be dif-
ficult to bring into this space. People risk being left needing to seek 
support elsewhere, reducing the diversity of perspectives that are 
included in conversations.
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With the transgenic mice, I was a little bit apprehensive about it 
because I am a [member of a particular religion]. One of our tenets is 
not to kill any living being, so I in fact, consulted with my meditation 
teacher about whether I might be committing murder or commit-
ting the killing of the drosophila or the rats by participating in the 
 monitoring – even though I’m not directly involved in the scientific 
part of it. (Win, interview, 2018)

Questions that might be seen as undermining the consensus about 
animal research can also be difficult to ask. Here our interviews 
echo work by Michael and Brown, which indicates that patients 
offered contingent support for animal research and also wanted to 
back multiple strands of research, any one of which might yield 
something useful.53 The patients we spoke to often wanted to 
ask questions about alternatives to animal research. Some found 
these questions hard to ask as they didn’t want to seem critical 
of the research or felt these conversations would be shut down. 
Others did feel able to ask these questions and wanted to talk 
about the  range of research options that might deliver benefits 
but recognised this line of questioning could be seen as difficult or 
disruptive.

I tend to question quite avidly: why would a mouse model be useful in 
this particular situation, why can’t the researchers be looking for an 
alternative model, maybe a stem cell? That might be some of the feed-
back I give quite often actually because as a general principle, I would 
like to see less animal research. That’s my ethical standpoint. […] but 
there just doesn’t seem to be an interest in doing alternative types, 
looking at prevention or lifestyle or looking at environment factors 
that might be of interest and so on. (Tina, interview, 2018)

People come to research involvement with a range of personal 
experiences and gain further expertise through their involvement. 
Being open to learning from their diversity of experiences requires 
attending to conversations about research that move beyond 
the assumptions that patients will always advocate for animal 
research. It also requires careful consideration of the nature of 
patient expertise.
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Assumption #3: Patients don’t have relevant expertise 
to contribute

The rise of patient involvement offers those with the experiential 
knowledge that comes from living with a health condition the oppor-
tunity to inform research priorities and practices.54 Experiential 
knowledge is not fixed;55 it is constantly renegotiated as experiences 
and lives change.56 The diversity of this expertise is reflected in the 
range of terms used to describe people involved in research, from 
patient panels, research volunteers, consumers, experts by experi-
ence, and lay faculty, to people affected by health conditions. Some 
may reject the term patient altogether. As Rebecca, who works for 
a medium sized medical charity suggests ‘I think our patients are 
trying very hard not to be patients. But of course, they have this 
wealth of knowledge and understanding of what living with [this 
condition] is about and I think we have always tried to ensure 
that’s taken into account’ (interview, 2018). However, this can be a 
challenge if there are assumptions that patients don’t have relevant 
expertise to contribute to animal research.

The experiential knowledge that patients bring to involve-
ment can struggle to find a place within laboratory research, as 
opposed to clinical research, as it takes place at an early stage 
where there is still a perceived distance between researchers and 
other  stakeholders.57 Direct links to patient priorities can also be 
harder to identify in animal research, or when regulatory pro-
cesses for safety and efficacy testing in animals appear to offer less 
scope for experiential knowledge to affect research practices. Ruby 
reflects on her experience of living with a health condition but says: 
‘I just don’t quite know how it translates to actual patient involve-
ment because it seems like researchers have their own opinions 
about what they would like to do’ (interview, 2018). Many of the 
patients we interviewed valued meeting people affected by similar 
health conditions and talking to researchers, but they were given 
little guidance on how their experience and expertise were used to 
inform research practices.

There were three main ways in which people stressed the rel-
evance of their expertise, which could be used to inform future 
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involvement. Firstly, those involved in research that we spoke 
to felt their lived experiences of health could and should be 
taken into account when deciding the priority issues for research. 
Understanding themselves to have relevant knowledge, people 
valued the opportunity to link this to the next steps for research and 
issues around experimental design. Rachel explained that ‘whilst 
there might be a lot of technical terms, actually we can add value by 
looking at it through the eyes of people living with dementia. Do we 
see it as a priority? How would that impact us?’ (interview 2018).

Secondly, many people combined their lived experiences of health 
with the expertise gained through their involvement in biomedical 
research. As Rachel says of one study she reviewed: ‘I think I’ve got 
enough experience now to be able to go and make a meaningful 
contribution but also, this is something that really resonates’ (inter-
view 2018). Drawing on experiences of involvement over a period 
of time and becoming more familiar with how processes work was 
particularly valuable to patients when discussions involved animal 
research.

Thirdly, while we use the word patient, people bring diverse 
expertise beyond their embodied experience of health. The patient 
label can even be problematic in this context as it risks reducing 
people to their health experiences or their bodies. As Raymond 
puts it:

One of the most important things is that volunteers are rarely recog-
nised as having skills and experience that could be of consequence 
in their new environment. […] I tend to put it down to this lack of 
understanding, which I’ve come across in many contexts, that volun-
teers are not just bodies to be used but people with all sorts of skills 
who can actually help the organisation. (Raymond, interview, 2018)

Many people talked about how their careers had given them skills 
they used in their involvement role, including project planning and 
management, or training and development, which could help realise 
benefits from research.

Part of my role in my civil service career was about drafting specifica-
tions and commenting on them, not that I could comment necessarily 
on the scientific aspect but just to see whether it made any sort of 
sense. Because some people might find it surprising, you can actually 
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quite a lot of the time see whether there is some logic to the proposal, 
whether you understand the science or not. And I found I could bring 
that to the table, which is why I decided to apply to the biomedical 
panel. (Toby, interview, 2018)

Ensuring the relevance of people’s varied expertise requires under-
standing the diversity of what people bring to involvement, and 
careful planning to ensure that it is valued. This then links to our 
last assumption, which is that patient voices won’t make a differ-
ence to animal research.

Assumption #4: Patients won’t make a difference to research 
using animals

The final challenge we want to explore is how patients are under-
stood to make a difference to animal research, or more often the 
question of whether they make a difference. Evaluating the out-
comes of patient involvement is an increasingly important issue.58 
Patient involvement requires considerable work from everyone, 
and there are significant problems around legitimacy and efficacy 
if involvement is merely directed to researchers ticking the box on 
the funding proposal. This can again be seen as an instrumentalisa-
tion of patient experiences, albeit now moved from media stories to 
grant applications.

At this point, many of the issues we have explored above come 
together. The effects of involvement on clinical research are often 
quite direct, with tangible outcomes defined through patient benefit 
and researcher gains.59 However, these are more difficult to trace in 
laboratory research and the involvement professionals we spoke to 
recognised they struggled to make the case in this context. Rosalyn, 
an involvement professional in a small charity, says:

I think it’s far more challenging than clinical research, I think the 
role of the patient, carer, consumer, whatever term you want to use, 
I think it’s quite well laid out now with regards to clinical research. 
I think it’s a little less clear when it comes to animal research, what 
role consumers can play, the value of the contribution they can make 
and what that contribution would look like. So yes, I do think it’s 
more difficult. (Rosalyn, interview, 2018)
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These difficulties are compounded through the encounters and 
conversations around animal research. We found that many people 
organising patient involvement remain uncertain about the out-
comes of involvement on animal research, reflecting many of the 
assumptions we have explored above. Some felt ill-equipped to 
start these conversations. Some assumed that patients would con-
tribute only to public communications or ethical discussions about 
animal research. Those who did try to stage conversations around 
the use of things like animal models found it hard to make direct 
links to patient expertise and experience. Sian, a senior university 
researcher, suggests:

They didn’t really feel comfortable talking or giving any kind of feed-
back on the animal research at all. When we asked them about how 
they felt about the animal model, the conversation was very restricted 
and very limited. We’ve actually got them saying, ‘We just don’t feel 
able to comment on this’. They felt uncomfortable, felt they didn’t 
have enough knowledge to talk about it. They didn’t think they had 
a valid opinion. And they didn’t really want to have an opinion on it, 
to be honest. (Sian, interview, 2018)

We want to be clear about these difficulties as the issues are too 
important to gloss over in this chapter. However, several of these 
issues can be addressed through careful planning so that involve-
ment tasks are clear, everyone taking part is briefed sensitively, able 
to access the information that they want, and feels confident that 
they know how their input will be used. There is still a long way 
to go; more experience is needed in staging these sorts of conver-
sations around animal research, with more people sharing honest 
assessments of the outcomes. It is also important to review the 
assumptions around these conversations so that patient involve-
ment works for the people it is meant to benefit. This means ensur-
ing that patients are in control of the information they want, able 
to bring a diversity of perspectives into discussions, and are guided 
in understanding how their expertise could contribute to the focus 
and organisation of animal research.

When we talked to people who did feel that they were making 
a difference, this most often came from organisations who had 
ensured that patient involvement was not located at the end of the 
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research development process when decisions had already been 
made. Placing patient perspectives front and centre also enabled 
people to build relationships, knowledge, and experience together, 
whether it involved animals or not. As Rachel reflects, being 
brought into the conversation matters:

And maybe that is one of the ways that bringing people in with the 
condition actually does help. Because quite often, I will be putting on 
one of the comments on some of the research material [that what] I see 
is there seems to be flavours, suddenly it’s all to do with inflammatory 
conditions or whatever, there is something that ripples throughout 
the scientific world and you see lots of bids coming in, from lots of 
different organisations and one of my favourite comments is about 
shouldn’t there be a collaborative bid here? Why are we funding 
several strands of what looks to me to be the same line of research? 
Why are they doing this in isolation? (Rachel, interview, 2018)

When involvement worked well, people taking part in research 
talked about the benefits of knowing their condition was being taken 
seriously by researchers; they identified the links they had been able 
to make between researchers, drug companies, and clinical contexts; 
and they noted anecdotally that researcher grant hit rates had gone 
up. Few saw themselves as advocating for animal research, but many 
did report more confidence in the regulation and oversight of animal 
research in the UK. Tabitha became involved in research following 
her diagnosis nearly ten years ago. She reflects on what involvement 
means to her and the people she has worked with:

It works for everybody because it makes it a better experience for the 
people with dementia when they’re actually being studied, and the 
researchers are obviously going to get better results because they’re 
seeing the real picture. […] I think another upside of patient involve-
ment is that it gives you a purpose, it gives you some feeling of some 
value, that you do still have a value. (Tabitha, interview, 2018)

Conclusion

This chapter has sought to explore some of the assumptions cir-
culating amongst scientists, involvement professionals, and even 
patients themselves, that can function as barriers to  developing 
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more meaningful conversations with patients around animal 
research in involvement processes. We have mapped out four dif-
ferent assumptions, each of which embodies important truths but 
presents only a partial perspective on the conversations taking place 
between patient involvement and animal research. In exploring 
these assumptions, we have shown how they create gaps and fric-
tions in the complex systems and interactions that make up patient 
involvement in biomedical research in the UK. We have also fol-
lowed the opening provocation from Tina to indicate how moving 
beyond these assumptions requires being reflective and critical of 
standpoints and power.

We suggest it is important to continue to develop these conversa-
tions in more complete and careful ways. In this chapter, we have 
indicated that opportunities exist to organise patient involvement 
that enables everyone to have more open, honest, and meaningful 
conversations around animal research, through better planning, 
training, relationship building, and organisational investments. 
We have written these up in a practical guide for those starting 
out doing patient involvement around animal research.60 We also 
suggest patient involvement can contribute to helping realise the 
benefits from animal research61 by ensuring that research is more 
relevant to the experiential knowledge of patients and through 
making use of the wider experiences and expertise that they hold. 
But more than this, we suggest that meaningful patient involve-
ment in this area requires acknowledging the complex relations that 
patients have with laboratory animal research, including feelings of 
efficacy and anxiety, shared vulnerability, or moral responsibility.

We conclude by suggesting this is a further area where a 
nexus approach to animal research is important for understand-
ing how the history of different perspectives influences current 
 encounters.62 If involvement in animal research is about doing 
research with patients, then this also means doing involvement 
with an attentiveness to and recognition of this context. The record 
of anti-vivisectionist movements and the use of patient ‘voices’ 
to promote research cannot be decoupled from the way that dif-
ferent experiences and knowledges come together around animal 
research today. It is important to reflect on this history but recog-
nising the complexity of these encounters need not be a barrier to 
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starting conversations. Here our research connects to other work 
across the wider AnNex programme, whether identifying changing 
responsibilities for the cultures of care in which animal research is 
located (see Kirk, Chapter 5, and Greenhough and Roe, Chapter 6) 
or recognising that openness needs to start from the conversa-
tions that people want to have (see Roe et al., Chapter 14). There 
is much that everyone can learn if patient involvement around 
animal research is fully understood as a ‘conversation that sup-
ports two-way  learning’.63 And this particular conversation has 
only just begun.
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‘Bred, but not used’: understandings 
of avoidable and unavoidable waste 

in animal research

Sara Peres and Emma Roe 

Introduction

In 2018, reporting on UK animal research statistics included for 
the first time the number of animals ‘bred, but not used’.1 The cat-
egory includes animals that are by-products from the breeding of 
a specific genetically altered (GA) animal, are bred to maintain a 
live ‘tick-over’ animal colony, or are research-ready but do not get 
used in experiments. This new statistic adds to the annual publica-
tion of the number of licensed ‘procedures’ carried out on animals, 
across species, as defined by the Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 
(ASPA). At a stakeholder meeting held in 2018 at the start of the 
Animal Research Nexus Programme (AnNex) to help scope out our 
research, we sensed apprehension from two attendees, both highly 
engaged experts in laboratory animal research and welfare, about 
the first public release of these UK figures. The question that troubled 
them was how these numbers would be understood and received 
by the public. The statistics are already hard for many people to 
interpret, while also being the focus of debate by different interest 
groups. There had been a steady reduction in the number of animal 
procedures in UK research from the 1990s until the early 2000s.2 
At this point numbers started to rise due to increased breeding of 
GA animals, which involves an experimental procedure. Since 2015 
procedure numbers have been falling again.3 This chapter explores 
the apprehension about the release of this new statistic by discuss-
ing findings about the industry’s language and meanings attached to 
animals ‘bred, but not used’ in a regulated scientific procedure.

Distributing expertise and accountability
‘Bred, but not used’
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We were curious to understand why our two meeting attendees 
conveyed concern that the descriptive category ‘bred, but not used’ 
conjured up ideas that these research animals would be considered 
surplus, disposable, or waste, language that might denote a lack of 
respect for animals’ lives, or inefficiencies within the supply chain. 
Our research interviews with people involved in the breeding and 
supply of research animals confirmed that the language of surplus 
and waste is commonly used for certain groups of animals. This 
concern connects to ongoing discussion about how far the regula-
tory protection of animals in science should be extended to breeding 
and supply animals. The UK government discussed this during the 
initial development of ASPA4 and conversations have continued. 
The breeding of vertebrate animals used in scientific procedures has 
to take place in a licensed establishment, which sets standards for 
care and accommodation, but in the majority of cases the process 
of breeding itself is not counted as a ‘licensed procedure’ under 
ASPA. The current guidance on ASPA does now include guid-
ance on reducing waste, yet uneasiness persists about the number 
of surplus or ‘bred, but not used’ animals. For example, surplus 
animals were framed as a public concern in the late 1990s follow-
ing parliamentary questions,5 and professional bodies within the 
animal research sector also confronted their own internal concerns 
during this period.6

The Additional Statistics of 2018 showed that 1.81 million 
animals (of which 1.45 million were mice)7 were ‘bred, but not used’. 
The report was welcomed as a step towards greater  transparency,8 
but, contrary to our meeting attendees’ fears, received little wider 
public interest. Instead, the publication of these new statistics has 
been of greater significance for those inside the industry, prompt-
ing further reflection on the complex array of practices that can 
lead to animals being ‘bred, but not used’. These reflections within 
the industry are the focus in this chapter. To understand thinking 
and practice around surplus animals, we undertook qualitative 
research in 2018–2019, immediately following the publication 
of the new figures. After discussing our theoretical framing and 
research methods, we introduce our research participants’ distinc-
tion between animals deemed avoidable and unavoidable waste, 
which is not captured in the 2018 ‘bred, but not used’ statistics. 
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We then explore proposals for reducing waste from regulatory 
guidance, and from our own research, with a particular focus on 
the  outsourcing of breeding facilities. We discuss tensions between 
researchers’ expectation of immediate availability of research 
animals and the distress experienced by those responsible for killing 
surplus animals.  We then conclude with  recommendations for 
 regulatory attention.

Theoretical framing

This section discusses our theoretical framing and contribution 
to the literature for our social science readers. We use a cultural 
economic analytic framework, which closely follows the thinking 
of post-Marxist feminist economic geographers such as Gibson-
Graham,9 alongside socio-material approaches to things, in this 
case live animals, becoming waste.10 This approach moves away 
from understanding and describing economic relations through 
a lens focused solely on the operation of capital. Instead, our 
approach pays greater attention to the role of emotions as part of 
the distributed practices involved in breeding a point-of-sale animal 
commodity to consider the materiality of aliveness as waste and 
thereby to ‘decentre the object of commodity fetishism’.11 A capital-
ocentric approach in this case would look at how animals are com-
modified as research tools, with the repeated breeding of litters of 
mice producing surplus-value and enabling capital accumulation.12 
The young mice as surplus-value are positively valued when they 
are exchanged for capital and become used in one or more animal 
procedures. However, we also are aware that the social forms and 
institutions around animal research produce a second group of 
surplus animals that do not achieve a use-value for experimental 
research; to use the Home Office nomenclature these are the ‘bred, 
but not used’ animals. In defence and explanation of why surplus is 
normalised, Smith argues that the production of surplus combats a 
social crisis from scarcity and with that assists the ‘social emancipa-
tion of human society as a whole from nature’;13 in other words, 
mouse lives are a unit of production and it benefits human society to 
have a ready supply of this product. However, an explanation based 
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only on the operation of capital does not explain how the industry 
has different reasoned sentiments, feelings, and ethical practices 
attached to this second group of surplus, and sub-groups of surplus 
animals that lie within it.

To study the differently reasoned sentiments, feelings, and prac-
tices around animals ‘bred, but not used’, we turn to the diverse 
economies approach pioneered by Gibson-Graham.14 This approach 
involves paying greater attention to how emotional work shapes 
markets and economic practices. Our study identified how ethical 
and social factors lead to the subdivision of the group of animals 
‘bred, but not used’ into those labelled as ‘avoidable waste’  and 
‘unavoidable waste’. For example, we examine where, when, and 
how live animal resources become ‘avoidable waste’, which is a cat-
egory of greater ethical concern than those viewed as ‘unavoidable 
waste’. ‘Unavoidable waste’ often references those animals neces-
sarily bred as part of the process of making specialised, often GA, 
animals as scientific tools.

Our diverse economies approach also involves responding to 
the experiences and expertise of those who look after animals that 
become ‘waste’; who undertake not only practical labour but also 
affective and emotional labour, for example when they cull these 
animals. Acknowledgement of their affective labour is not visible 
through current regulatory guidelines or facility budgeting prac-
tice, although it may shape happiness in the workplace and staff 
turn-over. We find that this affective labour is a finite and limited 
embodied resource. We suggest that it is not only practical labour 
that shapes how animals are valued, but also affective labour of 
scientists or animal technicians. In other words, animal values are 
shaped not just by how people care for them, but also how they care 
about them,15 and this in turn diversifies animals’ value. Following 
a diverse economies approach, we show that animals have value 
well beyond their use-value as resources for scientific research. In 
doing so, we illustrate the importance of extending a culture of care 
into research animal breeding and market activities (for more on the 
culture of care see Greenhough and Roe, Chapter 6).

Finally, our research highlights the importance of being alert to 
the changing practices and meanings associated with reduction as 
people carry out their work in the laboratory. This ethical principle 
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is, in practice, relational, that is, a distributed effect of the connec-
tions between various agents, places, and events, and not solely a 
principle or right ascribed to an individual.16 Conversations about 
avoidable and unavoidable waste in animal breeding do not take 
place through application of the 3Rs at any one point, but perme-
ate the practices and infrastructures that work to actually reduce or 
increase animal numbers, revealing how these come to matter for 
people and animals across the breeding system.

Research methods

Between 2018 and 2019, we carried out interviews with 27 par-
ticipants (some of whom were interviewed in pairs) working across 
nine UK facilities involved in the breeding, supply, and procurement 
of research animals. Participants included animal care technicians, 
facility managers, Named Veterinary Surgeons (NVSs), and research-
ers, and those with experience both within and outside of the com-
mercial contract research industry. Interviews sought to understand 
participants’ working-life experiences related to the breeding and 
supply of research animals. In addition, there were two short periods 
(five days in each location) of ethnographic participant observation 
with staff involved in animal care, administration, and research. 
All participants were given pseudonyms, using letters I to L in line 
with AnNex’s policy (see Introduction). Research was approved by 
the University of Southampton’s ethics committee. The transcripts 
were inductively coded using NVivo software by Peres, using a 
coding schema devised by Peres and Roe. We also draw on some 
documentary sources to assist in our analysis of regulation around 
animal breeding and supply. As we move through the sections of 
our analysis, we use a diverse economies approach to explore the 
emotional and affective resources of those tasked with handling the 
caring and killing of wasted animal lives. We start with a review of 
how feelings are attached to the terms ‘avoidable’ and ‘unavoidable 
waste’ by those who breed, care for, and supply research animals, 
before exploring how different economic and ethical values align 
around efficiencies in science with implications for those involved in 
the production of animals seen as waste.
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How are avoidable and unavoidable waste defined?

The numbers included in the 2018 ‘bred, not used’ statistics 
conceal an important distinction between avoidable and unavoid-
able surplus made by our research participants. Laura, who is in a 
leadership position at a research institution, makes the point that, 
as far as the Home Office returns go, ‘there’s no definition between 
bred and [can] not [be] used, and bred and not needed’. Thus, the 
category ‘bred, but not used’ is equated uneasily with the infer-
ence that all these animals are surplus to requirements, or waste. 
For Laura, defining what, in her words, she calls ‘surplus’ animals 
should mean the subtraction of those animals it was necessary to 
breed, but are not used:

Surplus isn’t what animals we breed and don’t [include in the report-
ing] return, it’s what we didn’t need to breed. So, there’s quite a big 
difference between what you breed and you can’t use, because [they 
are] a consequence of a genetic cross or a consequence of a husbandry 
practice, and what you breed and you shouldn’t have bred. That’s 
quite different. So, in terms of what we breed and we can’t use, that’s 
unavoidable [breeding]. (Laura, research leadership, research institu-
tion, interview, 2018)

It was therefore important for our research participants to distin-
guish between those practices and rationales that led to the breeding 
of unnecessary animals, compared with breeding that is difficult to 
avoid. Gretchen, an NVS,17 argues for these distinctions:

you need to distinguish between bad planning, where people don’t 
think it through, and they don’t want to waste time, and therefore 
they always want to have animals on the ground ready to use, and … 
genetic altered strains where you … will always have a percentage 
of mice that are unsuitable for the research. And the only thing you 
can do is literally then see if the animals can be used for something 
else, but you cannot avoid having this wastage or surplus because to 
produce the suitable animals you will automatically produce the non-
suitable animals. (Gretchen, NVS, university sector, interview, 2019)

It is evident how different kinds of waste are met with different 
situated moral judgements and actions. Breeding GA strains may 
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involve the production of many ‘unusable’ animal genotypes, 
leaving care staff carrying an emotional burden when culling them. 
Yet this can be seen as unavoidable waste: a consequence of the 
biological process of strain-making that does not pose a challenge 
to the underlying principles of the 3Rs. There is often no obvious 
option for reduction here. The alternative term offered by Gretchen 
of ‘surplus’ carries less moral hazard compared with the more nega-
tive term ‘wastage’, yet she uses both; this perhaps conveys her own 
moral conundrum. The more ethically manageable term of ‘surplus’ 
follows the efforts to create an animal that is an exchangeable 
commodity, yet with acceptance that there will not be a use or a 
buyer for every genetically altered mouse life made in the process. 
Avoidable waste, on the other hand, was described by Gretchen as a 
consequence of prioritising the ready availability of animals, or the 
outcome of ‘bad planning’, leading to avoidable overproduction of 
animal lives as ‘wastage’.

This binary framing carries all the moral and economic mean-
ings associated with and conveyed by the term ‘waste’ discussed 
in the waste literature.18 For example, while live animal waste can 
be regarded as socially unacceptable, in reality its social distinction 
is contingent on changing spatio-temporal relations of the animal 
research nexus. Animal life as waste, as an outcome of avoidable 
human practices, weighs heaviest on those who see how such waste 
could be reduced, or who deal with the consequential culls. The 
lack of wider public outcry at the ‘bred, but not used’ statistic sup-
ports this reading. Thinking with Gay Hawkins,19 some live animals 
becoming known as waste is in fact the stuff of politics, conveying 
socio-technical changes of our time around the politics of animal 
research and shifting societal relations to the sentient animal. The live 
animal as waste is not an inert object but is driving conversations and 
concerns that have the potential to reshape the operations of animal 
research – something we are contributing to in this chapter by high-
lighting the distinction between avoidable and unavoidable waste. In 
much the same way, it matters what is in surplus to understand the 
ethical response to its existence. Animals as surplus and animals as 
waste both sit uncomfortably with those acknowledging animal lives.

We learnt from our participants what practices lead to animal 
‘waste’. Researchers may be primarily concerned with the 
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 availability of animals to ensure that no time is wasted, especially 
given the competitive nature of contemporary biomedical research 
and the perceived pressure to produce results and publish them 
as quickly as possible.20 Hence, it is important to consider that, 
although powerful, ‘waste’ may be a relative term – or, at least, 
one applied not only to animals, but also to other resources (such 
as time and money) that are required to produce scientific outputs. 
A research culture that prioritises speed may place higher value on 
researchers not wasting time waiting for animals to be bred for their 
work, as opposed to the consequential waste of animal lives if they 
are treated as a resource that is always ready to hand.

Where is responsibility for reducing waste located?

Current regulatory guidance in the UK conveys efficiency as a 
central goal for breeding. For example, it is in the title of the 2016 
guidance document published by the Home Office to share best 
practice on breeding GA animals.21 Efficiency as a term speaks to 
prudent, careful allocation of resources to minimise wastage – not 
just of animals, but also of financial and labour resources. In other 
words, using efficiency arguments can seemingly align ethical and 
economic factors. For example, we heard of efforts to demonstrate 
that outsourcing animals from a separate breeding facility saves 
the user on animal husbandry costs (sometimes known as ‘hotel 
charges’), along with a reduction in in-house surplus animals. 
Equally, there is a clear acknowledgement in the regulatory guid-
ance (both at EU and UK level) that the dynamics of supply and 
demand for research mice can be unpredictable, and that matching 
the two is complex. Consequently, the regulatory guidance leaves 
open considerable flexibility, allowing that breeding practices are 
contingent on the local context and the needs of the project.22 
Responsibility for breeding, according to the guidance, falls to 
establishment and personal licence holders, who lead research 
experiments using animals. They are not only accountable for the 
animals that they procure, through breeding or buying, but also 
must ensure that the production of surplus animals is minimised.23 
It is notable that no specific statement is made in the guidance to 
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show care for those tasked with culling surplus animals, although 
they could broadly be referred to in the ‘local context’ category.

In its guidance on APSA’s operation, the Home Office provides 
different strategies for avoiding wastage of animals. Specifically, 
they recommend:

1 planning experiments with enough time to breed to require-
ments, and applying the principle of Reduction by designing 
experiments with an accurate number of animals;

2 justifying any special characteristics in the experimental popula-
tion (e.g., sex and age) that may make animals unusable;

3 sharing animals and tissues with local users ‘wherever feasible’;
4 ‘Question[ing] the need for small, often in-house breeding 

colonies of common strains’ where they are available from larger 
colonies;

5 using cryopreservation;
6 keeping a record of surplus animals and reviewing reasons for 

overbreeding; and
7 a role for the AWERB in awareness-raising, policy-making, coor-

dination, and rationalisation of breeding vis a vis users’ needs.24

We note in these strategies how there is nothing specific about the 
implications of promoting a ‘culture of care’ in facilities as a strat-
egy to guide policy on this issue.

The rest of this chapter addresses practices discussed in our 
empirical data that implement recommendations (1) and (4). We 
chose these because they are commonly discussed in our data, and 
because they most clearly speak to how breeding practices extend 
beyond a facility’s walls to encompass other agents through which 
research animals are procured. These strategies involve outsourcing 
breeding to places where demand and supply can be better matched 
and where breeding expertise has been developed, such as com-
mercial suppliers or university breeding ‘cores’. Outsourcing is a 
widely used strategy to reduce surplus waste, though not universally 
applied. Moreover, advance planning and breeding on-demand 
are framed as ways to make breeding efficient through enabling 
easier management of supply and demand. Therefore, we find that 
outsourcing is a particularly interesting aspect to examine, as it 
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illustrates how the ethics of making life are deeply embedded in 
social relations between different parts of the supply chain, such 
as between breeders and the researchers who are their customers 
(hence, we refer to ‘researcher-customers’). Outsourcing can there-
fore point to how a culture of care might be extendable beyond the 
institution.

What are the implications of outsourcing breeding for ethics, 
economics, and expertise?

The work of commercial suppliers or large breeding facilities is 
increasingly at the forefront of innovations in colony management. 
We consider how their use is a form of outsourcing a service, and 
is an example of how positive affective and exchange-value may 
align behind an economic practice. These facilities have been man-
aging supply and demand at greater scales and for far longer than 
the academic sector. Therefore, they can act as centres of expertise 
for breeding. For instance, the Jackson Laboratory in the US oper-
ates both as a (commercial, yet non-for-profit) supplier of mice 
and a provider of resources and training in colony management.25 
Indeed, as economic geographer Bronwyn Parry notes, this institu-
tion’s commercial strategy uses its ‘reputation for the fidelity and 
stability of their mouse strains’ as a selling point, with intellectual 
property protected through trademarks rather than patenting. In 
other words, the Jackson Laboratory emphasises its craft in colony 
management, and the ability to produce a genetically ‘true to form’ 
mouse of a given Jackson strain.26 However, underlying the strategy 
of outsourcing breeding is the hopeful expectation that the larger 
commercial or institutional breeder is responsible for, and able to, 
better manage supply in relation to demand in order to minimise 
surplus. By centralising demand in this way, it is hoped, suppliers 
can allocate small numbers of mice to many different buyers, and 
so reduce waste. The emotion of hope is important to recognise 
here; it is not known how well commercial supplies meet these 
expectations.

We found that many UK institutions were avoiding in-house 
small breeding colonies and instead sourcing animals from either a 
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commercial supplier or, where available, an institutional breeding 
‘core’. Yet there is still notable variation in how such outsourcing 
is implemented between institutions and for different colonies. For 
instance, Leonard reports that his institution (see quote below, 
which we have not independently verified) increased their sourc-
ing of animals from commercial operations some decades ago. 
We understand this shift as inspired by ongoing arguments that to 
ensure the genetic integrity of the animal model being used, it is 
better to purchase a specific sub-strain from suppliers. This enables 
users to have a degree of quality assurance that the colony of origin 
has been carefully managed to minimise ‘genetic drift’, a phenom-
enon whereby isolated colonies of mice can become increasingly 
genetically different over generations.27 Despite these services being 
on offer, an interview with a Named Animal Care and Welfare 
Officer from the same institution as Leonard revealed how the 
scientific work at the institution meant that they still held and bred 
from GA breeding colonies for work requiring timed pregnancies. 
Therefore, we interpret Leonard’s words as referring to the move 
towards buying increasingly standard, off-the-shelf models for the 
reasons outlined below:

decades ago, [the University] said we can’t make this work. Therefore, 
commercial operations make it work and I can’t answer for them with 
regards to the amount of wastage, but any wastage for them is uneco-
nomical so they will be very clever in the way they design their pro-
duction schedules, and of course their prices and their catalogue. So 
we’ve said it’s far easier to just buy these animals in, rather than take 
up valuable space in one’s institution and then unfortunately have to 
kill more animals than you actually sell, if that’s the right word, to 
your local scientific community. And so we said let’s stop, so we did. 
(Leonard, facilities leadership, university sector, interview, 2018)

Notable here is how commercial companies’ production schedules, 
prices, and catalogue are admired as ‘very clever’ ways to address 
waste. Yet the scale of wasted animal lives is unknown, thus it 
is  only a hopeful supposition that it will be less. Interestingly, 
there is ambiguity in Leonard’s comment about whether regret 
about killing surplus animals is attached to economic loss, ethical 
concern for the animals, concern for the human emotional toll, or 
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a  combination of all three. What is clearer is that Leonard seems 
attached to the idealised relation between producer, seller, and con-
sumer, leading to seamless accessibility to live animal commodities 
that meet a researcher’s specifications at the time they want, per-
ceived as potentially workable for commercial operators, but not 
universities. After all, and as we previously heard from Gretchen, 
researcher-customers ‘don’t want to waste time and therefore … 
always want to have animals on the ground ready to use’.

And yet, the reality perhaps can be different. As we observed in 
our ethnography, there can be a process of negotiation between 
a potential purchaser and a commercial supplier whereby surplus 
animals may be offered at a discounted price. Alternatively, in cases 
where the potential purchasers’ specifications couldn’t quite be met, 
a to-and-fro might occur between the two parties (via specialist 
administration staff) where the supplier makes an alternative ‘offer’ 
with a view to meet the demand, even if not completely fulfilling the 
whole specification. This begs the question: Will the experiment be 
designed differently if the seller is persuasive enough about the price 
discount? Outsourcing to commercial suppliers was therefore not 
simply used as a strategy for shifting waste upstream in the supply 
chain. We thus found an idealised view of the centralised breeder’s 
ability to simultaneously bypass the ethical costs of breeding and 
provide ease of access.

Who carries the emotional costs in outsourcing?

During our fieldwork at Leonard’s research institution, we witnessed 
orders being placed for animals to arrive the next day. This is not 
an unusual situation; administrative staff responsible for overseeing 
orders reminded users that the maximum cut-off point was midday 
the day before delivery. In the 1998 Laboratory Animal Science 
Association (LASA) Taskforce on Surplus report, 16 different 
reasons for surplus animals were identified.28 ‘Breeding pressures’, 
such as an inability to match supply and demand and ‘trying to 
meet a variable customer demand and short notice orders’, was the 
first item on this list. Indeed, from the perspective of the supplier, 
customers’ demand for the availability of mice with fairly tight 
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 specifications was indeed a major contributing factor for surplus, 
and in turn for creating distress among staff. Remembering the situ-
ation in commercial breeders in the late 1970s, Jacqueline reflected:

actually some of these were quite distressing because they were 
euthanised at weaning, so you literally took them away from their 
mum and actually said, ‘I’ve just weaned 700 females, I know I 
only ever sell 300, I’m going to kill those 400.’ So it was quite a big 
waste. But the industry outside the commercial breeder wanted that 
flexibility, they wanted to be able to phone you up and say I want 
300 female mice, 18–25g … So you had to be flexible, there was no 
computer system, … especially as a young technician back in 1977, it 
definitely felt that way to me. (Jacqueline, ex-animal technician at a 
commercial breeder, interview, 2018)

This story is in the past, but our fieldwork shows that customer 
expectations about next-day availability of mice at short notice 
from commercial breeders is still a regular occurrence.

It is clear from how Jacqueline tells this story that there are negative 
affective costs involved in handling surplus: a team of animal techni-
cians tasked with culling will still carry the costs of surplus even if 
it is outsourced to a supplier. Using outsourced mouse breeders who 
are down a phone line and off-site runs the risk of simply shifting the 
affective (if not economic) costs of breeding and killing surplus mice, 
as paradoxically they become less visible. It also may then avoid tack-
ling aspects of surplus production through a pan-institutional lens of 
a culture of care for humans and animals. We suggest that knowing 
how much surplus there is across a supply chain can be the basis for 
productive concern for doing the right thing, as exemplified by this 
reflection from Lydia, a senior technician at a university:

I understand that there’s a lot of surplus that’s produced with these 
external suppliers, but the researchers are able to get the [mice] 
cohorts that they need. And perhaps this is because it’s out of sight 
out of mind, perhaps, that you don’t really give too much thought 
about it. But also that, you know, in the same breath we’re not pro-
ducing them here, and having to kill them or put the onus on the tech-
nicians to kill that excess stock. So it is something that we do think 
about, but it is happening somewhere else. (Lydia, senior technician, 
university sector, interview, 2019)
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This quote illustrates Lydia’s grappling with the spatial ethic of 
efforts to reduce surplus, as she ponders how achieving specific goals 
around surplus reduction locally can have repercussions elsewhere. 
Yet we also sense an ambivalence between this tentative reaching 
out, and the recognition that it is a matter of where it happens, not 
if it happens. Nonetheless, reflections such as these represent useful 
and important starting points for caring about breeding and surplus 
throughout the supply chain, and an impetus to extend the reach 
of the ‘culture of care’ through the supply chain, going beyond the 
institution. Bringing attention to Lydia’s role and her concern, and 
amplifying the experiences of Jacqueline and others in her line of 
work, might counter attempts to organisationally ‘externalise’ the 
affective costs of surplus by locating it elsewhere.

Throughout our analysis, we have amplified the human affective 
labour and associated anxieties of those close to culling practice. 
Ultimately, we found that outsourcing breeding per se should not 
provide assurance that surplus will stop, unless done in tandem 
with cultural shifts surrounding activities elsewhere in the mouse 
supply economy. Using outsourced mouse breeders does shift the 
problem away and makes less visible the affective costs of breeding 
and killing surplus mice. Indeed, it is unclear the scale of surplus 
animals produced by commercial suppliers. For instance, the 
Additional Statistics point to a third of animals ‘bred, not used’ 
being wild types, which one might speculate are procured from a 
commercial breeder,29 but with no further detail. During our inter-
views, several participants expressed a desire for greater transpar-
ency around the quantity of surplus animals culled by commercial 
breeders. Equally, we are aware that some surplus rodents enter the 
pet and zoo animal trade as food, but again the scale is unknown.

How can care extend throughout the supply chain?

We propose that recognising the relational nature of surplus and, 
especially, becoming attuned to the implications for animals and 
people elsewhere in the supply chain can change the moral economy 
around making life. To do so would mean to engage forms of ‘caring 
at a distance’: a form of ethical consumption30 that goes beyond 
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regulatory requirements or narrow readings of ethical principles. 
Returning to Jacqueline, she shared with us that it was in the private 
sector that she learned to manage colonies and match supply and 
demand. Eventually, she moved to the academic sector, and there 
made use of her expertise to encourage improvements in breeding 
efficiency at her university. Her experience means she is very attuned 
to the implications of surplus, as demonstrated by this story that 
took place around Christmas when people take time off work:

somebody made a flippant comment that ‘it’s alright for the com-
mercial breeders, they just breed over Christmas and keep killing 
them all off’. I looked at this person and said, ‘So if the commercial 
breeders stopped breeding over Christmas will you promise to not 
want animals until February, and beyond?’ … ‘No, no I want them 
when I want them.’ I said, ‘Okay, you can’t have both worlds. You 
cannot take the commercials to task about breeding over Christmas 
and having to kill them all, because that’s what happens invariably, 
and then tell me you want animals on 2 January’ … And I was quite 
offended by that comment because I thought actually you don’t 
understand what your demand sometimes does. (Jaqueline, now 
facilities leadership in the university sector, interview, 2018)

This phrase ‘you don’t understand what your demand sometimes 
does’ poignantly illustrates the frustrations about a lack of care 
for breeding and the consequences for staff tasked with culling. 
Although there are various useful strategies that can be deployed 
to minimise the making of surplus life, a more dramatic change 
could perhaps emerge from nurturing a deeper awareness of the 
affective costs on human and animal lives associated with some 
researcher-customer expectations. That means, of course, revisiting 
the customer–breeder relationship, perhaps with a view to making 
more visible the full panoply of costs or experiences associated with 
dealing with surplus, across the supply chain.

Happily, we have found some evidence of a diversifying of 
practices (following Gibson-Graham) within the customer–breeder 
relationship. The practices we learnt about – even if piecemeal 
or restricted to particular institutions – do, by dint of their spe-
cialist status or other factors, suggest other ways of negotiating 
 supplier–customer relations. For instance, one approach is to adjust 
the expectations of researcher-customers. Take Leon’s statement 
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below. He works at a large institutional breeding facility that 
carries out contract research work. Albeit not exactly a commer-
cial supplier, they must contend with similar concerns in terms of 
business sustainability, and again in the quote below we read quite 
strong feelings of a desire to take a moral stand with a customer 
about mouse availability, rather than his institutional supply system 
being framed as a supermarket:

So now you know from my perspective it’ll be really sort of ‘okay, 
what do you need? This will be the timescale that we can deliver 
them on because we’re breeding to your demands’ rather than having 
them, you know, I’d hate to think of them ever being considered as 
almost like, you know, we’re a supermarket, where you come in and 
it’s a case of ‘oh I’ll have one of those, one of those and one of those’. 
Because I’d rather say, ‘Well actually no, those aren’t available yet’ 
because we breed to requirements rather than having a big colony 
waiting a while. Because that’s when you get stock that are, which 
I hate the term, surplus to requirements. (Leon, facilities leadership, 
large breeding facility, interview, 2018)

The strength of feeling in what Leon says suggests to us that he 
may have first-hand experiences, not captured in our interview, 
that explain his forcefulness about rejecting the breeding facility as 
a supermarket representation. Perhaps the capacity to stand firm 
on slower supply chains is aided by developments in cryopreserva-
tion, as well as other innovations in colony management systems 
that hold, for some interviewees, the promise of greater efficiency 
and transparency in the management of breeding. And yet, more 
than this we have found feelings and changes in practices that, 
although still with problems, are starting to address animal 
surplus by more careful procurement practices. These practices in 
turn also work to lessen risks – to people and to animals – of suf-
fering unnecessarily.

Conclusion

We conclude with three points. Firstly, we have discussed what 
practices and feelings surround the making of ‘avoidable waste’ 
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animals. We have demonstrated that these differ between roles, 
given the ‘emotional division of labour’ in animal research that 
increasingly separates those who bear the emotional cost of caring 
for research animals from those who carry out experiments and 
assume the economic costs of research.31 The separation between, 
on the one hand, practices of husbandry and care, and on the other 
those of experimentation and knowledge-making, can engender a 
lack of awareness on the part of the animal users of the affective, 
emotional resources ‘spent’ when animals become waste. We heard 
from the voices in the laboratory who are most familiar with the 
practical details that create waste, who convey concerns over the 
acceptability of waste-making practices, girded by the public release 
of the ‘bred, but not used’ statistics in 2018. We found confidence in 
the voices of people working within the industry to speak up about 
their concerns and experiences, and thereby to shape the social con-
tract, more actively, around animal research. This is perhaps related 
to the shift to a ‘culture of care’,32 which is reducing the tolerance of 
animal care staff for practices that appear care-less to how humans 
suffer from the unnecessary making and killing of research animals. 
It is indicative of how the ‘culture of care’ is enabling people 
working in the industry to speak openly of their ethical concerns, 
and drive change in the industry’s resource economy.

Secondly, and connectedly, the chapter also demonstrates the 
recognition of expertise perhaps previously overlooked – not only 
that of the animal technician as carer, which has been discussed 
before,33 but also breeding expertise located either in-house or 
out-sourced. We illustrate these two points with reference to the 
surplus reduction strategy of outsourcing, which involves social and 
affective aspects that connect the whole supply chain, from breed-
ing animal technologists to end-users. Stories from our research 
participants about this strategy suggest that it is important to take 
a holistic view of the supply chain and think relationally about the 
distribution of priorities and practices, whether around efficiencies, 
science-making, or caring. We have shown the importance of think-
ing holistically about relations within the animal research economy, 
through adopting a cultural economies approach. In addition, we 
have pointed to the important role of highlighting affective practices 
into our writing about animal research.34 To this point, the culture 
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of care concept could be usefully extended beyond an institution 
to be a consideration across the distributed economy of research 
animal supply.

Thirdly, we have shown how concerns about surplus animals 
extend the application of the 3Rs beyond those animals directly 
experimented upon. Russell and Burch’s original definition of 
the principle of reduction does not specifically call for the overall 
reduction in the number of animals used in research.35 Instead, 
it specifies a decrease in inhumanity or distress, according to 
Tannenbaum and Bennett. Notably, Russell and Burch were pre-
occupied with ensuring that sufficient quantity of animals were 
used to ensure that the experimental results are sound.36 However, 
and as Tannenbaum and Bennett also observed, newer definitions 
do take reduction to mean minimisation.37 The UK’s National 
Centre for 3Rs (NC3Rs) define reduction as ‘methods which allow 
the information gathered per animal in an experiment to be max-
imised in order to reduce the use of additional animals’,38 which 
can include experimental, statistical, and breeding practices. Yet, 
and again according to Tannenbaum and Bennett, it is interesting 
that efficiency was already a concern for Russell and Burch, in the 
sense of ‘generating maximum scientific or medical results from 
expenditures of monetary and animal resources, facilities, and 
personnel’.39

Notably, in the latest NC3Rs definition of reduction, there is a 
return to Russell and Burch’s emphasis on maximising scientific effi-
ciency whilst using minimal additional animals that would include 
the ‘bred, but not used’ category. However, as we learn from our 
study, in practice there is a complex ethical spatiality surrounding 
how and where efficient breeding is located and visible. Breeding 
efficiency competes with other resources in efficient science-making 
practices, such as time. Proximity between customer and breeder 
appears to matter in both cultivating sensitivities about waste and 
doing something about it. As researchers studying this topic, we see 
practices leading to the unnecessary breeding of surplus animals as 
threats to the social contract of the humane use of animals.40 A life 
spent in the laboratory is not considered a ‘good life’ for an animal, 
so it is important that human benefits are realised from laboratory 
animal use and breeding.41 We would therefore recommend greater 
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regulatory interest in the details of how surplus can be avoided, and 
closer scrutiny and transparency about the scale and location of 
avoidable waste animals.

Notes

 1 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/file/901224/annual-statistics-scientific-proce 
dures-living-animals-2019.pdf [accessed 1 February 2023].

 2 ‘How Many Animals Are Used in Research? | NC3Rs’, www.nc3rs.org.
uk/how-many-animals-are-used-research [accessed 5 December 2022].

 3 Gail Davies et al., ‘Animal Research Nexus: A New Approach to the 
Connections between Science, Health and Animal Welfare’, Medical 
Humanities, 2020, DOI: 10.1136/medhum-2019-011778, 1–13, 
(p. 504). Overall the numbers of animals used are less than the number 
of procedures, as animals can be used in more than one procedure 
during their life, which is one further factor leading to the arguments 
around trends in animal use.

 4 Robert G. W. Kirk and Dmitriy Myelnikov, ‘Governance, Expertise, 
and the “Culture of Care”: The Changing Constitutions of Laboratory 
Animal Research in Britain, 1876–2000’, Studies in History and 
Philosophy of Science, 93 (2022), 107–122, DOI: 10.1016/j.
shpsa.2022.03.004.

 5 While in many EU countries, attention to surplus animals has been raised 
through the revised statistical reporting required by the EU Directive 
2010/63/EU, it was an area of UK public interest much earlier. In 1995, 
questions in Parliament regarding the number of surplus animals pro-
duced at Porton Down led the Laboratory Animal Science Association 
(LASA) to establish a Task Force on Surplus Animals and to produce a 
report on the issue.

 6 LASA, The Production and Disposition of Laboratory Rodents Surplus 
to the Requirements for Scientific Procedures: A Report of a LASA 
Task Force Meeting Held on 12th June 1998, 1998, www.lasa.co.uk/
PDF/Surplus.pdf [accessed 3 December 2020].

 7 Home Office, ‘Additional Statistics on Breeding and Genotyping of 
Animals for Scientific Procedures for 2017’, 2018, www.assets.publish 
ing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_
data/file/678765/Additional_data_collection_2017_guidance_v2.pdf 
[accessed 10 July 2018].

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/901224/annual-statistics-scientific-procedures-living-animals-2019.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/901224/annual-statistics-scientific-procedures-living-animals-2019.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/901224/annual-statistics-scientific-procedures-living-animals-2019.pdf
http://www.nc3rs.org.uk/how-many-animals-are-used-research
http://www.nc3rs.org.uk/how-many-animals-are-used-research
http://www.lasa.co.uk/PDF/Surplus.pdf
http://www.lasa.co.uk/PDF/Surplus.pdf
http://www.assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/678765/Additional_data_collection_2017_guidance_v2.pdf
http://www.assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/678765/Additional_data_collection_2017_guidance_v2.pdf
http://www.assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/678765/Additional_data_collection_2017_guidance_v2.pdf


 ‘Bred, but not used’ 309

 8 Sara Wells, ‘Increasing Transparency in Animal Research Numbers’, 
MRC Insights (Medical Research Council, 2018), www.mrc.ukri.
org/news/blog/increasing-transparency-in-animal-research-numbers/ 
[accessed 2 December 2020].

 9 J. K. Gibson-Graham, ‘Rethinking the Economy with Thick Description 
and Weak Theory’, Current Anthropology, 55.S9 (2014), S147–153, 
DOI: 10.1086/676646.

10 Nicky Gregson and Mike Crang, ‘Materiality and Waste: Inorganic 
Vitality in a Networked World’, Environment and Planning A: Economy 
and Space, 42.5 (2010), 1026–1032, DOI: 10.1068/a43176. 

11 Gregson and Crang, ‘Materiality and Waste’, p. 1028.
12 Katherine Perlo, ‘Marxism and the Underdog’, Society & Animals, 

10.3 (2002), 303–318, DOI: 10.1163/156853002320770092.
13 Neil Smith, Uneven Development: Nature, Capital, and the Production 

of Space (Verso Books, 2010), p. 59.
14 Gibson-Graham, ‘Rethinking the Economy with Thick Description and 

Weak Theory’.
15  Emma Roe and Beth Greenhough, ‘A Good Life? A Good Death? 

Reconciling Care and Harm in Animal Research’, Social & Cultural 
Geography, 24.1 (2021), 49–66, DOI: 10.1080/14649365.2021.190 
1977.

16 Beth Greenhough and Emma Roe, ‘From Ethical Principles to Response-
Able Practice’, Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 28.1 
(2010), 43–45 (p. 43), DOI: 10.1068/d2706wse.

17 The NVS is responsible for, monitors, and provides advice on the 
health, welfare and treatment of animals.

18 Sarah A. Moore, ‘Garbage Matters: Concepts in New Geographies of 
Waste’, Progress in Human Geography, 36.6 (2012), 780–799, DOI: 10. 
1177/0309132512437077; Gregson and Crang, ‘Materiality and Waste’.

19 Gay Hawkins, The Ethics of Waste: How We Relate to Rubbish 
(Rowman & Littlefield, 2006); Gay Hawkins, ‘The Politics of Bottled 
Water’, Journal of Cultural Economy, 2.1–2 (2009), 183–195, DOI: 
10.1080/17530350903064196.

20 Daniele Fanelli et al., ‘Misconduct Policies, Academic Culture and 
Career Stage, Not Gender or Pressures to Publish, Affect Scientific 
Integrity’, PLOS ONE, 10.6 (2015), e0127556, DOI: 10.1371/journal.
pone.0127556.

21 Home Office, ‘Efficient Breeding of Genetically Altered Animals: 
Assessment Framework’ (London: Home Office, 2016).

22 Home Office, Guidance on the Operation of the Animals (Scientific 
Procedures) Act 1986 (London: Home Office, 2014), sec. 2.4; European 

http://www.mrc.ukri.org/news/blog/increasing-transparency-in-animal-research-numbers/
http://www.mrc.ukri.org/news/blog/increasing-transparency-in-animal-research-numbers/


310 Distributing expertise and accountability

Commission, Commission Staff Working Document Accompanying the 
Document ‘Report from the Commission to the European Parliament 
and the Council on the Implementation of Directive 2010/63/EU on 
the Protection of Animals Used for Scientific Purposes in the Member 
States of the European Union’ (Brussels, 5 February), 2020, p. 41, 
www.ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/lab_animals/pdf/SWD_
Implementation_report_EN.pdf [accessed 11 October 2020].

23 Home Office, Guidance on the Operation of the Animals (Scientific 
Procedures) Act 1986, sec. 2.4.

24 Home Office, Guidance on the Operation of the Animals (Scientific 
Procedures) Act 1986, sec. 2.4.

25 The Jackson Laboratory Handbook on Genetically Standardized Mice, 
ed. by Kevin Flurkey et al., 6th edn, 1st printing (Bar Harbor, Me: The 
Jackson Laboratory, 2009).

26 Bronwyn Parry, ‘Patents and the Challenge of “Open Source” in 
an Emergent Biological Commons or … the Strange Case of Betty 
Crocker and the Mouse’, BioSocieties, 2019, DOI: 10.1057/s41292-
019-00158-4.

27 See Gail Davies, “Mobilizing Experimental Life: Spaces of Becoming 
with Mutant Mice’, Theory, Culture & Society 30.7–8 (2013), 
 129–153, DOI: 10.1177/026327641349628.

28 LASA, The Production and Disposition of Laboratory Rodents Surplus 
to the Requirements for Scientific Procedures, p. 2.

29 Wild-type mice may more typically be sourced from commercial sup-
pliers as they are a less specialised (often meaning a type of GA) mouse 
line. Specialised, bespoke research lines can be developed by a research 
team who then may choose to keep that line as a live colony of that 
mouse line within a research institution.

30 Clive Barnett et al., ‘Consuming Ethics: Articulating the Subjects and 
Spaces of Ethical Consumption’, Antipode, 37.1 (2005), 23–45, DOI: 
10.1111/j.0066-4812.2005.00472.x.

31 Beth Greenhough and Emma Roe, ‘Attuning to Laboratory Animals 
and Telling Stories: Learning Animal Geography Research Skills from 
Animal Technologists’, Environment and Planning D: Society and 
Space, 37.2 (2019), 367–384, DOI: 10.1177/0263775818807720.

32 Home Office, Guidance on the Operation of the Animals (Scientific 
Procedures) Act 1986; M. Brown, ‘Creating a Culture of Care’, NC3Rs 
News & Blog Online, 2014, www.nc3rs.org.uk/news/creating-culture-
care [accessed 30 July 2019].

33 Roe and Greenhough, ‘A Good Life? A Good Death?’; Greenhough and 
Roe, ‘Attuning to Laboratory Animals and Telling Stories’.

http://www.ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/lab_animals/pdf/SWD_Implementation_report_EN.pdf
http://www.ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/lab_animals/pdf/SWD_Implementation_report_EN.pdf
http://www.nc3rs.org.uk/news/creating-culture-care
http://www.nc3rs.org.uk/news/creating-culture-care


 ‘Bred, but not used’ 311

34 Davies et al., ‘Animal Research Nexus’, p. 8.
35 William M. S. Russell and Rex L. Burch, The Principles of Humane 

Experimental Technique (London: Methuen, 1959).
36 Jerrold Tannenbaum and B. Taylor Bennett, ‘Russell and Burch’s 3Rs 

Then and Now: The Need for Clarity in Definition and Purpose’, 
Journal of the American Association for Laboratory Animal Science: 
JAALAS, 54.2 (2015), 120–132 (p. 128).

37 Tannenbaum and Bennett, ‘Russell and Burch’s 3Rs Then and Now’, 
p. 128.

38 ‘The 3Rs | NC3Rs’ www.nc3rs.org.uk/the-3rs [accessed 20 May 2022].
39 Tannenbaum and Bennett, ‘Russell and Burch’s 3Rs Then and Now’, 

p. 123.
40 Davies et al., ‘Animal Research Nexus’.
41 I. Joanna Makowska and Daniel M. Weary, ‘A Good Life for 

Laboratory Rodents?’ ILAR Journal, DOI: 10.1093/ilar/ilaa001.

http://www.nc3rs.org.uk/the-3rs


13

Commentaries on distributing expertise 
and accountability

Edited by Pru Hobson-West

This chapter focuses on experts and looks at how various forms of 
expertise are performed in the animal research nexus. It features 
commentaries, including two from invited respondents to this 
chapter of the book, and one from the chapter editor. The first 
commentary is by Larry Carbone, a US-based veterinarian with 
a particular interest in the welfare of animals in laboratories. It 
focuses on the complexity involved in the doing of contemporary 
science, and the importance of ethnographic and collaborative 
methods in the social scientific study of animal research. The second 
commentary is from Ngaire Dennison, a UK-based veterinarian 
with previous experience as a government inspector of animal 
research facilities. Drawing on the book section on expertises, 
one of Dennison’s key contributions is to stress the need for more 
complete and more careful conversations on animal research. The 
chapter editor’s closing commentary then looks across all book 
chapters and commentaries, with the aim of foregrounding key 
themes. This final piece, by Hobson-West, identifies the importance 
of seeing expertise as a spatial activity, and a form of action that 
can be studied. However, this contribution also argues for the 
importance of reflexivity from those claiming their own forms of 
academic expertise.

Distributing expertise and accountability
Commentaries



13.1

Outsiders on the inside: citizens and scholars 
in animal research

Larry Carbone

In the novel that bears his name, Martin Arrowsmith, physi-
cian and scientist, escapes the pursuit of status and money in 
academic medicine for an isolated country home where he can 
conduct his bacteriology research on his own.1 He joins a long 
line of  scientists – Copernicus, DaVinci, Leeuwenhoek, Mendel – 
working in brilliant isolation and accountable to no one and 
nothing except pure scientific truth. He lives a life of science, free 
of administrators, ethics committees, safety committees, audits, 
inspections, mandatory training sessions, and the 1920s version of  
emails.

To a modern working scientist, this image is alluring – and non-
sense. Where does Arrowsmith get his reagents, his cultures, his 
animals, his glassware? Who is funding his nights in the lab? Will 
he self-publish his treatises, or subject himself to peer review and 
possible rejection? Will he live and die in isolation with his beautiful 
data? Unlike Arrowsmith’s reverie, doing real science in the twenty-
first century is a complicated process, and even more so when it 
includes animal experiments.

The four chapters in this section bring to light two aspects of 
modern animal research that scholars have given relatively little 
attention. First, doing science is a many-step, cyclical process, so 
much more than the fun and exciting parts of running experiments 
and collecting data. Second, Arrowsmith and other lone scholars 
might do well to bring in as many eyes and hands as they can, for 
every step; it takes a village to do science.

I have spent my working life as a laboratory animal veterinar-
ian, the US equivalent of a UK Named Veterinary Surgeon (NVS) 
and read these chapters through that lens, and through my obliga-
tion to try as much as possible to consider how this work affects 
the animals who might be in my charge. I know, too, the reflexive 
wariness of allowing outsiders into our animal laboratories. ‘It will 
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stress the animals’, we say, but really, do we want yet one more set 
of eyes on how we handle our animals?

Chapters 10 and 11 in this section – Palmer’s ‘Field folk’ and 
Davies, Gorman and King’s ‘Knowledge is power’, respectively – 
raise the challenging question of what it is to do science, including 
animal-based science. Biologists invite bird ringers to participate 
in data collection, and medical researchers invite patients’ input in 
basic preclinical research, following models of patient engagement 
in clinical research. In both cases, the invited outsiders push against 
the limits of their invited role.

In ‘Field folk’, Palmer asks what roles citizen scientists should 
have, with ornithology as her test case, but field botany could be an 
interesting contrast. Should experienced non-professionals be more 
than data collection volunteers? Can they not be project leaders 
themselves? Botanists and ornithologists alike would face questions 
of competing expertise: if the non-professional’s decades of experi-
ence at the hands-on work exceed those of the professional scientist, 
is something wrong with the professional–amateur hierarchy? Or 
is it just right? I do not care, for instance, if my brain surgeon is as 
good at venipuncture as an experienced phlebotomist; I still want 
my brain surgeon directing my care.

The case illustrates the complexity of doing science, in which the 
scientist’s work in hypothesising and analysing, knowing impor-
tant questions to ask, and knowing if they have been successfully 
answered is every bit as important as data collection.

It also illustrates issues of quality control in researcher training: 
at what point does an experienced bird ringer qualify as sufficiently 
experienced to do the work on their own? Who should make that 
determination – the scientist legally responsible for the research 
project, or an experienced ringer? Is this an area for shared higher-
level authority in the project?

Data-collection expertise is likely as important in field botany 
as in field ornithology, but the welfare of sentient animals adds 
urgency to the ornithologist’s responsibility for competency in data 
collection – and in all other aspects of the work. I may trust that a 
team of experienced ringers can competently net and ring 30,000 
(!) birds in two weeks with minimal injuries or deaths (the chapter 
does not give those details), but surely all those birds experienced 
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some minutes of fright in the process. Somebody should be evalu-
ating whether this huge number is actually necessary to answer a 
well-defined question, or should be reduced. We need accountabil-
ity for potentially harming sentient animals, and perhaps a multi-
disciplinary group of research participants can best do that work.

Chapter 11, ‘Knowledge is power’, similarly explores citizen 
(patient) involvement in animal research, though in this case not 
for data collection but for input on important questions to ask, 
insight into what would constitute a successful outcome, and again, 
what kinds of accountability to bring to the harmful use of sentient 
animals. This chapter also shows the importance of giving others 
some control over their own lives. Control is a key element in devel-
oping humane animal housing. In this piece, patients also deserve 
control over the amount of involvement they may have in animal 
experiments – do they really want to watch or even see pictures of 
animals modelling the disease they themselves are suffering from? 
And in this instance, do they want some control of how animals are 
used and, indeed, of how they themselves are used, as poster cases 
of how important animal testing is?

Academic life perpetuates the Arrowsmith mythology of the 
scientist as a lone warrior. They develop a hypothesis from their 
knowledge of their field, conduct their experiments, analyse and 
publish their data. Modern science, animal research included, 
requires collaboration, often across many labs and many experts, 
but a scientist’s status lies not in how well they collaborate but 
in how many lead-author publications they can list on their CV. 
In these chapters, I find myself wanting to change the reward and 
recognition systems, and to see all the bird ringers and patient par-
ticipants promoted from the Acknowledgements to co-authors. And 
indeed, happy the day when the animals themselves receive more 
recognition than a sentence or two in a manuscript’s ‘Materials and 
methods’ section.

In Peres and Roe’s ‘“Bred, but not used”’ (Chapter 12) and 
Anderson and Hobson-West’s ‘(Dis)placing veterinary medicine’ 
(Chapter 9), the outsiders visit the laboratories not to help, but to 
observe and ask (which itself can be a kind of help). I read these 
chapters on alert mode; part of the job of the NVS, at least in the 
US, is to mediate who gets access to information about the animals. 
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How would I advise my institution if these social scientist outsiders 
came asking about how we decide how many animals to breed (and 
cull), or how our vet work differs to that of ‘real’ vets in private 
companion animal practice? Forgive my vigilance. In the UK, the 
Concordat on Openness is driving a move toward increased trans-
parency about animals in labs. In the US, laboratory animal use is 
much more of a guarded secret.

The fresh eyes of the ethnographer show insiders like me that 
things we take for granted are worthy of examination. The eth-
nographer’s main audience may be interested outsiders, but as an 
insider, I found value in the insights of these two chapters. In fact, 
at one point Peres and Roe point out how making some animal sta-
tistics public has more of an effect on the insiders, who already have 
access to that information, than on outsiders.

Peres and Roe bring an anti-capitalist sense to their look at 
practices around (over)breeding and then culling rodents for 
experiments. One need not embrace all Marxist theory to see the 
wisdom in their analysis. What should be prioritised in deciding 
on the numbers of mice to breed? Scientists’ desire to efficiently get 
a cohort of animals on demand (and perhaps, by implication, the 
public and patients waiting eagerly for the fruits of their experi-
ments)? The emotional wellbeing of animal care staff tasked with 
culling the millions (at least, in the US) of unwanted animals that 
this approach generates? The unused animals who go to the eutha-
nasia chamber?

As an NVS, I have frequently advised scientists to ‘offshore’ their 
animal breeding to the large commercial suppliers, to avoid over-
breeding in-house that would result in excessive animal culling. 
I was wilfully blind to the likelihood that even this more efficient 
approach would also result in over-production, the culling of 
healthy animals, and the possible emotional toll on someone else’s 
staff. Never did I think, or feel pressure to think, more globally 
about overproduction as a systemic issue, whose costs we should 
not just shunt to some other lab where we cannot see the results 
of our practices. I do not believe we would (over)produce lab dogs 
or monkeys this way. In the US, at least, we know that it will take 
weeks to fill an order for dogs or months to get some monkeys. Why 
should we take an ‘animals on demand’ approach to mice? Because 
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they are smaller? Cheaper? Less of a public concern? My thanks to 
Peres and Roe for opening up these questions.

As a vet, I read Anderson and Hobson-West’s interviews with 
NVSs the most eagerly. I found I wanted more. I wanted full-on eth-
nography: come into the labs and watch how what NVSs say maps 
onto what you see them do. Part of the enculturation of an NVS – 
and again, my perspective is US-based – includes knowing how to 
present the work to outsiders, when we must. Vets, like patients, 
are at risk of being propaganda tools for animal research, at risk of 
performing the role of the humane carer and healer. But this carries 
risks, I believe, for the actual care the animals receive.

In their interviews, Anderson and Hobson-West hear from an 
NVS who brings facial pain scoring (‘grimace scales’) from the lab 
to the private clinic, to improve pain management for companion 
animals. In my day, I similarly told friends in private practice that 
their then-current standards of pain management for abdominal 
surgeries (i.e., spays) would require special approval in the lab. 
Cross-fertilisation is good. Still, I worry.

I see facial/grimace-scoring as the NVSs’ valiant effort to make 
up for the fact that vets in labs do not (and in current scales of 
efficiency in laboratory work, cannot) devote the same time and 
effort into animal patients’ pain management as companion animal 
practitioners. In an interview, this sounds like a great example of 
how vets’ practices in labs are actually better than what companion 
animal practitioners do. I longed to see Anderson and Hobson-
West accompany ‘Mia’ through her days to see how often she and 
her scientists modify their practices in response to their (probably) 
quick facial scoring. I wanted Peres and Roe to keep pace during the 
vet’s quick rounds through the animal rooms, to ask why we choose 
a particular animal-to-vet ratio in labs that makes this quick- 
assessment tool necessary. In essence, as a potential object of study 
for the social scientists’ inquiries, I am pushing back and suggesting 
that we research insiders could be more involved collaborators, to 
each other’s mutual benefit, as indeed the present project models.2 
I want a voice in how you study me.

Outsiders – government inspectors, accreditation site visitors, 
grant reviewers, and journal editors – have long had a role shaping 
vets’ and scientists’ animal lab practices. Since the 1980s, outsiders 
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have also had a role in animal laboratories’ animal ethics commit-
tees in many countries. Perhaps this role should be expanded; for 
example, Niemi says that unaffiliated technical experts on animal 
ethics committees could be a great complement to the non-expert 
outsiders most countries currently require.3 This assortment of 
outsiders may make for better quality science and better treatment 
of animals, and a better ethical balance when good data seems to 
require animal harm. This selection of chapters shows the value of 
yet another cadre of outsiders, the social scientists watching and cri-
tiquing how we do what we do, despite insiders’ reflexive  resistance 
to their presence.

13.2

Moving forward: the need for more meaningful 
conversations around animal research

Ngaire Dennison

I think we stand at a crossroads in animal research. The question 
is how we move forward. The four chapters in this section reflect a 
move towards more openness and accountability and the recogni-
tion of the human and animal imperatives for a culture of care.

These chapters all demonstrate that there are significant chal-
lenges in having discussions around animal research, including: 
whether others will see you as a ‘real vet’ as a Named Veterinary 
Surgeon (NVS) working under the Animals (Scientific Procedure) 
Act (ASPA); that animals may be bred and not used and so are 
culled without having served a scientific purpose; that asking for 
patient opinions may create differences rather than consensus; 
and the difficulties in involving (skilled) members of the public in 
research. However, it is critical that we face up to these challenges 
and find ways to have open conversations, firstly to understand the 
issues and concerns of different people, and then to address them.

Chapter 11, by Davies, Gorman, and King, on patient involve-
ment in research chimed particularly with me in its discussion of 
‘basic and pre-clinical’ research because I believe that this is an 
area that needs particular societal discussion. The emphasis in this 
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chapter, on not making assumptions but on being open to asking 
the difficult questions, is important if we are to find solutions that 
address different perspectives.

For example, the decisive vote in the European Parliament 
(15 September 2021) to phase out the use of animals in research, 
regulatory testing and education has been seen as an impetus to a 
move towards a ban on animal testing in Europe.4 A move away 
from animal use for chemical testing is proposed in the US, where 
the Environment Protection Agency is prioritising the development 
of New Approach Methods (NAMS) and plans to reduce animal 
testing of chemicals by 30% by 2025 and to end testing in verte-
brates by 2035.5 Amazing strides are being made in non-animal 
alternatives such as organs on a chip,6 but what about the basic 
research where we still need to understand biological processes, 
which organs are affected, and how different systems interact? At 
these early (‘blue sky’) stages, how do we work out the likely value 
of the outputs of the research and how these can be weighed up 
against the harm to the animals? How do we know what valuable 
information will be lost if those studies are not performed? These 
are some of the difficult questions that we need to find ways to 
discuss to allow meaningful engagement of all parties.

The issue of animal wastage described in Chapter 12 by Peres 
and Roe is an issue that has particular resonance in the context 
of the Covid-19 pandemic, where research programmes were shut 
down rapidly as people were told to stay at home to save (human) 
lives. The work of humanely killing the animals that could no 
longer be used because planned work was stopped fell mainly to 
the animal technicians, causing significant moral dissonance for 
many (when an individual’s behaviour or their cognitions are in 
conflict with their moral values). Moral dissonance, which can be 
of immense detriment to an individual’s health or welfare, is a sig-
nificant issue in those working in the laboratory animal field.7 It can 
be part of the reason that researchers, technicians, and NVSs can 
have difficulty in discussing their work with colleagues, families, or 
members of the public.

As an NVS myself, I found Chapter 9 by Anderson and Hobson-
West of particular interest. This chapter discusses how the NVS 
role appears to exist ‘at the intersection of a wide and conflicting set 
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of expectations and assumptions’, which is a statement that really 
resonates with me. As an NVS, I am proud of the work that I and 
my colleagues do. I always tell anyone who asks me the details of 
what I do, although it often takes quite a long time to explain – but 
I understand the reluctance of some others working in my field to 
do the same. It can be hard not to feel ‘judged’. ASPA is an enabling 
Act – it is there to allow procedures to be done that may cause 
pain, suffering, distress or lasting harm to an animal for a scientific 
purpose. While my job is to advise on health, welfare, and refining 
procedures (and so to advocate for the animals), I deal daily with 
the moral dissonance of knowing that animals under my care may 
be harmed. I joined the profession ‘to help animals’ (however naïve 
that may sound) and the oath I took when I qualified as a vet was:

I PROMISE AND SOLEMNLY DECLARE that I will pursue the 
work of my profession with integrity and accept my responsibilities 
to the public, my clients, the profession and the Royal College of 
Veterinary Surgeons, and that, ABOVE ALL, my constant endeavour 
will be to ensure the health and welfare of animals committed to my 
care.8

In my role as an NVS supporting research programmes, I often 
feel there is a conflict between my oath and my day-to-day work. 
Ensuring that people understand what I do and the passion I have 
to try and ensure the best possible welfare for the animals under my 
care – a concern shared by my colleagues, in particular the animal 
technicians – is important to me, even if those people disagree with 
research using animals.

The critical message from all four chapters is summarised for me 
in Chapter 11 where Davies, Gorman, and King write, ‘We suggest 
it is important to continue to develop these conversations in more 
complete and careful ways’. They go on to say that it is essential 
to enable, ‘everyone to have more open, honest, and meaningful 
conversations around animal research’ (p. 283). This is true for the 
areas described in the chapters but is much more widely applicable 
for the use of animals in research.

The challenges of having care-ful conversations are both reduced 
and exacerbated in this web-based age of social media. Such plat-
forms can reach huge numbers of people, but misinformation can 
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be spread rapidly and can be difficult to counter. Individuals may 
be reluctant to voice their opinions and risk being put in the public 
pillory by a (likely) vocal minority of ‘trolls’ with strong views. We 
need to find ways out of the ‘polarisation cycle’9 to have these con-
versations and the social science approaches in these chapters may 
begin to give insight into ways that we might start these discussions.

13.3

Experts and expertise in researching animal research

Pru Hobson-West

Experts and expertise represent a key area for research in science 
and technology studies (STS). In a critical review, Grundmann goes 
back to the beginning, noting that the word expert ‘has its root in 
the Latin verb experiri, to try. An expertus is someone who is expe-
rienced, has risked and endured something, is proven and tested’. 
However, in critiquing contemporary STS scholarship, Grundmann 
argues that ‘experts are not only characterised by their embodiment 
of skills and experience. What matters is their performance’.10 Or, 
to put it another way, expertise is a form of action. From a social 
scientific perspective, the animal research nexus (see Introduction) 
thus cannot be fully understood without being attuned to the ques-
tion of who experts are, what they do, and, crucially, how they 
perform their various forms of accountability and expertise. In this 
brief commentary, I therefore look across the chapters included in 
this section from my perspective as an academic, and identify how 
these social scientific themes relate to key issues in animal research.

In terms of who animal research experts are, one option is to 
simply read this from the legislation. In the UK, the Animal (Scientific 
Procedures) Act (ASPA) articulates this in detail: indeed, the named 
roles themselves arguably make this particularly explicit – named 
individuals are assumed to have particular expertise or account-
ability. On one level, then, where institutional responsibility lies is 
‘relatively easy to identify’.11 However, the chapters in this section 
of the book draw on qualitative empirical research to reveal the 
ways key actors are involved in navigating regulation’s interpretive 
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 flexibility. By taking a nexus type approach, the studies are thus 
able to connect governance processes with the ‘lived, embodied 
experience of those with regulatory responsibilities’,12 or, alterna-
tively, to foreground those excluded from the legislation. As I will 
now briefly highlight, the analyses presented in the chapters also 
reveal the way in which expertise is spatially managed and narra-
tively performed.

In characterising the relationship between regulation and exper-
tise, Palmer (Chapter 10) points to the ways in which actors actively 
navigate regulation on a daily basis. In their case, citizen scientists 
‘are simultaneously excluded from positions of authority, yet also 
able to directly contribute to animal care and research practice’. 
As Palmer shows, ‘expertise comes in multiple forms’. Indeed, 
the distinction between expert and non-expert is one long trou-
bled by STS. Similarly, the chapter by Davies, Gorman, and King 
(Chapter 11) focuses on a form of expertise traditionally considered 
to be outside the boundaries of the regulation, namely patienthood. 
However, the authors track the increasing pressure for upstream 
patient engagement and the influence of other pieces of regulation 
(such as the 2001 Research Governance Framework for Health and 
Social Care), which, in turn, can create expectations for the way 
animal research is done. In Chapter 12, Peres and Roe also point 
to the importance of recognising expertise previously overlooked, 
in their case the work of animal technicians and animal breeders.

The chapter by Anderson and Hobson-West (Chapter 9) sug-
gests that the constant navigation of legislation is also a key activity 
for the NVS. In the UK, NVS staff describe walking a careful line 
between ASPA and the Veterinary Surgeons Act 1966. This case 
helps highlight the difference between expertise and professional 
expertise, the latter being formally certified by a professional organ-
isation. As the commentary by Dennison (in this chapter) reminds 
us, these distinctions are not technical or semantic matters. In their 
own biography as an NVS they report pride in their work, yet 
simultaneously identify a ‘moral dissonance’ toward the intentional 
harming of animals that ASPA allows, with the professional veteri-
nary oath mandating a prioritisation of animal health and welfare.

The second theme that cuts across this book section concerns 
expertise and space, and the role of discursive labour in the creation 
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of important insider/outside boundaries. For example, Anderson 
and Hobson-West show the way in which NVSs position their 
laboratory work as important but construct an intra-professional 
hierarchy whereby the NVS is ‘not a real vet’. In terms of expertise, 
their analysis suggests that ‘it is not just levels or depths of exper-
tise that are made to matter, but rather where legitimate expertise 
comes from’. The insider/outsider distinction is also critical to the 
chapter by Palmer on Places Other than Licensed Establishments, 
where their physical space as ‘outside’ the laboratory is made to 
matter. The chapter is also valuable in showing that it is not just 
professionals that engage in this demarcation or ‘boundary-work’.13 
Sticking with space and place, in their chapter on supply chains, 
Peres and Roe show the way in which moving ethics ‘outside’ 
has significant implications. This is picked up by Carbone (in this 
chapter), who welcomes the provocation to consider the emotional 
consequences of ‘off-shoring’ animal breeding. Overall then, this 
body of work confirms the spatial dynamics of expertise in the 
animal research domain.

The third theme I would like to highlight is the way in which 
expertise is performed in its narration. One of the benefits of qual-
itative work is that, rather than looking at job descriptions, we 
can explore how expertise is described or demonstrated and, cru-
cially, attune ourselves to the struggles or inherent contradictions 
involved in performing expertise. Indeed, the Animal Research 
Nexus Programme has focused on writing and story-telling of 
various kinds.14 The book continues this trend using various 
narrative-led research methods: Palmer (Chapter 10) draws on 
interviews, informal conversations, and participant observation 
to identify barriers to wider participation in science; Davies, 
Gorman, and King (Chapter 11) draw on a large and varied pool 
of interviews and analyse the diverse ways in which patients 
relate expertise to their lived and embodied experience; Peres 
and Roe (Chapter 12) draw on interview data and two periods 
of ethnographic observation to identify practices that lead to cat-
egories of animal waste and the affect that this creates for those 
handling ‘surplus’; and in Anderson and Hobson-West’s chapter 
(Chapter  9), veterinarians share their personal career narratives 
as ‘refugees’15 from or between the clinic and the  laboratory. 



324 Distributing expertise and accountability

This brief review leads me to the thorny question of how we 
narrate our own expertise as academics.

In a previous publication, Davies et al. argued that a nexus 
approach prompts us to ‘apply the same principles of contingency, 
coproduction and reflexivity to our own role in the nexus, as we 
argue for in relation to our research data’.16 Indeed, I regard such 
reflexivity as an ethical responsibility, and an essential part of what 
it means to work in areas of techno-scientific controversy, although 
I also accept that there is no single way to ‘do  reflexivity’.17 
However, in working out how to perform reflexivity in the arena 
of animal research, perhaps we can learn from the tone of the com-
mentaries published here. Dennison acknowledges that there are 
‘significant challenges’ in having ‘care-ful conversations’ around 
animal research, but they are still keen to articulate the ‘difficult 
questions’, and reflect on their own positionality; while Carbone 
reflects on their own experience as a veterinarian, recalling profes-
sional concern about letting ‘outsiders’ into the animal laboratory.

Speaking personally, participation in the Animal Research Nexus 
Programme has encouraged me to recognise, and perhaps make 
more explicit, the multiple identities I have in relation to animal 
research. At the very least, I am an academic researcher who studies 
animal research, a teacher of potential future animal research-
ers, a citizen with an interest in scientific governance, as well as 
a patient who sometimes consumes medicine developed using 
animals. In reflecting on these multiple hats, I am trying to acknowl-
edge the ‘performative essence of identity and the relationality of 
sense-making’.18

However, I am also aware of the irony that in the act of nar-
rating this identity list here, others may judge that I am making a 
personal credibility claim – put bluntly, I am now performing the 
role of the so-called ‘good, reflexive academic expert’. Carbone 
argues here that ‘doing real science in the twenty-first century is 
a complicated process, and even more so when it includes animal 
experiments’. This claim also holds true for social science. It seems, 
then, that researching animal research does not only involve careful 
study of the way others exhibit expertise and accountability, nor 
even the creation of new opportunities for participation; as argued 
elsewhere in this volume, we also need to be reflexive about our 
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own role (see Chapter 15 by McGlacken and Hobson-West). To 
help achieve this, perhaps it is worth going back to the definition of 
expert detailed at the start of this commentary: an expert has ‘expe-
rienced, has risked and endured something’. What those of us who 
study the topic may risk is that our writing will never fully do justice 
to the complexity of the nexus, the messiness of our own identity 
positions, nor the experiences of the millions of research animals for 
whose lives and deaths we are somehow accountable.
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Introduction

The field of animal research has long been considered a controversial 
public engagement topic.1 For many decades there has been a culture 
of fear from the activities of anti-vivisectionists,2 though currently 
this threat is at a relatively low level.3 In turn, this fear has created a 
culture of secrecy about practices of animal  experimentation.4 Steps 
to tackle the culture of secrecy, and to fulfil the ideals of transpar-
ent scientific experimentation, have encouraged the drive towards 
greater openness about animal experimentation. However, this goal 
has not yet been fully realised,5 in part because efforts to engage with 
publics typically take the form of a knowledge-deficit approach in 
which experts convey information to publics under the assumption 
that greater knowledge will lead to greater support. Furthermore, 
negative feelings towards animal research – which are not only the 
legacy of animal rights campaigns and activism,6 but also reflect a 
wider distrust in science and  expertise7 – have restricted publics’ 
willingness to engage with animal research. A new approach to 
public engagements with animal research is therefore needed to 
achieve improved openness.

This chapter introduces The Mouse Exchange (MX), a public 
engagement activity that we propose helps address some of these 
issues. The MX was designed as an activity that contributed to, 
enriched, and explored findings from Roe and Peres’s research 
into the supply, breeding, and biobanking of research animals 

The Mouse Exchange
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(see Chapter 12).8 This research lent itself to creating an engagement 
activity that broadened the focus beyond the animals used in experi-
mental procedures to include all animals whose lives are involved 
with UK research, and to also consider their lives from breeding to 
culling or euthanasia. Initially, we were keen to understand what 
questions or concerns people involved in animal research had about 
their area of work that would help us forge research questions. 
Consequently, we took inspiration from participatory research 
methodologies in a more-than-human world,9 and held a workshop 
at the Conference of the Institute of Animal Technologists in 2018. 
There, we gathered the thoughts of animal technologists – directly 
involved in animal breeding and care – about their understandings 
and experiences of the animal journey, to hear what they felt was 
important for them to know more about, and what they wished for 
others to know. This event helped us to frame, along with subse-
quent data collection, where the management of the production and 
use of animals continues to pose a challenge for animal research and 
those working with the industry.

The result of this development was a public engagement activ-
ity that approaches openness by shining a light on the making 
and supply of animals used in research, rather than on the experi-
ment itself. Another key point of difference with traditional public 
engagement is that rather than provide information, we create a 
space where participants can experience becoming curious and 
creative. Through creative processes and informal conversations, 
the MX activity manages negative feelings like distrust, suspicion, 
and anxiety, which can be associated with animal research. Instead, 
the MX seeks to convey something of the emotional and ethical 
landscapes experienced by those working within animal research, 
which are complex and contingent.10 For example, the MX aims 
to offer participants a mixture of: scientific curiosity; the rewards 
from caring for animals; the consequence of being moved by 
animal harm; and hopes from medical research that uses animals. 
Together, participants and facilitators feel a way into this animal 
research nexus, primarily through the activities of their hands and 
fingers, working with familiar objects, repurposed.

The chapter begins by describing efforts to achieve openness in 
animal research, including via public engagement with, and criticism 
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of, this work. Drawing on these critiques, we conclude that open-
ness is often narrowly framed, selective, and follows a problematic 
 knowledge-deficit approach. We then set the scene by describing what 
the MX activity involves in practice, before discussing how we have 
been inspired by other performance art, and how MX facilitators 
generate talk during the activity. We then move to discuss particular 
aspects of the infrastructure around an MX Workshop – the biobank, 
the passport, the ear-punch, the Infinity Box, and the caging system – 
and what these can add to the activity. We conclude by reflecting on 
how the MX helps move beyond deficit-model approaches to public 
engagement around animal research, instead offering a valuable crea-
tive, curiosity-driven, participant-led approach.

Secrecy, caution, and public communication styles

The Concordat on Openness in Animal Research11 has impressed 
openness as an important tool to develop public communication 
about animal research, but the dimensions of animal research that 
have been communicated have been selective.12 The trajectory 
of animal research in the UK is one of institutional moves away 
from secrecy and towards ‘openness’: transparency is utilised to 
achieve social legitimacy.13 Holmberg and Ideland’s14 study of 
public engagement strategies used by animal research institutions 
in Sweden identified two main problems, which we propose also 
apply to some extent in the UK. Firstly, there is a kind of ‘selective 
 openness’,15 where individuals feel they should manage the dis-
closure of their work. This finding echoes the argument, made by 
Wendy Jarrett of Understanding Animal Research, that some 
researchers involved in discussions in advance of the inauguration 
of the Concordat on Openness in 2014 were fearful that provid-
ing information to ‘the public’ would expose them to attacks from 
animal rights extremists.16 Hence, the idea of doing public engage-
ment can invoke fear and reticence from researchers. The history of 
controversy and the binary, adversarial nature of previous public 
communication could put members of the animal research com-
munity off from doing public engagement where they may be less in 
control of setting the terms and direction of conversations.
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Secondly, Holmberg and Ideland find that those involved in 
animal research in Sweden align themselves with a deficit-model 
approach to public engagement, where the public feature as ‘unin-
formed and misled’.17 In practice, communication around animal 
research privileges a ‘scientific witnessing’18 over other possible 
ways of framing communication, which in a sense legitimates this 
controversial activity and prevents other ways of knowing and 
making sense of animal research. Recent evidence in the shape 
of a survey of the attitudes of Swiss animal researchers towards 
public engagement19 backs this argument: Roten found that 72% 
thought that ‘their main task was to educate the public’, and 
80% believed   that ‘if the public were more educated, it would 
be more positive toward science’. Conversely, 33% agreed or 
strongly agreed that ‘the public may lack scientific knowledge, 
but it possesses a lot of relevant common sense and good judge-
ment’, and 19% similarly agreed that ‘the public should have a 
say in the regulation of scientific activities and applications’.20 
Altogether,   then, the concept of openness has begun to be per-
formed with limitations to its scope and potential because of the 
wider context.

In this context, efforts to be more open about animal research 
have been limited in important ways. Communications aimed at 
achieving openness often take the form of institutional websites, 
newspaper articles, or media stories about the potential benefits to 
humans of a new scientific finding that involved animals.21 While 
these communications counter the images and narratives about 
animal harms disseminated by animal rights organisations, they 
do not linger on what it was like for the animal taking part in the 
experiment, or how they live and are cared for in the laboratory. 
Consequently, these communications do little to eschew public 
anxiety about the experiment itself. A growing number of animal 
research institutions do, however, aim to give greater insight 
into life within the animal facility, via websites22 and YouTube 
videos.23 Yet the type of information that is conveyed is often 
carefully curated. Barney Reed from the RSPCA has been a vocal 
critic of the oblique and inaccurate language used in institutional 
websites, which implies that standards of animal welfare are of no 
concern.24
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Furthermore, efforts to engage publics may focus too nar-
rowly on ethical decision-making. Engaging laypeople in animal 
ethics committees25 is a weak attempt to engage publics in animal 
research; these laypeople require expertise to be able to understand 
how to scrutinise paperwork, and there is no mechanism for the 
few people who hold these roles to disseminate their understanding 
more widely. Yet this approach is still advocated.26 For example, 
this route is emphasised by a 2019 report on a two-day interna-
tional expert workshop about how the current governance practices 
regarding openness and transparency could lead to better public 
engagement.27

Building on these criticisms, we argue that this view of openness 
as an element of ethical, democratic research culture has propa-
gated a narrow vision of what one could be open about in rela-
tion to animal research. Openness efforts tend to focus on ethical 
decision-making, rather than the more mundane task of putting 
ethics into practice, including across the breeding, supply, and care 
for laboratory animals, which are the focus in the MX. Focusing 
on these other elements of work in the research laboratory also 
serves to counter the risk of controversy associated with focusing 
on animals’ experience in the experiment. Rather, in the MX we 
make the research mouse the primary object of interest, putting the 
science and the experiment into the background. Through the tasks 
that participants are invited to perform, the MX puts people into 
the shoes of those who are practically involved in caring for animals 
used in research, such as administrators, breeders, and animal 
care technicians. The MX also provides the opportunity, should 
participants wish to take it, to learn more about the wider social 
world around animal research beyond the experiment, which may 
be difficult to find out about. Furthermore, the structure of the MX, 
with its privileging of participant-led, un-scripted dialogue, enables 
questions to arise that may otherwise be excluded if researchers (or 
facilitators!) hold all the power in determining the content.

In summary, our approach carefully tackles some of the 
ongoing challenges about engaging publics in animal research. It 
encourages a different culture of communication around animal 
research, a primary goal of the Animal Research Nexus Programme 
(AnNex). It proposes an alternative to the historical tendency for 
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 communication to be framed as a debate between supporting and 
opposing ‘sides’.28 We now describe what the MX activity involves.

Encountering The Mouse Exchange

‘Have you ever wondered where lab mice come from?’29

‘Do you want to make a mouse?’30

On the table are threads, scissors, and homely fabrics. Using these 
materials, we invite people to make a type of mouse that most of 
us have never seen: a research mouse. Through the collective work 
of the MX participants, research mice become day-time residents in 
unlikely places (see Figure 14.1).

Although details have changed over time as we iteratively 
developed the MX, the fundamentals have always been a set of 
tables with sewing equipment in the middle. At different events 
we have added our own enrichment for the mice to the activity. 
Beginning with cardboard houses and lab-grade treats sourced from 
 colleagues, we progressed to try different things.

Figure 14.1 MX materials on tabletop (Source and copyright:  
University of Southampton).
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We created a large mouse nest (Figure 14.2) on one occasion; 
on another, we wore lab coats. We have been in different contexts: 
university seminar rooms, academic conferences, science festivals, 
museums.

Allow us to set the scene. On a Saturday morning in 
November 2019, we are in a theatre. A table stands prepared with 
needlecraft materials – thread, felt of various colours, needles – 
and small white, black, or pink stuffed felt objects in the shape of 
pasties waiting to be picked up.

These felt objects represent the bodies of three of the most  
popular research mice strains: C57Black6 (black), BalbC (white), 
and nude (pink) mice (Figure 14.3). Passers-by and pre-registered 

Figure 14.2 Mouse nest that mice and their makers can play with  
(Source and copyright: Bentley Crudgington).
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 participants are invited to take a seat to make a mouse. We brief the 
maker-participants on the basic plan to turn the felt pasty, now in 
their hands, into a laboratory mouse.

The invitation to make a mouse enables participants to play 
with developing a relationship with a research animal by making 
it. The process of making meanings and generating feelings begins 
with finding oneself caught up in a process of crafting and creativ-
ity as fingers and hands are put to work with fabric, needles, and 
thread. Participants get to experience the mouse taking shape by 
sewing on felt circles as ears, embroidering on a nose and eyes, 
sewing on strands of whiskers to the face and trimming them with 
scissors to a certain length and shape, and finally sewing on more 
thread, sometimes plaited, to make a tail. Within these moments, 
there is a shift at some point from thinking solely about how to do 
it, to feelings for and about the developing animal form as eyes, 
whiskers, tail, and ears are added. Through the act of creating, a 
sense of belonging and care develops for the thing forming in one’s 
hands.

Figure 14.3 Stitched felt-fabric pasty-shaped bodies of the three strains 
of mice (Source and copyright: Bentley Crudgington).
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Crafting, like kneading bread,31 slows down time, as it forces 
mindful attention to be brought to what one is doing with one’s 
hands, emptying the mind of other things. Consequently, crafting 
invites unstructured conversations and remarks. A conversation 
when crafting is necessarily broken by reaching for a pair of scis-
sors, asking how to do something, and yet all the while the making 
of a research mouse is intimate to the participant’s and facilitator’s 
fingers. This physical engagement is important; it creates another 
means of relating to the issue that is not grounded in thought alone. 
Participants sit with us without knowing what the mouse will be; 
the meanings and values are built into the process. It is designed to 
enable all to take part, not just those with a pre-existing view. In 
the later versions of the MX, what kind of mouse they will make, 
and the origin of the mouse, is decided through the selection of a 
chance card; will they make a brand-new mutant, or a mouse held 
in a biorepository as frozen embryos?

At the outset the MX was devised by thinking with Roe and 
Buser’s ‘becoming ecological citizen’ methodology (BEC).32 This 
approach was developed with artist Dr Paul Hurley,33 who is part 
of the MX team and has contributed to its creative life. The original 
application of BEC was to food, which made it possible to engage 
very directly with its materiality, and to draw on participants’ 
extensive embodied and other knowledges of food. In contrast, the 
MX had the added difficulty of overcoming the absence of actual 
laboratory mice, and existing knowledge of mice in research. The 
methodology involves taking two steps towards creating a space for 
engagement. Firstly, it involves ‘facilitating sensory experiences that 
enable the agential qualities of [object of concern] to shape knowl-
edge making’.34 This is why the rich sensory experience of sewing a 
colourful, soft felt mouse is at the centre of the activity. Secondly, 
it aims ‘to create a space where people can perform, or relate differ-
ently, in unusual manners to [the object of concern]’.35 In this case, 
our object of concern is research mice. Hence, we turn to creating 
a comfortable space of curiosity coupled with a crafting activity to 
invite people into a relationship with research mice.

The crafting materials scattered on the table afford the transfor-
mation of curiosity into the deeply political act of creating a body 
and advocating for an animal’s care through its documentation via 
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the mouse passport. In the next section we discuss the nature and 
style of generating table talk through the activity and how MX 
facilitators can work against the knowledge-deficit model.

Facilitating The Mouse Exchange

The MX toolkit36 provides guidance about the materials needed to 
set up an MX event and a guide for facilitators about how to set up 
the space and hold conversations that meet the aims of the MX. We 
encourage others to download the toolkit and to run their own MX. 
In this section we discuss in depth the thinking behind why the MX 
is facilitated in the way it is, and what type of participatory experi-
ence we are aiming for.

Participants assemble and take a seat at a table with felt-crafting 
materials laid out. At the table, hierarchies and power imbalances 
can be set aside. This conception of the table is informed by queer 
feminist performance artist Lois Weaver’s work The Long Table, 
an ‘experimental open public forum that is a hybrid performance- 
installation-roundtable-discussion-dinner-party designed to facil-
itate dialogue through the gathering together of people’.37 It 
empowers by literally tabling or gathering excluded and included 
voices to speak on difficult and conflicting subjects in their own 
terms; certain responses or degrees of knowledge are not discarded 
as unacceptable. The table bridges the private domestic setting and 
the connected, yet distant, public domain. The MX table is a hos-
pitable place for experimenting around what might legitimately be 
discussed. Participants come and go from it, and with that, experi-
ences and viewpoints both overlap and differ.

As people assemble and take a seat, we are curious about what 
might have attracted these people to come to the table. Is it the 
appeal of making something of their own? The appeal of sewing, or 
an activity that can occupy their children and offer a rest for a little 
while? Or is it part of an educational experience, and if so, how will 
their expectations of learning be challenged by how the workshop 
is structured?

The materials laid out on the table are both familiar materials 
and unrecognisable objects – soft, felt pasties, a ‘thing’38 that can be 
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assembled into becoming a research mouse. The pasties are taken 
into the hands of participants who are invited to add ears and a face 
to make a soft-toy research mouse. The conversation is initiated at 
this point; the facilitator does not have to direct but can let those 
gathered around the table make a mouse with their hands while 
engaging in curious chatter. Requests to please pass the scissors, 
thread, or the felt support conviviality and contact between partici-
pants. The practice of sewing together encourages an atmosphere 
with a mixture of talk about how to do something (sew a mouse 
nose) alongside reflections on the object taking shape in their hands, 
and issues related to the origins and lives of research mice. This 
approach works with Deleuze’s statement that ‘something in the 
world forces us to think’, to talk, to feel.39 Conversations happen 
simultaneously alongside the making. In this way the MX is not an 
output, but a process.

Instructions of what to do are conveyed through conversation 
and observation as there are no written instructions. Facilitators 
have an important role in shaping the conversation, ambiance, feel-
ings, and thinking around the MX table by recognising that thought 
and talk are generated in relation to the context. To this end, 
participants should feel empowered to lead their own knowledge-
creation, co-authoring content with those around them. Beyond 
a couple of opening questions from the facilitator – ‘have you 
ever met a mouse?’ or ‘where do you think laboratory mice come 
from?’ – participants should always take the lead when exploring 
the topic and directing what is, and what is not, spoken about. This 
approach is in opposition to a traditional public engagement audi-
ence member who is cast as needing to learn something to address 
their knowledge deficit.40 Collectively, conversations do not crystal-
lise but keep changing, since the outputs of knowledge and meaning 
making processes are not decided in advance. What takes place in 
the MX is the outcome of the work that participants and facilitators 
collectively perform and consent to.

Space is made for talk, but it does not have to be forthcoming. 
Facilitators are asked to let go of the need to control responses; 
rather, they should focus on supporting participants to not only 
become makers of mice but to make space for those who choose 
to take the opportunity to reflect and learn. Consequently, it is 
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important to not talk at participants but respond to expressions 
of curiosity. The learning objectives are not a set of facts, figures, 
or ethical guidelines but just to sew a mouse and complete its 
passport. Participants are not in an audience on receive mode. 
Indeed, participants may opt to stay in their established habits 
of thinking, perhaps knowing little about research animal origins 
and lives, and it is then up to them whether they ask questions or 
share thoughts about the materials or anything else as they make 
a mouse. Participants may talk about the lives of mice they have 
encountered and move to the life of a research mouse if and when 
they are comfortable.

Finding ways to collectively enable participants to hold an 
interest in the lives of laboratory animals is important because 
it allows them to engage in the process of, rather than the prod-
ucts from, animals being used in science. In the MX, we achieve 
this by avoiding the head-on discussion of animal research as an 
‘object-issue’41 to instead bring attention to the research mouse, its 
origins, and how to care for it. Animal research as an ‘object-issue’ 
has a rich patterning of emotions, disruptions, disagreements, and 
agreements that extend around it. Acknowledging this, the MX 
registers a need to support the inclusion of the multiplicity of affec-
tive, emotional, rational, historical, and ethical engagements that 
participants may have with animal research. Indeed, we found that 
making something tactile and tangible enables feelings towards the 
animal to develop; it equally allows issues and themes that arose in 
conversation to evolve into more meaningful concerns, rather than 
abstracted facts. Experience has shown that holding a felt research 
animal in one’s hands, and completing a mouse passport, has taken 
participants through a process that can change their stake in animal 
research. Feelings surrounding the life experience of the mouse 
can be made and expressed that exceed objective facts about the 
research animal industry, its animal welfare standards, and binding 
ethical principles.

Along the way, we have, so far, held conversations that include: 
cats bringing in mice; imaginations of wild mice being captured 
for research (a common assumption when participants had never 
been asked to think about the subject before); identification of 
mouse models for a son’s genetic condition; childhood memories of 
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 needlework; and feeling squeamish about mice. We have observed 
children playing with the felt mice in a display area decorated with 
enrichment used in lab mice cages, and we have learnt a lot about 
how to manage conversations to give people confidence to articu-
late what they are thinking and feeling, nurturing their attachment 
to the mouse they are making. Each time it is different, inflected by 
the occasion and the people who pass by. As a process, it is prone to 
evolution and mutation. We have identified new needs and devel-
oped other experiments that are adapted to new situations and new 
questions. The MX will also, we hope, find new tables, new partici-
pants, as a different set of facilitators learn how to set up and run 
their own MX, using the MX toolkit.42

The Mouse Exchange Infrastructure

We found curiosity was inspired by the infrastructure around 
making mice as we built more into the MX performance. For 
example, people were curious about the different colours of the 
mice and the different ways that mice could be sourced from a 
biobank or live colony, and what these different practices involved.

The biobank was enrolled into the performance when partici-
pants were invited to collect cold, ‘frozen’ embryos (in reality, the 
soft pasty-shaped mouse forms are kept next to a plastic ice pack) 
from our coolbox (the kind that is more commonly taken on a 
picnic), which performed as our biobank. Waiting for the embryos 
to warm up on the pretend heat pad creates a pause where we 
can begin to talk about the way mouse strains circulate within the 
animal research community, and to think about freezing down 
strains as a form of animal welfare.

Once the mouse is made, we ask mouse makers to complete a 
passport (Figure 14.4) for their mouse. This encourages partici-
pants to articulate and reflect on their participation and helps both 
to make meanings more concrete and to evaluate their experience. 
Drawing on the structure and purpose of the mouse passports 
recommended for genetically altered animals,43 which commonly 
travel with mice, the passport enables makers to detail their mouse’s 
specific care needs, which vary from strain to strain.



342 Experimenting with openness and engagement

The passport has evolved over time in the project from a simple, 
two-question prompt to a more detailed form that includes data 
like the mouse’s name, place, and date of birth as well as informa-
tion about their phenotype (what they look like), character, and 
instructions for their care, including who they want to care for them 
(Figure 14.5). We also ask makers about their hopes and expecta-
tions about the future of their mouse. What, then, does it look like 
to care for this mouse, now and in the future? Questions about 
character and phenotype, who cares for them, and what needs 
they have continue the work of thinking about individual animals’ 
sentience and welfare. By collecting the passports that participants 
have created alongside their mice, we are putting together an 
archive that not only preserves the mice, but also – in a small, crea-
tive way – records the makers’ engagement with their mice as beings 
to be cared for as well as scientific resources. Together, the mouse 
and the passport make up the primary units of the MX and embody 
something of the experience after the event is complete.

Figure 14.4 An early form of mouse passport and the mouse  
(Source and copyright: Bentley Crudgington).
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The ear-punch, a hole-punch stationery tool re-purposed, clips 
the ear for genotyping (to find out what genes are in this particular 
mouse) (Figure 14.6). Participants get to encounter how the work of 
caring for a research mouse does not allow for easy refusal of inflicting 
harm on them. Genotyping the mouse, and ensuring that the mouse 
and its passport remain together, depend on the maker’s willingness 
to punch a hole in the mouse ear. The meaning of this act, however, is 
constructed by each maker, and is as unique as their mouse.

As the activity draws to a close – the mouse is completed and 
the passport has been written – participants are invited to put their 
mouse inside the Infinity Box and see their mouse multiplied into 
many animals. The Infinity Box uses mirrors and a light to show 
multiple ongoing reflections of their mouse (Figure 14.7). They 
watch as their single unique mouse becomes many indistinguish-
able mice; it provides a way to exemplify the sorts of practical 
ethical questions that may not necessarily be covered by regula-
tion, but which arise when making life. As they watch their single 
unique mouse become a lineage, we unfold the idea of care from 

Figure 14.5 The current form of mouse passport (Source and copyright: 
Bentley Crudgington).



344 Experimenting with openness and engagement

Figure 14.6 Hole-punch as ear-punch (Source and copyright:  
Bentley Crudgington).

Figure 14.7 Image of a mouse in the Infinity Box (Source and copyright: 
Bentley Crudgington).
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the  individual to a colony. Mice in science are often lost in the 
 multitude.44 With the Infinity Box, we can start to ask about caring 
for an individual versus caring at scale. What kinds of responsibili-
ties and care does a maker have for the future life of a creation? The 
Infinity Box multiplies our relationships over space and time.

Whereas the original MX offered people the opportunity to take 
their mouse home, swap it, or leave it in our care, later variants of 
the MX asked participants to leave them behind.

The completed mouse and passport are then left to live in our 
‘caging system’, where rows of different felt mice start to stack up 
in a hanging shoe-storage rack (Figure 14.8). These are then pho-
tographed and added to a virtual online archive. This isn’t easy: 
the invitation to leave the mouse behind brings a sense of loss and 
anxiety, of not knowing and trusting someone else with the respon-
sibility to care. The anxiety is ours, as much as the makers’: what 
does it mean for us to be custodians of these mice, and responsible 
for what happens in their future? These kinds of questions remain 
live as we seek to create a future for the MX as a toolkit for others 
to use.

Collectively, these items help to demonstrate how the assemblage 
that is animal research requires caring maintenance, and mandates 
specific forms of care for the animals intimately entangled with 
UK science. Moreover, they do so in a way that both recognises 
the animals’ individual sentience, but also the collective expression 
of being one of a multitude,45 one example amongst an expanding 
variety of mouse strains (Figure 14.9).

Conclusion

Public engagement suffers many of the same critiques as other form 
of participatory art: that it is trivial or trivialises46 in that the science 
is dumbed down. However, as Helen Molesworth47 argues, as one 
moves away from attempting to fill any knowledge deficit, public 
engagement can create situations where questions that ask, ‘what 
if the world was different?’ can be articulated and responded to. 
The MX crafting table can be read as a performance ‘art form’ for 
legitimising public discourse, locating itself as ‘a conduit through 
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Figure 14.8 The shoe-holder as mouse caging system  
(Source and copyright: Bentley Crudgington).
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which to enter ideas into public discussions’.48 This is a deliberate 
move away from many forms of animal research public engage-
ment, where roles are predefined, and facts are neatly packaged up 
to be taken away. Instead, the MX is a feast for situated, sponta-
neous knowledge-making and transfer. In doing this, it continues 
the work of combining science and technology studies with perfor-
mance and theatre studies.49

The MX adds something unique to forms of public engagement 
on animal research. It offers participants a space where they can 
engage with animal research on their own terms. Here, hesitancy 
about taking part because of associations of anxiety or controversy 
in relation to animal research can be allayed, and participants are 
invited to engage with curiosity and care. In this way, we have 
devised a method that seeks to engage participants’ curiosity and 
create space for a range of perspectives including affective, emo-
tional, and embodied engagements with animal research. The MX 
positions the participant not as audience or information deliberator 
and ethical decider, but as maker and carer through being provided 
with crafting materials and engaged in curiosity-led conversations 

Figure 14.9 Variety of mice strains made (Source and copyright:  
Paul Hurley).
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that inspire care. We found that creating a space for curiosity, 
whilst crafting a felt mouse with stitches and thread in a curated 
performance space, could achieve a different way to support reflec-
tive conversations about the objects and animal supply chain infra-
structure of animal research.

In part because it involved communicating research findings on 
the supply, biobanking, and rehoming of laboratory animals, the 
MX has worked to be open about what happens in spaces and prac-
tices around animal research that are not structured around ethical 
decision-making, but rather ethics in practice of making and caring 
for animal life. It never asks whether a particular experiment, or any 
experiments, should be carried out, but places participants as carers, 
which can be read as ethics in practice. While the introduction to 
the event does not presume an interest in any of these elements, 
the MX brings a focus on the practices that perform laboratory 
animal journeys, how animals come to be in laboratories, and how 
they are cared for while they are there. Doing public engagement 
that focuses on these practices is therefore a way to engage beyond 
either the science or the (deliberative) ethics of the use of animals 
in research. Rather, it shows how participants become immersed in 
a process of animal care through the practices of making, listening, 
and conversing around a table, which changes the way publics talk 
about ethics associated with using animals in research.

Finally, the activity’s name gestures at the idea that making mice 
is a collective endeavour. It was also chosen to highlight other 
highly social aspects of this practice. Firstly, mice can be exchanged 
between collaborators. Secondly, the ‘exchange’ refers to the dia-
logues that we wish to encourage between participants. The MX 
is an experiment that we construct together. We have created 
this process together, and we offer it up for curiosity and future 
evolution.
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Labelling medicines as developed 
using animals? Opening up the topic 

of animal research

Renelle McGlacken and Pru Hobson-West

Introduction

The use of animals in science remains socio-ethically contentious 
and the UK has a particular history of debate and dissensus around 
the matter.1 Public dialogue around animal research is often framed 
as polarised, with scientists pitted against animal rights activists and 
‘the public’ constructed as a neutral entity2 occupying the middle 
ground. Science–society relations around the topic have histori-
cally been strained, with communication on the topic regarded as 
a source of personal and institutional risk.3 However, responding 
to characterisations of the bioscience sector as secretive, the UK 
advocacy organisation Understanding Animal Research (UAR) 
launched the Concordat on Openness on Animal Research in 2014. 
As a high-level agreement around openness on animal use in the 
bioscience sector, the Concordat was intended to mark a significant 
shift in science–society communication. Therefore, while not a 
public engagement initiative in itself, the Concordat aims to ‘alert 
the research community to the risks of secrecy, and provide support 
for greater transparency, highlighting its benefits for science, animal 
welfare and communications’.4 To date, 127 UK organisations, 
such as universities, commercial organisations and funders have 
signed up. Similar initiatives have occurred in other countries, such 
as the 2010 Basel Declaration (now Animal Research Tomorrow) in 
Switzerland, which amongst other principles around good scientific 
and ethical practice, called for signatories to ‘Promote the dialogue 
concerning animal welfare in research by transparent and fact-
based communications to the public’.5 More recently, transparency 
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agreements around scientific animal use have proliferated across the 
EU6 and beyond, with New Zealand launching their own ‘Openness 
Agreement on Animal Research and Teaching’7 in 2021.

Although the UK Concordat has helped to make certain informa-
tion on bioscientific animal use more accessible, its impact on fos-
tering in-depth science–society dialogue arguably remains limited. 
In practice, current policy initiatives or enactments of openness 
around animal research have largely treated openness as an end in 
itself, with the release of annual statistics on national animal use, 
establishment of institutional webpages that outline how and why 
animals are being used, publication of non-technical summaries of 
licensed project applications, creation of virtual tours of certain 
research facilities,8 and so on, often being presented as a fulfilment 
of the bioscience community’s contribution to public discourse 
around animal research. However, McLeod argues that such initia-
tives ‘are unlikely to be enough on their own to build greater trust 
between the AR [animal research] community and wider society’.9

The language used in the Concordat is itself illuminating. For 
example, the third commitment states that organisations will ‘be 
proactive in providing opportunities for the public to find out about 
research using animals’.10 This wording implies a unidirectional 
approach to communication (from ‘laboratory animal science’ to 
the wider ‘public’). By contrast, in recent decades, social scientists 
and research funders have been keen to promote more reciprocal 
relations between science and society, based on an understanding 
of engagement as a two-way process. To give just one example, 
concepts like RRI11 (Responsible Research and Innovation) demand 
continual investment in reciprocal dialogue to ensure that soci-
etal expectations of science and technology are valued and have 
upstream impact.

On the topic of animal research, Davies et al. previously ran an 
agenda-setting exercise with social scientists and animal research 
stakeholders to identify priorities for future research. The even-
tual list was substantial but included the following provocation: 
‘where are the opportunities for greater and meaningful public 
and stakeholder engagement in the policy and practices of animal 
research?’ This question fed into our shared desire, as part of the 
Animal Research Nexus Programme (AnNex), to think carefully 
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about how we might create or facilitate opportunities for shared 
discussion about animal research. What unites our work across 
AnNex is thus a commitment to ‘open up’ the topic, allowing con-
versations to develop without being tethered to specific areas such 
as  regulation or traditional ethical positions. In other words, we are 
keen to ‘resist the pressure to resolve dispute by removing differ-
ence, instead seeking to involve different voices and evolve the terms 
of the debate’.12 As McLeod has contended, ‘The biggest challenge 
to opening up AR remains how to provide these opportunities and 
spaces where there can truly be inclusive, co-productive and safe 
conversations’.13

In 2018, the team at the University of Nottingham began infor-
mal discussions about how we might translate this AnNex-wide 
aim into a more specific engagement activity that connected with 
our priority research theme of how publics interact with animal 
research. On this subject, the Nottingham strand of AnNex has 
studied writing on the topic of animal research collected by the 
Mass Observation Project (MOP) a national life-writing project 
working to record ‘everyday life in Britain’.14 We eventually decided 
to focus our engagement activity on the topic of medicine consump-
tion, which we believed could attend to the complicated nuances of 
animal research, whilst also enabling participants to engage with it 
through their own ‘worlds of relevance’.15 As well as offering a way 
of centring conversations on animal research in lived experiences, 
medicine consumption also arguably represents a moment of direct 
complicity in scientific animal use and thus helps draw us closer to 
a topic that might be felt as abstract or as a polarised issue of right 
and wrong, us and them.16

Our interest in medicine consumption was also indirectly influ-
enced by existing sociological studies of ‘mundane’ or ‘everyday’ 
technologies,17 and by our work with the MOP and its emphasis 
on the ‘ordinary’.18 We were also encouraged by the success of 
the innovative The Mouse Exchange project (see Chapter 14, this 
volume), which foregrounds the everyday in material ways. Overall, 
we were attracted to the idea of seeing animal research not as a 
distant practice that only exists inside the closed walls of the labora-
tory, or less commonly ‘in the field’,19 and as a matter for certified 
experts such as scientists, veterinarians, or ethicists, but rather as a 
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practice entangled with medicine consumption in everyday spaces 
such as the home, shops, or pharmacies.

In reviewing the literature around animal research and medicine 
consumption, the published evidence suggests that this topic has 
been considered by some stakeholders, yet only in a very specific 
way. In brief, some have called for the labelling of medicines as 
‘tested on animals’ to make the use of animals in medicine produc-
tion clearer to publics and patients. In the next section, we introduce 
this policy proposal of ‘labelling medicines as tested on animals’, 
highlighting the relative lack of academic consideration of this topic 
in contrast to other domains such as food. Intrigued by this policy 
proposal, we ultimately decided to design a pilot engagement activ-
ity based on this idea. The following section describes our aims, and 
the ‘methodology’ we developed to structure our activities on this 
topic. We conclude by critically reflecting on our activities.

Labelling medicines

In 2013, Lord Professor Robert Winston, a prominent UK scientist 
with a significant media profile, proposed the Medicinal Labelling 
Bill.20 The Bill, which was debated in House of Lords,21 included 
provision to label medicines to make it clear that they had been 
developed and produced through animal use. If passed, the Bill 
would require medicine packaging to include a ‘prominent’ state-
ment along the lines of ‘This pharmaceutical product has only 
been made possible by the use of research in animals’.22 Winston 
claimed that such ‘legislation would demonstrate the widespread 
nature of the need for animal research and increase recognition of 
its importance for medical progress’.23 Hence, they worked with 
the assumption that increasing the visibility of animal research via 
making the link with medicines clearer would lead to increased 
public support for animal research. Similar thinking has spurred 
initiatives such as UAR’s Wellcome Trust-supported distribution of 
their leaflet ‘Where do medicines come from?’ in GP waiting rooms 
across the UK, aiming to ‘outline the vital role animal research 
plays in the development of medicines and vaccines’.24 Ultimately, 
the Medicinal Labelling Bill was not passed, with members of the 
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House expressing concerns around the impact on patient uptake 
of prescribed medications, misplaced expectations of what a label 
itself can achieve, and the regulation of medicine packaging being 
governed at the European level.25

Nevertheless, similar policy suggestions have continued to be 
made by other commentators in the field. For instance, researcher 
Khoo argues that if medicines were labelled as tested on animals, 
this may have advantages in ‘opening healthcare to ethical con-
sumerism through labelling and disclosure can […] be seen as a 
means of respecting the ethical views of a significant minority of 
the population’,26 with such labelling assumed as enabling choice. 
More recently, in 2021, including labels on medicine packets was 
advocated by the US-based organisation Speaking of Research 
(SoR).27 Writing for SoR, in a post discussing the UK’s National 
Health Service (NHS) messaging around COVID-19 vaccines (i.e., 
advising that the vaccines contain no animal products), Bennett 
et  al. advocate for ‘a new way of labelling medications and vac-
cines’. Similar to other recommendations for such medicine label-
ling, the stated aim behind their proposal is to ‘provide consumers 
with accurate and full information about the roles that animal 
research and testing have played in vaccines, medicines, treatments, 
and medical devices’.

Despite these policy proposals and the unease articulated in 
the House of Lords debate, we could not find published empiri-
cal work, or publicly available evidence of wider discussion about 
what the societal impact of labelling medicines in this way might be. 
The suggestion of such labelling occurred in Dignon’s study of the 
views of healthcare professionals on animal research, with the idea 
associated with uncertainty about its potential consumer impact.28 
However, more broadly, what is lacking is published explorations 
of what publics, scientists, or other stakeholders would make of the 
suggestion to label medicines as ‘tested on animals’, or any critical 
exploration of the tacit assumptions underlying such a proposal. 
This led us to narrow our nascent interest in medicines, animal 
research, and the everyday, to the more specific question of labelling 
medicines as ‘tested on animals’. Going back to the provocation put 
forward by Davies et al.,12 our aim was to think through how this 
topic could be translated into a new opportunity for ‘greater and 
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meaningful public and stakeholder engagement in the policy and 
practices of animal research’.

Despite the lack of published research or engagement directly 
on medicine labelling, we were aware of existing research on food 
labelling which could potentially offer a useful point of comparison. 
Indeed, food labels can work to make animals and certain aspects 
of their lives (and deaths) visible or invisible. Going further, Evans 
and Miele point out that food labelling ‘can function to “make 
animals matter”, not only in a cognitive fashion but also in the 
very literal sense of intervening with the material and sensual quali-
ties of animal food consumption practices’.29 More than simply 
raising awareness, labels can thus work to ‘gain political buy-in 
from diverse actors; provide a visual cue for consumers about 
ethical production practices and contribute to building new norms 
about production and consumption which may lead to further 
policy action’.30 However, food labelling practices have also been 
criticised for ‘greenwashing’ and ‘welfare washing’31 production 
processes and reducing demands for systemic change to a single 
issue. Furthermore, where labels are used as part of industry self-
regulation, Parker argues that labelling ‘represents the further 
privatization of regulation, rather than a broader redistribution of 
power’.32 Strategic use of labelling can thus be used to present pro-
cesses and conditions of food production in sanitised and appealing 
ways whilst maintaining problematic practices. For example, dis-
cussing the ‘Welfare Quality®’ logo intended to represent an inte-
gration of animal welfare in the food quality chain, Cole argues that 
‘the instrumental relationship with non-human animals remains 
unchanged, in which their bodies remain as exploited commodities, 
but the relationship is instead presented as beneficent and caring’.33 
Scholars have also focused on the way in which labels can function 
as ‘boundary-objects’, ‘serving as two-way translators or mediators’ 
between social worlds, and have underlined the need to appreciate 
the complex way in which ‘science and society are mixed up in 
mundane decisions and everyday encounters’.34

In summary, such insights from the food domain demonstrate 
that any kind of product labelling is neither straightforward nor 
neutral, and this is perhaps especially so when it concerns the 
lives and bodies of animals. In the case of medicine labelling, such 



358 Experimenting with openness and engagement

 labelling practices are likely to be further problematised by the 
lack of choice between medicines with and without animal use. 
Despite these potential concerns, we were struck by the recur-
rence of calls for medicines to be labelled as ‘tested on animals’, by 
various voices. We therefore decided to experiment with the idea 
by  creating a format that allowed questions to be asked about what 
such a label might look like and what its societal  consequences 
might be.

Experimenting with labelling

Planning the activity

Having decided to focus on medicine labelling, we discussed ideas 
about possible formats for a new engagement activity with an 
interdisciplinary mix of colleagues at the University of Nottingham 
and the wider AnNex team. After much discussion, we established 
the arc of an activity with six phases. The objective was to develop 
a small-scale activity that did not require specialist equipment or 
technology, or a particular kind of space.

Phase one involved us introducing ourselves as social scientists, 
explaining the format of the workshop, and contextualising the 
proposal made by some stakeholders to label medicines as devel-
oped and produced through animal use. However, from the start, 
we were keen to ensure that this opening phase was brief, avoided 
the style of an academic lecture, and also avoided casting ourselves 
in the role of expert or educator on the topic of animal research. In 
other words, we were mindful not to frame the activity as an oppor-
tunity for publics to ‘find out’ about animal research. However, we 
did seek to provide some broader context for the labelling exercise 
and decided to do this by introducing images of well-known exist-
ing logos that feature in food labelling, such as the Red Tractor35 
logo or the ‘RSPCA Assured’ logo from the Royal Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. In doing so, we were mindful of 
Michael and Brown’s assertion that citizens (including ourselves as 
researchers) often understand unfamiliar technologies by reference 
to the familiar. As they claim, ‘whatever the precise way people 
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“grasp” a new phenomenon, it will involve drawing upon certain 
familiar cultural resources’.36

Phase two of the activity involved a facilitated session where par-
ticipants were invited to use pen and paper to design their own label 
that could appear on a medicine packet. In actually drawing a label 
(rather than just discussing the idea of labelling), we hoped to foster 
an informal atmosphere in which there were no ‘right’ answers. 
Furthermore, we hoped that by discussing a hypothetical future or 
‘what might be’ rather than the ‘now’ or ‘what is’, we might also 
help participants to feel comfortable in thinking and talking about 
this sensitive and challenging topic. As Dunne and Raby contend in 
discussing design as a mode of inquiry, such speculative engagements 
‘usually take the form of scenarios, often starting with a what-if ques-
tion, and are intended to open up spaces of debate and discussion; 
therefore, they are by necessity provocative, intentionally simplified, 
and fictional’.37 It is this ability of speculation and the hypothetical 
that we wanted to harness for discussions around animal research.

The third and most important phase was the group discussion. 
Here, we invited reflections on how it felt to design a label that 
informs about the use of animals in medicine development and pro-
duction; what thoughts, problems, or questions this activity raised; 
and what sort of societal impacts were envisaged if their label were 
rolled out. To be clear, we were interested in the labels that were 
created, but our key aim was to foster discussion. In this, our inten-
tions align with Ratto, who suggests that when ‘using a shared 
process of making as a common space for experimentation’ – the 
objects made (in our case, hypothetical labels) – ‘are not intended 
to be displayed and to speak for themselves’ but ‘are considered a 
means to an end, and achieve value though the act of shared con-
struction, joint conversation, and reflection’.38

Phase four entailed a brief summary of our wider research pro-
gramme to give further context to our activity. Aiming to avoid the 
format of a traditional academic presentation, we did not include 
this in the opening of the activity, but nevertheless felt obliged to 
give participants an opportunity to challenge us on our wider activi-
ties or contact us at a future date.

Phase five invited participants to provide feedback on the session 
and (optionally) leave their label with us. Although we did not 



360 Experimenting with openness and engagement

know whether participants would choose to do this, we applied 
for and received ethical approval from the School of Sociology and 
Social Policy at the University of Nottingham (number 2021–012). 
Finally, phase six of the activity consisted of discussion amongst 
our research team as part of a refinement process, giving feedback 
to colleagues on how the event ran, and identifying possibilities for 
improvement.

Running the activity

As noted, the desire to create new opportunities for creative 
engagement on animal research is shared across the AnNex team. 
However, the authors also work in an academic context that 
encourages staff to develop and embrace local opportunities for 
public and stakeholder engagement. This push for engagement can 
create pressures for staff, as they balance competing institutional 
incentives, scarce resources such as time, and personal and profes-
sional values.39 In our case, we originally designed the six phases of 
the labelling engagement activity described above with the aim of 
trialling it via existing local initiatives.

In its first running, the labels activity was piloted at Pint of 
Science in May 2019 with 60 participants. This sold-out event was 
held in a music venue in Nottingham city centre and was open to 
all. Pint of Science is an international science festival and ‘grass-
roots non-profit organisation’ with a mission to develop ‘a space 
where audiences are engaged with research; where walls are broken 
down and everyone has the opportunity to share their thoughts, 
questions, and ideas’.40 Our Pint of Science event generated a good 
level of discussion despite the relatively large number of people. 
However, we are aware that the Pint of Science festival can be 
criticised for adopting a one-way engagement approach to public 
engagement. While the aims and scope are different, this criticism 
of being unidirectional is similar to criticisms of the Concordat 
outlined earlier, where research is assumed to be communicated 
by experts ‘to’ the public,41 reinforcing notions of ‘the public’ 
as lacking relevant knowledge by concentrating on education 
rather than shared learning.42 Such an approach conflicts with the 
National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement’s definition 
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of public engagement as ‘a two-way process, involving interaction 
and listening, with the goal of generating mutual benefit’.43 This 
mode of engagement also does not fully address the question posed 
in the original Davies et al. piece, which called for ‘stakeholder’ as 
well as ‘public’ engagement.44

Following Pint of Science, we then ran the labels activity as an 
example of engagement around animal research at an international 
academic conference (the European Society for Agricultural and 
Food Ethics – Eursafe45) in Tampere, Finland, September 2019. 
Approximately 20 participants took part, consisting of academics 
with mixed disciplinary backgrounds, including philosophy, veteri-
nary science, and bioethics.

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, we considered whether it 
would be possible or desirable to run this activity online. Given 
our key interest in the quality of discussion, rather than any sort 
of outcome, we shared concerns voiced by professionals working 
in public engagement about the need to create ‘engaging, produc-
tive or enjoyable’ sessions in a virtual space.46 Though mindful of 
the added challenges of facilitating such conversation and activi-
ties online, in November 2020 we ran the labelling exercise over 
Microsoft Teams as part of the ESRC Festival of Social Science. The 
festival was open to all and was specifically aimed at engaging non-
academics with social science. While the event generated a good 
number of registrations, actual participation was much lower at 
approximately ten individuals. Although online, the format of the 
session remained more or less unchanged. However, given the lack 
of in-person contact, we were keen to develop a resource to allow 
participants to continue engaging with the project if they wished. 
We therefore used the opportunities provided by the ESRC Festival 
of Social Science to develop a small website outlining our activity 
with examples of labels produced by participants.47 This website 
link was given to participants at the session, in case they wanted to 
find out more or keep in touch with the project team. Establishing a 
website also meant that other academics could read about our activ-
ity. The website includes some creative work by a UK artist, Kelly 
Stanford,48 with an interest in animals and science.

In May 2021, we ran the labels activity with the University of 
Nottingham Animal Welfare Ethical Review Body (AWERB), the 
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group responsible for the local ethical review of proposals to use 
animals in scientific experiments. The aim of the session was both 
to alert AWERB members to the activity we had designed and to 
run it as a potential tool to encourage broader ethical discussion in 
AWERBs.49 Approximately 20 people took part online. In future 
we hope to explore other avenues and audiences for this activity 
and encourage others to run and adapt it. Indeed, one attendee at 
our Eursafe event was keen to adapt this activity for teaching as an 
alternative way into the topic of animal research and has so far used 
it with 150 biology undergraduates at Wageningen University, the 
Netherlands. This has encouraged us to reflect on the positives that 
can come from breaking down barriers between research, engage-
ment, and teaching in this field.

Reflections on experimenting with labelling

This section includes some examples of the labels drawn by par-
ticipants. Our aim is to critically reflect, not on the content of the 
labels produced and shared, but on the kinds of discussions that 
the activity promoted. Overall, this section demonstrates that the 
topic of labelling medicines can work well as a route into wider 
discussions around animal research. However, as a policy initiative 
it does not, as may have been assumed by some proponents, offer 
a solution to a perceived problem, but rather generates further 
difficult questions and conversations around how openness regard-
ing animal research is navigated and enacted. In summary, this 
instance of opening up the topic of animal research succeeded in 
generating discussion of the wider themes of knowledge, power, 
and positionality.

Opening up knowledge

In the discussions that followed the drawing of labels (phase 
three), much of the conversation centred on what kinds of infor-
mation could or should be included. In imagining what a label 
could look like, participants were keen to talk beyond the use of 
a simple declaration such as ‘animals were used in the production 
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of this medicine’. Instead, detailed questions were opened up by 
 participants around what sort of species are used in the production 
of a particular medicine, the number of animals used (and whether 
this could ever be calculated in practice), the status of animals used 
(i.e. as experimental ‘models’ rather than ‘pets’), the severity of 
procedures, the role of regulation, the principles of replacement, 
reduction, and refinement (the 3Rs), and what care means in rela-
tion to how laboratory animals are treated and kept. This range of 
themes arguably confirms the value of a conceptual approach such 
as nexus, which demands attention to the intertwining of different 
aspects.50 For instance, possibilities for openness and transparency 
are here enmeshed with other considerations around laboratory 
animal welfare, governance, and broader sociocultural values 
around human–animal relations.

For supporters of labelling as a policy proposal, the variety of 
themes discussed implies that for any labelling scheme to be mean-
ingful, it would need to go beyond simple statements of declaration 
and offer information on the conditions and contexts of the animals 
involved. Indeed, several participants in different sessions suggested 
that a label could include a QR code to scan or website link (see 
Figure 15.1), to provide further information on both the back-
ground and specifics of animal use in medical research. At the very 
least, such conversations signal that enactments of openness around 
the use of animals in medicine development would require more 
careful attention than mandating vague declarations on medicine 
packaging, such as the statement, ‘This pharmaceutical product has 
only been made possible by the use of research in animals’, which 
was suggested by Winston.51

Furthermore, participant discussions about what to include and 
what to leave off a label remind us that, in highlighting some aspects 
of biomedical animal use and obscuring others, any policy decisions 
on what information might be included in medicine labels are far 
from arbitrary. Indeed, being necessarily selective,52 such practices 
of openness do not only tell us something about the use of animals 
in medicine development and production but also cultivate (and 
foreclose) particular ways of relating to the issue. For instance, if 
the focus is on specific scales, such as the total number of animals 
used in procedures or the species of animals used, this frames the 
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issue through quantification, and forms relations with research 
animals based on such numbers. By contrast, information about 
the severity of the procedures that animals have undergone or the 
practices of care in place at a particular research institution tell us 
about the lived experiences of the animals involved. Furthermore, 
as Palmer and Peres contend, focusing only on procedures prevents 
those animals ‘bred, but not used’ in an experiment from being 
accounted for.53 Overall, then, the discussions that the label activity 
prompted encourage us to be mindful of the plurality of expecta-
tions toward openness in this area, and the impossibility of ever 
achieving ‘complete’ transparency.

Opening up power

Connected to the above discussion of what kinds of information 
medicine labelling around animal use could or should include, 
participants also discussed the impact that certain labelling choices 
might have on actions and agency in this area. For example, some 
participants suggested that labelling on the use of animals in 
medical research could enable individuals to make choices between 
different medicines, based on information such as numbers of 
animals used, or, as in Figure 15.2, which species had been involved 
in their production. Others considered the question of severity, or 

Figure 15.1 Participant-designed label. The text reads ‘I can use it so 
can you’. On the right of the label is an ‘iScan’ QR code (Source and 

copyright: University of Nottingham).
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even whether animals had been used at all or had been replaced by 
other models.

However, participants went further to discuss whether such 
choices were currently (or could ever be) possible, given the long and 
complex trajectory of research in developing medical treatments. In 
other words, questions were asked about the role of history and 
path dependency, which reveal the difficulty of providing specific 
information on animal use in medical development. During the ses-
sions, participants also raised concerns about the impact that such 
labelling might have, for example around the potential risks of dis-
tressing patients and disrupting medicine compliance, particularly 
prescriptions. This echoes some of the concerns expressed during 
the Medicinal Labelling Bill debate highlighted earlier.

For us as social scientists, this discussion attunes us to the 
need to trouble the ethics of placing the responsibility of animal 
use on the shoulders of patients and medical consumers, an issue 
which echoes criticism of the ‘responsibilisation’ of consumers.54 

Figure 15.2 Participant-designed label. The text reads ‘Not tested on 
domestic animals’ (Source and copyright: University of Nottingham). 
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The problematic nature of burdening individual consumers with 
the responsibility of governance is compounded in the case of 
medicines, where, unlike ethically motivated consumption in the 
food domain, there are no possible choices between conventional 
medicines with or without the involvement of animal use. Hence, 
as McGlacken has written elsewhere, ‘consideration of the varying 
capacities that publics have to act on what they come to know is 
crucial. Without this, those who care about an issue yet feel unable 
to act on the moral and emotional trouble it evokes may feel it nec-
essary to turn away altogether’.55 Such insights into the potential 
negative consequences of current modes of communication around 
animal research emphasise that the pursuit of ‘openness’ should 
not be perceived as an end in itself.

For those interested in labelling medicines as a policy proposal, 
our reflection is that more information on animal use will not 
resolve societal concerns around animal research, nor remove the 
need for wider dialogue on the issue. Rather, we must also address 
the existing unequal distribution of power in decision-making 
around animal research, and whether patients and medical con-
sumers could or should have the power to exercise choice in this 
regard. Indeed, participants in several sessions raised the question 
of whether and how patient interactions with medicine packag-
ing are different when being prescribed medicines, rather than 
 purchasing them in shops. Through the former route, patients are 
unlikely to view a medicine’s packaging or information leaflet until 
the medication has been prescribed and collected from the phar-
macy. Thus, the visibility of information around animal involve-
ment in medicine production may be even more complicated in 
practice. 

Opening up positionality

As highlighted in the first section of this chapter, rather than 
framing the topic as about regulation, ethics, or welfare, our aim 
instead was to provide an opportunity for participants to discuss 
any thoughts or questions that might emerge around the provoca-
tion of labelling medicines as developed and produced involving 
animals. Indeed, in introducing the activity, we were careful to 
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stress that we as researchers were not advocating for or against 
the policy proposal of such medicine labelling. Given the contro-
versial nature of the topic, we were also mindful from the start 
of our own positionality and the need to present this carefully. 
However, the discussion confirmed that participants themselves 
were equally aware of the importance of positionality in the animal 
research debate and interested in considering different positions 
and perspectives.

In summary, participants described how different kinds of labels 
could be used to convince different audiences of different things. 
For instance, one label could be designed to emphasise that animal 
use helps certify the safety of medicines, as in Figure 15.3, which 
includes the text: ‘you are safe because of them’. Other labels could 

Figure 15.3 Participant-designed label. The text at the top of the image 
reads ‘ANIMAL TESTED’ and below reads ‘You are safe because of them’ 

(Source and copyright: University of Nottingham).
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be designed to emphasise the ‘humane’ treatment of animals in 
laboratories or, as the example below might also suggest through 
its imagery, utilise the rhetoric of ‘help’ or ‘sacrifice’ to present the 
role of animals in a particular way. As social scientists have previ-
ously pointed out, such rhetoric is more than euphemistic, with 
the metaphor of the ‘sacrifice’ sanctioning the killing of research 
animals by enabling their transformation into scientific data56 and 
by imbuing their lives and deaths with both personal and external 
meaning.57

Overall, the activity generated lots of discussion around the 
expectations that different individuals and groups might have for 
such labelling. However, rather than being prompted by us, for 
example by listing the stakeholders involved in animal research, 
summarising the regulatory framework governing scientific animal 
use (the Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986), or describing 
the multiple ethical positions and arguments mobilised around 
animal research, discussion of the role of positionality emerged 
organically via the topic of label design. For example, groups were 
well attuned to the possibility that labels could be used by some 
in the bioscience community (including Robert Winston) to try to 
demonstrate the value and necessity of animal research, whereas 
animal advocacy organisations might seek to use labelling to 
demonstrate the harms inflicted upon animals. Regardless of the 
intention of labelling, participants also noted the way in which 
different individuals may interpret the same label – or the same 
image  –  differently, linking to the important politics of seeing. 
Indeed, as John Berger put it, ‘although every image embodies a 
way of seeing, our perception or appreciation of an image depends 
also upon our own way of seeing’.58 And, as Donna Haraway 
famously argued, there is no vision ‘from nowhere’.59 As such, 
playing with labelling reveals the complexity of enacting openness 
or transparency around animal use in medicine development, in 
both the multiple motivations behind possible labelling choices and 
the multiple understandings of such labelling around the contested 
issue of animal research.
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Conclusion

This chapter began by acknowledging the recent push towards 
more openness and transparency in the animal research domain 
and the way in which this openness is sometimes restrictively 
enacted. We argued that enactments of openness have sometimes 
treated openness as an end in itself and that wider societal dia-
logue around animal research remains limited. While focusing on 
everyday medicine use was not envisaged at the start of AnNex, 
we gradually became interested in this topic as a possible route 
through which to make the topic of animal research more tangible, 
local, or mundane. We were also intrigued by the policy suggestion 
from some individuals and campaigners that the role of animals in 
medical research and testing could be acknowledged through the 
act of labelling.

Ultimately, our engagement with the topic of labelling remains 
small-scale, playful, and experimental. Asking participants to 
imagine what such a label could look like, and using drawing as 
a way of stimulating discussion, the labelling activity provided a 
space to raise and grapple with some of the complexities of both the 
scientific and socio-ethical aspects of animal research. The drawing 
exercise was designed with the hope of bringing nuance to the 
polarised ‘for’/ ‘against’ positioning that often dominates dialogues 
around animal research. Using drawing to generate collective dis-
cussion, our rationale aligned with methodological approaches such 
as Guillemin’s combination of both visual and word-based research 
methods, which is said to ‘offer a way of exploring both the multi-
plicity and complexity that is the base of much social research inter-
ested in human experience’.60 Overall, the labelling provocation 
functioned as a focal point around which wider discussion about 
animal research occurred.

Furthermore, the chapter has also started to illustrate the likely 
messiness of policy proposals to label medicines as ‘tested on 
animals’ in practice. This messiness is in part due to the practi-
cal complexity and feasibility of labelling medicines as ‘tested on 
animals’, given the non-linear histories of medical research. The 
proposal also creates ethical complexity, raising considerations 
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of the multiple ways in which such labels might be employed and 
interpreted, as well as the dangers of providing ‘knowledge’ without 
attending to questions of power and capacity to act. In conclusion, 
we consider that the proposal to label medicines provokes further 
questions about knowledge, power, and positionality.

Finally, our involvement in this experimental activity raised 
several reflexive questions for us as social science researchers. We 
are not public engagement specialists, nor did we restrict our activi-
ties to a narrow definition of ‘the public’. Indeed, previous work 
has focused on how staff working in animal research imagine the 
public,61 and we have also written elsewhere about the problematic 
ways in which this category is deployed in general in the animal 
research field.62 Nevertheless, we did feel conscious of being seen to 
be somehow ‘promoting’ the idea of medicine labelling, even unin-
tentionally. This anxiety prompted some useful discussions between 
us, and with AnNex and wider colleagues, about the precise role 
for social scientists in organising such engagement activities in 
areas of technoscientific controversy. In aiming to generate discus-
sion for its own sake, producing questions and uncertainties rather 
than resolutions, we would hope that this kind of role can help to 
build dialogue around controversial issues rather than transmitting 
knowledge in one direction.

However, we also recognise that this aim of building dialogue is 
itself not neutral and is instead perhaps part of our own political 
response to a perceived pressure to ‘pick a side’, or to put forward 
a clear and consistent argument ‘for’ or ‘against’ animal research. 
Indeed, our involvement in this activity has prompted us to consider 
and reflect on the opportunities that we as academics arguably have 
to hold space for multiple perspectives and voices. As such, our 
own role in trying to provide a space for discussion is itself a form 
of action or intervention, regardless of whether this has implica-
tions for policy. As Davies et al. have argued, ‘dialogue events that 
do not seek to influence policy could (1) provide opportunities for 
empowering individuals for further involvement, (2) be viewed as 
personally beneficial, or (3) be part of a gradual step by step change 
in science and society’.63 To be clear, aiming to stimulate or facili-
tate dialogue does not necessitate that we stand ‘outside’ of discus-
sions and debates and pursue a false ideal of academic objectivity 
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or neutrality, but instead means embracing the capacity to explore 
and experiment, without being strictly tied to specific positions, as 
is often the case for stakeholder groups or policy-makers. Finally, it 
also requires us to be reflexive about our role and positionality, and 
thus be willing to critically reflect on our own contribution to the 
animal research nexus.
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Building participation through 
fictional worlds

Bentley Crudgington, Natalie Scott, Joe Thorpe,  
and Amy Fleming

Building participation

Figure 16.1 Biocore logo (Designed by Joe Thorpe (2018),  
copyright: Bentley Crudgington/The Lab Collective).

Act one: invitation

‘Hello, if you are here for Biocore please follow me.’

You have arrived at the venue and been told someone will come 
to collect you shortly. Others gather too. In all there are about 
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thirty, some in small groups and some alone. Someone new appears. 
You are led away from the open space and invited somewhere 
different. You follow others along corridors that display Biocore 
 marketing materials. There are offers:

Putting your voice into biomedical innovation.

And promises:

Safer tomorrow – today!

One by one you enter a new space. You are warmly greeted and 
offered hand sanitiser by someone in a Biocore-branded lab coat.

‘Welcome to Biocore – please take a seat.’

You take a seat at one of three tables. Each has a tablet connected 
to a monitor. Both display the powder blue Biocore logo, which 

Figure 16.2 Examples of Biocore marketing materials used as a method 
for immersion. Visual signposts guide participants from venue foyers/

waiting areas to the performance space. Designed by Dmitriy Myelnikov 
and Bentley Crudgington (2018). (Copyright: Dmitriy Myelnikov and 

Bentley Crudgington).
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also appears on a large screen at the front of the space, where the 
person who welcomed you now stands.

‘Hello everybody. Welcome to Biocore; thank you so much for 
joining us today for this session. So, I suppose I’d better start off 
by telling you a little bit about who we are. Biocore was formed in 
1973 as a small lab based in Nottingham; it started as a response to 
the growing public concern of the use of animals as part of medical 
research, and we responded to this by placing welfare and ethical 
practice within our core company values. Since then, we have grown 
to become a global company with 37 research facilities in over 15 
countries, thousands of researchers, vets, and technicians as well as 
working with ambassadors like me. And who am I?
 I am Dr Agnes Arber, Ethical Ambassador for Biocore. My job 
is to make sure that the policies and processes we work with today 
comply with the ethical standards that we’ve set across the organisa-
tion and I undertake most of the public-facing work we do in the 
UK. We could engage with you over Twitter, but I prefer a more 
face-to-face approach. Our public consultations are becoming very 
popular and important to the work we do; working with the public 
can have a positive and lasting input into Biocore’s decision-making 
processes.
 And this is where you come in; though we are living through a 
pandemic, this does not mean that standards have slipped.
 This will not be the last pandemic and Biocore is looking to further 
future-proof our processes, and make sure that you, the public, feel 
more empowered to help us make decisions when developing future 
vaccine candidates.
 Good is never good enough.
 Today you’ll be undertaking a simulation to find an animal model 
that will help us find a safe and ethical pathway towards developing 
future antivirals.
 Remember: ‘Better Welfare equals Better Science.’
 We are asking you to consider three things during the simula-
tion: 
 Cost: you have eighteen million pounds to spend – use it wisely.
 Success: we want to create an experiment that has a high 
 probability of discovering beneficial interventions.
 And last, but certainly not least – Harm: look carefully at the 
welfare of animals, researchers, Biocore, and of course, you, the 
public.’
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Dr Arber explains that you will work as groups and use the Biocore 
Artificial Intelligence System, AL, to input your decisions. You are 
guided to the tablet on the table. The newly elected group spokes-
person taps the button.

We are ready to begin.
What follows is a negotiation of what success could look like, 

what harms are made in pursuit of success, and how you might 
measure these together. Unaware, you are already deeply involved 
in a harm–benefit analysis. AL asks for your decisions via text mes-
sages, sometimes directing you to information they have placed in 
the document store, to emails that have arrived from other members 
of Biocore staff, or even to recent social media activity. Each time 
you input a decision new information arrives. Sometimes, this calls 
for celebration, sometimes regret, always complexity.

AL asks if you are ready for your progress report. You have been 
aware of the hum of conversation from the other groups, but it is 
not until Dr Arber asks your spokesperson to share your results 
with everyone that you all look beyond your own table.

At the end of each round, the groups share their total economic 
spend, harm rating, and likelihood of success, as calculated by AL. 
They also share what decisions they have made and why. Sometimes, 
other groups made a different decision to you and sometimes the 
same decision but for different reasons. Dr Arber reminds you:

‘You will be in competition, however, don’t let this affect your ethical 
compass!’

You return to your group discussions and to AL and make uneasy 
but urgently ethical progress. You complete another round of 
decision-making and report your scores to the other teams. There is 
one more round; you have a feel for them now. Only one research 
proposal will be taken forward by Biocore.

There are scores to settle.
Collectively each proposal is considered in turn. Is a higher harm 

level mitigated by a higher chance of success? What is the ethical 
cost of increasing success by 5%? Is the proposal trustworthy and 
to whom? Does your success feel different to someone else’s? Are 
their harms unacceptable to you? What feels different out in the 
open? At what distance can you care about this?
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Figure 16.3 Screenshot for the Biocore ethical review interface. 
Participants use the app during the performance to input their decisions. 

New information responding to that decision is released in various 
formats, e.g., documents, emails, or Tweeeeter (a social media app). New 
information is highlighted by red icons in the information menu (see left 
panel below team leaf icon). AL, Biocore’s AI assistant, communicates 

with participants via SMS (see central panel). App content and function 
were originally designed by Thorpe, Scott, Fleming and Crudgington. The 

functionality was refined and the standalone app was built by software 
designers Katja Mordaunt, Kris Sum and Nick Wade in collaboration 

with Thorpe, Scott, Fleming and Crudgington (2020). (Copyright: Bentley 
Crudgington/The Lab Collective).
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A final decision is made. Dr Arber thanks you for your partici-
pation. It is up to you whether what happened at Biocore stays at 
Biocore, but you leave.

Act two: beginnings

The opening of this chapter is a hybrid account of the immersive 
theatre show, Vector. It combines quotes from the current script,1 
visual materials used in the show, and narrative accounts that aim 
to evoke Vector and the world of Biocore via two affective trajec-
tories. The first is how we, as makers and performers, made this 
world and why. The second is the affective exchanges between par-
ticipants who activate the Biocore world and what they bring back 
from travel into this world.

Vector is an experiment in care as infrastructure, immersion and 
agency, and ethical encounters with anxious bodies. We explore 
care and agency here in this section, before exploring encounters in 
the next.

Care as infrastructure

Animal research has its own ‘culture of care’, harm–benefit 
analysis frameworks, and openness agendas. However, as yet, 
none of these have meaningfully been extended to think about 
how to care for participating citizens.2 The ambiguity of who 
is responsible for citizens taking part in conversations about 
animals in science stitches care anxiety across the animal 
research landscape.3

We wanted to experiment with the ways in which conversations 
about animal research take place and to think about who cares for 
these conversations rather than who controls them. We felt this 
was an approach vitally lacking in current openness agendas and 
frameworks. We worked to radically reimagine the procedural, 
cultural, and physical architectures of animal research as care-full 
infrastructures.

Vector is modelled on the operation of an Animal Welfare 
and Ethical Review Body (AWERB), a regulatory requirement 
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under the Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986. Their duties 
include: improving science and animal welfare, promoting a 
good culture of care, and improving public accountability via 
robust governance. However, Vector is also nothing like one 
of these. Its reviewing and reviewed bodies perform differently. 
The question is: what are they performing in, and why does this 
matter?

Previous experiments with the form of citizen juries and ethical 
review panels suggest that the barrier to public engagement with 
complex and controversial issues is not the amount or quality 
of information available, but the lack of an accessible frame-
work in which to explore choices and responses to information.4 
Responding to this insight, we developed Vector: an immersive 
experience that uses elements of performance, game, and integrated 
technology to engage the public in issues around animal research 
(see Figure 16.4). Vector took the concept of the AWERB as a way 
of playing with the context in which information is offered and how 
it is contextualised and by whom. Drawing on theories of affect 
in theatre and examining the performance roles and power held 
by performers and audiences, we attempt in this chapter to move 

Figure 16.4 Team Elm participants during a Vector performance at 
HotBox Live, Chelmsford, as part of the British Science Association 

Festival (September 2021) (Copyright: Matthew Kaltenborn).
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beyond thinking in terms of the public towards the transformative 
concept of the participant.

To begin, we visited sites where animal research ethics are 
enacted, and reviewed them through the lens of performance. First 
was an AWERB of a high-profile UK facility, and second were the 
new laboratories and animal housing of a research group that had 
changed locations and introduced a new species into their new 
research institute.

Site one: AWERB

We were permitted to attend and fully participate in one institu-
tional AWERB. The main body of the meeting was a pre- submission 
project licence review from a new Principal Investigator (PI). We 
were sent the documentation prior to the meeting and were able 
to ask questions throughout the research presentation and review 
process. As guests, we performed a gentle frame analysis,5 with 
particular interest in the effects of non-human actors such as 
research animals and other more-than-human assemblages such as 
legislation, regulation, cultures, the concept of ‘The Institute’ and 
where and how their boundaries were imagined, and, critically, 
how the public were invited to or prevented from crossing these 
boundaries.

Site two: the new laboratory

Here, we were given a full tour of the new space by a different 
PI, with an overview of the research group’s current work, and 
an introduction to what the new space would allow them to do. 
We toured the offices and laboratory spaces and met students and 
staff members who talked us through the move, the new space, 
and new equipment. We also toured the new animal housing and 
research areas and spoke to animal technologists and support staff. 
We were  particularly  interested in how the new space helped them 
think about the future: how proceduralised care processes had 
travelled with them; how these were shared, re-contextualised, 
and integrated into the existing care infrastructure of the new host 
institution; and in what ways a ‘new’ species helped or hindered 
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these processes. After each site visit, we had a collective, gently 
facilitated, debrief session to review what we had discovered, how 
we felt about it, what other questions it prompted, and what we 
wanted to do about it.

We separately conducted further desk research and spoke 
with colleagues and peers before reconvening at a two-day plan-
ning session. We talked through scenarios and approaches and 
reached some critical moments of intent. We knew we wanted 
participants to shape the outcome of the experience through 
their own agency and decision-making and were drawn to a re-
imagining of an AWERB. We realised that using a digital inter-
face in the  performance would allow us to bring in information 
from a variety of sources and formats. As a nod to the principles 
of replacement, reduction, and refinement (the 3Rs), we decided 
to base the performance around three decision-making ‘sprints’, 
which all aimed to improve animal research. However, we were 
aware that what was refined, replaced, or reduced would be very 
different in our speculative fiction than those proposed by the 3Rs 
framework.

We wanted to actively resist offering resolutions or merely 
‘problematising’ scenarios, but instead to make full use of 
narrative and performance structures to deepen affective par-
ticipation. Beginning in 2018 we used a ‘here but not now’ 
scenario of an emerging viral zoonotic pandemic that required 
the rapid development of new vaccines. There were three main 
reasons for this decision. The first is the scale. The size and 
complexity of a pandemic holds space for multiple nuanced 
storylines. Secondly, it allowed us to use a familiar trope to 
lure people in and then make it unfamiliar because, as Martin 
Crimp proposes, letting the unfamiliar into familiar situations 
can deliver the kind of truth that we have to work to discern, 
not a message that is offered up for us to digest.6 Thirdly, it 
instils a sense of urgency that can be utilised to drive decision 
making in a way that advances the experience without shutting 
things down.7 Gradually we mapped out a decision matrix that 
gave us the structure to make an interactive digital information 
cascade, where each decision was weighted and triggered the 
release of new  information. For example, participants might 
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receive a summary of the latest scientific findings from the PI, 
get a personal email from an Animal Technologist, or receive a 
fretful request from Jenny from PR. The information received is 
dependent on the previous decision.

The structure and content were reviewed by the Animal Research 
Nexus (AnNex) Public Engagement Subgroup before extensive 
‘play testing’ with peers, stakeholders, and publics. Each play test 
included a post-show discussion with participants and a makers’ 
debrief. Any questions raised but unaddressed in these sessions were 
sent out to members of the animal research community, and their 
responses and reflections passed back to the participants. Vector 
premiered at Niamos Radical Arts Centre, Hulme, Manchester, in 
March 2019 (Figure 16.5).

Figure 16.5 Vector premiere, Niamos Radical Arts Centre, Hulme, 
Manchester, March 2019 (Copyright: Bentley Crudgington).
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Immersion and agency

Casting a citizen in any role is political. The role shows how 
you imagine them, and the role defines what they are allowed to 
imagine. Many roles allocated to citizens restrict their agency by 
setting limits on how much they can change things and how much 
those things can change them. The act of casting is an aesthetic 
choice. It is ideological. It is never passive. If we are to re-imagine 
how publics engage with animal research, we need to move beyond 
strategic opacity that escorts visitors at surface level through 
curated discovery trails and move towards affective immersive acts 
of creation. While one can perform a play without an audience, 
Vector requires bodies to immerse themselves in a world of their 
own creation.

We looked at what was lacking in citizenly care in current 
public-facing animal research agendas by paying attention to 
and honouring the ways in which citizens could care for their 
own participation in animal research. We then asked: could 
immersive theatre elevate  publics from passive audiences 
to active participants who decline deferring8 and immerse 
themselves into fully lived moments, despite the uncom-
fortable knowledge9 around which they cultivated strategic 
ignorance?10

Immersive and theatre are two words with many defini-
tions, like public and engagement, or patient and involvement, 
animal and research. Worlds are built on how words like these 
are  understood. Affect, like immersive and openness, is a tricky 
word that has found its way into the vocabularies of many dis-
ciplines but has resisted a stable definition. Contemporary per-
formance scholars, such as Patricia Clough, trace its emergence 
from the thinking of Deleuze and Guattari,11 Spinonza,12 and 
Bergson,13 and propose ‘affectivity as a substrate of potential 
bodily responses, often automatic responses, in excess of con-
sciousness’.14 Others, such as Brian Massumi15 and Rhoda Blair16 
suggest it precedes  emotions and language, it is contingent and 
ineffable. In these worlds affect becomes lively and unpredictable, 
‘We cannot consciously opt to be or not to be affected.’17 Current 
openness agendas seek to educate the emotions out of concerns, to 
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reduce the ineffable to the knowable, to settle necessity in rational 
and predictable terms.

We can explore other ‘anti-affect ontologies’ with Deleuze. In the 
so-called ‘deficit-model’,18 for example, an expert has discovered a 
truth and can pass that knowledge down to the non-expert. This 
system relies on correct ways of thinking, feeling, and responding 
to knowledge; it is about how a citizen should act once properly 
informed. Deleuze argues that ways of knowing are not discovered 
but created. We argue that current openness agendas act as anti-
affect agendas that prevent immersion.

To understand audience agency, affect, and immersion within 
our approach to immersive theatre we used the following plot of 
agency-affect, which asks how much I am affected by affecting the 
thing I am engaged in (see Figure 16.6).

Figure 16.6 Axis of agency/affect. Created by Bentley Crudgington 
(2020). (Copyright: Bentley Crudgington).
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Immersive theatre should occupy the top right quadrant by 
giving agency to participants to change both their own and 
others’ objective, subjective, and affective experience – something 
Adrian Howells would call a ‘cathartic revolution’ and commit-
ment to mutual transformation.19 The art historian and propo-
nent of socially engaged art criticism Grant Kester’s dialogical 
 aesthetics20 identifies that affective dialogical exchange requires 
reciprocal openness that is sensitive to the singular  subjectivities 
of those involved. This framing calls for more participant-led, 
context-dependent work that sees the role of artist/performer as 
a facilitator rather than content provider. Curator and art critic 
Nicolas Bourriaud offers a system of relational aesthetics, which 
involves ‘art taking its theoretical horizon as the realm of human 
interaction and its social context, rather than the assertion of a 
private  symbolic space’.21 Immersive theatre can be considered as 
an inter-personal performance, which brings together dialogical 
and relational aesthetics in the praxis of reconstituting social rela-
tions by and for the participants that take seriously their complex 
and contingent identities which they may or may not wish to act 
out for us.

Immersive theatre offers methodologies for citizenly co-creation, 
where participation is not contingent on how one should act, but 
radically open to how one might act. Vector offers a mechanism 
for articulating good care as an intervention rather than a factual 
evaluation or judgement of practices22 by resisting re-presenting 
normative moral obligations in favour of co-creating thick, impure 
involvement in a world where the question of how to care needs to 
be posed.23

Act three: experiments

Vector is designed so participants can appreciate that the world is 
produced through knowledge practices, and that participating in 
them comes to matter. How, then, do you design within worlds that 
people think are not for them? How do you ask people to partici-
pate in knowledge practice that might produce things they do not 
want to know?
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As an icebreaker, in the introduction, participants are asked to 
introduce themselves and state how they feel about animal research. 
Word choice is important as ‘feel’ gives permission for emotions to 
be included in the discussion. By introducing the emotional ecology 
of the group, difference is given space and taken into the next phase 
of analysis and decision-making.

The first decision AL asks a team to make is which model organ-
ism they wish to conduct their research on. It is intentionally a 
difficult task – it needs to be. The models available are macaques, 
pigs, mice, fish, and biomatter (subdivided into human-derived 
stem cells and biobank material). AL reminds participants that each 
model organism has previously been successfully used for this type 
of research, and that factsheets are available in the document store. 
Each factsheet contains a brief description of the organism with its 
advantages and limitations, how many model organisms you can 
purchase, their cost, probability of success, and a harm rating.

The original version of these factsheets included a photograph 
of each model organism in a laboratory setting. We invited theatre 
makers, gamers, creatives, and activists to a ‘play to break’ session 
to assess the robustness of the world we had built, to see if it held up 
to scrutiny, experimentation, and a cohesive experience. It did not. 
The photographs on the factsheets seemed to form an impenetrable 
wall that the participants could not move past. It appeared that 
having even representations of research animals in the room was 
simply too disruptive.

The images were not of procedures, nor did they show any 
evidence of harm or suffering. Yet it was not what these images 
showed but what they represented. Their singularity had moved 
the focus from an animal ‘model’ to this particular animal subject. 
Our testers had specific questions about the individual animals that 
could not be answered within our Vector world. It was interesting 
to discover that the assumed richness and honesty we thought a 
picture could bring had the opposite effect. During their question-
ing, the pictures became fixed and flat and began to feel dishonest 
and opaque. As we had noted before, becoming transparent is a 
process that can obscure more than it reveals.

What could this tell us regarding what people want to know 
about animal research, how they want to experience it, and how 
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they have learnt to analyse data in the public realm? More care is 
required in the thinking of those who dismiss citizens’ calls for more 
information by saying all the information is already in the public 
domain. Such thinking fails to consider the structural barriers that 
prevent or put off ‘publics’ from entering certain ‘domains’, how it 
feels if they do, and how that information is activated and contex-
tualised by the participant. Public or not, nothing comes without 
its world.

It is important to remember that providing access to informa-
tion is not the same as revealing the process responsible for its 
production. This feels particularly vital when striving to create a 
new culture of communication around animal research. Images of 
research animals do not end up in the public domain without bias 
or design and therefore are not impartial data points. If our aim 
is to create a space for more nuanced discussions around animal 
research, perhaps it was self-defeating to use imagery that can be 
viewed as ‘sanitised public relations’ material.

We did not procure and photograph these organisms for this 
explicit purpose but re-homed them from various online image 
repositories under creative commons licences. What was not initially 
clear was whether the organisms or our experiments were unsuit-
able. After considerable discussion we decided to replace the pho-
tographs with stylised vectored images, which resolved the issue for 
future participants but not for us.24

We tried to justify the decision to remove the images as a matter 
of accuracy. Even though the primary aim of an AWERB is to 
discuss the details of animal research there are rarely any pictures 
of animals in the proceedings. We could, and did for a time, legiti-
mately claim that omitting these images was a more accurate and 
transparent representation of the process we are modelling. But that 
never felt like vindication; it felt like an excuse. But why?

There is a long history of ocularcentrism in Western cultures, 
a perceptual and epistemological bias ranking vision over other 
senses and its intimate association with truth. It is possible to find 
traces of ocularcentrism in animal research engagement and com-
munication strategies, and its etymology and epistemologies: open-
ness, transparency, witnessing, oversight, exposé, and so on. This 
is understandable given the historical and ongoing contested visual 
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culture of animal research, where the ‘truth’ images contain are 
used to justify actions in both pro- and anti-animal research arenas.

We argue that using images as settled representation of truth in 
order to control the narrative by offering up cinematic solutions to 
ethical problems is another hallmark of an anti-affect agenda. Anti-
affect agendas act to say, ‘the truth that you object to in this picture 
is false, you do not understand this image’, with the subtext being 
‘therefore, your concern and emotional responses are illegitimate 
too’. We began to work on a visual culture for Biocore that could 
care for the full affective richness of images of animal research.

During the Covid-19 pandemic we experimented with deliver-
ing online versions of the experience. Many things were different 
online, but we noticed that teams took much longer to make their 
first decisions and select a model organism, which unbalanced the 
pace of the show. We restructured the introduction and Dr Arber 
now introduced each of the model organisms before participants 
were divided into teams. To make this more dynamic and aestheti-
cally engaging we introduced five-second video clips of each model 
organism, which faded into the vectored image as we talked about 
the species. These videos are not shot in labs and there is nothing to 
suggest imminent experimentation, but they do re-instate the liveli-
ness of the animal body. Perhaps this was the initial problem. Our 
original images were not integrated into the wider narrative and as 
such their liveliness was reduced to a commodity, which failed to 
avoid the ramifications, outlined by Chris Shilling, of alienating the 
body from the results of labour.25 The videos and their integrated 
and personalised introductions gave the organisms agency and 
restored their bodies’ ability to be both active and acted upon as 
the basis for intersubjective or empathic exchanges with audience 
members.26 We did not want to concentrate on the technologies of 
power and subjectivation of the spaces of animal research them-
selves, but to focus on the narratives offered to the participant with 
which to activate them. Our experimental body is the social body, 
for which there are currently no legislative guidelines regarding 
husbandry or harm.

Did we fall victim to ocularcentrism? With critical reflection, we 
felt it was important to include images because of a desire to have 
the animals in the room with us, to make sure our framework was 



 Building participation 393

not an empty cage, rather than a higher desire to create a truth, or 
honestly depict animal research. It was finding a way of allowing 
the animal body to be activated through discussions, and to affec-
tively remind participants, and ourselves, what was at stake.

This was not the only experimental procedure relating to model 
selection. The second is an issue we referred to as ‘compromice’, 
where, despite dedicating a lot of time to discussing other model 
options, particularly macaques and biomatter, teams defaulted to 
selecting mice. Is ‘compromice’ a problem? Yes and no. How to 
approach this question depends on the interpretation of Vector’s 
aims.

There are numerous routes to take through Vector. However, if 
each team selects the mouse as their model organism, then the diver-
sity of options and decisions, and therefore insights, that are shared 
with the wider group are reduced.

This became another ethical experiment we wrestled with; who 
is the author of the experience? On one hand it was imperative that 
participants retained agency over their decisions but on the other 
we knew the worlds being created were small and Vector could 
offer so much more. This initial decision is critical, but the crucial 
element is not which model is selected but more that a model is 
selected together. If that decision is taken from the group or com-
promised in some way, it erases ownership and makes participants 
less complicit in the consequences that follow. Since complicity is 
an affective manifestation of agency and therefore critical to immer-
sion, solving this issue was central to our methodology and crucial 
to the success of the experience.

The structure of Vector, with its three teams and three rounds 
of decision-making, was designed to bring as many stories into 
the experience as possible. Each team would benefit from how 
others explored the world and made decisions in it. Therefore, as 
 developers, we decided the performance, participants, and overall 
experience would be enriched by each team selecting a different 
model organism. This would open new storylines that posed dif-
ferent ethical decisions across the worlds of animal research. We 
thought critically about how to achieve this without participants 
feeling like choices had been taken away or that they were being 
influenced to act in a certain way.
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We revisited all our post-performance debriefs and looked for 
new insights. In a post-show debrief, one participant had mentioned 
that their team really wanted to use biomatter, but they also wanted 
to win, and it seemed just too experimental: ‘That question mark 
was just too big!’27

It turns out this was quite literal as the original biomatter 
factsheet did not give a likelihood of success as a percentage, like all 
the others, but instead had a question mark (see Figure 16.7). We 
replaced the question mark with a range of 0–100% and added a 
bullet point to say as biomatter was novel and experimental Biocore 
could not yet give a precise rating (see Figure 16.8). Changing 
this one detail seemed to transform a concern for the unknown 
into an intriguing opportunity in participants’ imaginations. Since 
this edit, biomatter has been selected by at least one team in each 
performance.

Next, we decided to try to offer more context to the controversial 
macaques. We selected one of the host institutions of the AnNex 
and used their most recently published animal research figures to 
add the ‘number of animals used by Biocore, 2020’ to each model 
organism factsheet. We knew this would be zero for macaques – we 

Figure 16.7 Original Biocore biomatter profile card, including ‘?’ to 
represent the unknown potential of biomatter (2019) (Copyright: Bentley 

Crudgington/The Lab Collective).
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Figure 16.8 Updated Biocore biomatter profile card based on participant 
feedback. The question marks have been replaced with min–max 

scales. While these still represent an unknown and not-yet-quantified 
performance rating, the inclusion of a scale subtly introduces the potential 

of success (Copyright: Bentley Crudgington/The Lab Collective).

added into the introduction for this species that previous use of 
macaques and similar non-human primates had been phased out 
across all Biocore labs, but considering the complexity and urgency 
of the pandemic Biocore thought it important to now offer this 
option to the public.

To tackle the ‘compromice’ issue we introduced new storylines 
and some additional hard programming that links specific outcomes 
to specific teams. If, for example, you play as team Oak and select 
mice for your model organism you will receive an email to say 
that the mice strain used in the lab is not susceptible to the virus. 
However, if you play the same as team Elm, the email says the mice 
are highly susceptible to the virus and therefore mice cannot be used 
without breaching severity ratings. There is a prohibitively expen-
sive option of breeding a brand-new mouse strain or participants 
can change their animal model. Each team is given two options of 
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alternative animal models, one with a lower harm rating than mice 
and one higher, e.g., Team Elm can move to macaques or fish, and 
Oak to either pigs or biomatter. This now prevents all but one team 
using mice without compromising participant agency.

Intermission: Covid-19

‘Which brings us to why we’re here today – as you’ve probably seen in 
the news a global crisis is unfolding. A new zoonotic disease, Xenna, is 
marching its way across the world killing humans and animals.
 Declared a pandemic, what makes Xenna so dangerous is that 
you may not even know you have it – symptoms take up to fourteen 
days to manifest from being infected either by our spiky friend the 
mosquito or contact with an infected person.
 You’ll present with symptoms such as fever, muscle pain, swollen 
glands, and lethargy – symptoms that in fact seem flu-like, but which 
end in haemorrhagic fever, and ultimately death.
 There have been widespread protests across the UK to apply pres-
sure to the government in finding an immunisation for this dangerous 
disease, particularly as the UK’s first case was identified in Slough last 
week.’28

Vector was researched and developed in 2018 and premiered and 
toured in 2019, all pre-Covid-19. The above is an excerpt from 
Dr Arber’s welcome statement. What had been a brilliant narra-
tive device in early 2019 felt almost unethical by 2020. Dr Arber’s 
words that open this chapter are from our current post-Covid 
script, which we have used in physical and online versions of 
Vector. We moved away from the narrative of developing a vaccine 
for a current outbreak to future-proofing Biocore’s research ethical 
approval processes. In 2018, we knew there would be a pandemic 
of some form, and we know there will be others in the future.

It feels reductive to say Covid-19 changed everything, but it 
certainly deeply affected how we felt about this work. It felt too 
close for a long time, and we questioned if we could return to it. 
The pandemic itself became another actor-participant we needed 
to work out how to care for. We took a break from the work until 
late 2020, when we began again the iterative process of replacing, 
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reducing, and refining content, through play testing and reflective 
practice.

It is important to remember that Vector used a pandemic nar-
rative as a tool to get people talking about animal research; it was 
never our intention to use animal research as a tool to discuss pan-
demics or vaccine design. In centring agency we knew that Vector 
would be shaped by what people brought to the table and that now, 
having had this experience, they would bring new things, or think 
and feel differently about the existing things. Previously, in post-
show de-briefs we had asked, ‘If this experience had not been based 
around developing a vaccine would you have played differently 
(e.g., cancer, dementia)?’

Yes – would have spent more time researching as not a pandemic.

Maybe – I think the idea of impending DISASTER is compelling and 
conducive to extreme decisions.29

However, we never imagined asking: Would you have made differ-
ent decisions if you had not just lived through this?

It is tempting to reflect on this prospect. The two quotes above 
are indicative of the pre-pandemic responses to this question, which 
all relate to the size and scale of the task at hand, suggesting urgency 
gave permission to transcend certain hesitancies. When asked (in 
post-show debriefs and surveys) ‘What, say, should the patients 
who potentially benefit from research have?’ there was a sugges-
tion that what matters to the individual or smaller collective may 
not matter at scale, and respondents questioned where expertise on 
ethical decision-making around animal research is derived from.

They should have less say than the general population. Their judge-
ment is compromised by their position so they are likely to choose 
options that are less acceptable to society as a whole.

I think it is more important for experts to decide on this stuff.30

We know that cancer and dementia also operate at tremendous, 
urgent scales, and we also know from spending the last eighteen 
months apart, it only takes a kiss or someone else’s distant inhala-
tion to result in your diagnosis or to install a new caring responsi-
bility in your life. It is unclear as to why urgency was imagined so 
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 asymmetrically. Perhaps it is, as Paul B. Preciado notes while reflect-
ing on the pandemic via the works of Foucault, ‘Tell me how your 
community constructs its political sovereignty and I will tell you what 
forms your plagues will take.’31 Anne Boyer writes ‘the history of 
illness is not the history of medicine – it is the history of the world – 
and the history of having a body could well be the history of what is 
done to most of us in the name of a few’.32 Your biopolitical compass, 
of what you find acceptable to have done to other bodies in order to 
construct your own, and those you care for, is set by the material and 
temporal intimacies within which you experience these scales.

As we reframed the narrative and edited some of the content, we 
cannot make extensive claims about participants’ pre- and post-
Covid-19 decision-making. There were still broad differences in the 
decisions made and the reasons behind them, with one new addition. 
It was only in post-Covid-19 shows that teams explained they ruled 
out certain species for reasons of trust. They felt the public would 
be less trusting of a vaccine developed in fish, which risked it failing 
as a product in the field. It could be that in intensive media coverage 
of ‘anti-vax/vaccine critical/hesitant’ voices – such as those question-
ing, or rejecting, vaccines developed using ‘novel’ technologies at 
pace – alerted our actor-participants to the risk of operating outside 
of societal imaginaries, which can put acceptability and validity in 
jeopardy, when, for some, necessity is already in question.

The pandemic saw us move Vector online; while we had previ-
ously had multinational attendees at in-person shows, it felt different 
to have actor-participants situated in and speaking from different 
places. In one show, we had an actor-participant from a small town 
in northern Italy and one from Berlin, Germany, together discuss-
ing one of the biomatter storylines. They had received an email 
from Biocore confirming that their choice to use embryonic stem 
cells had been unpopular with the public and asking if they would 
consider switching to a different research model. The team rejected 
this request on the basis that ‘pro-life protesters’ were ‘extremists’ 
and that these views were not taken seriously.

This isn’t America.33

The Berlin actor-participant added further contextualisation by 
saying that currently in Berlin veganism has more influence than 
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religion. They explained that it is deemed to be rational and a 
default position to be against the use of animals, adding that they 
felt, for the average citizen of Berlin, it would be more controversial 
to move from embryonic stem cells to a research animal, rather 
than the other way around. It is interesting to see how new ‘extrem-
ists’ are created and by whom and how their imagined irrational 
approaches push them off the affect axis to become unstable outli-
ers. In another example following a request to swap to a model 
organism of ‘lower sentience’, one actor-participant’s response 
perfectly encapsulated our aims in creating Vector.

It does not solve the controversy – it just moves it elsewhere.34

As long as animals are used for research they will pose an ethical 
issue to citizens and society, including those who conduct the 
research and those who benefit from it and all those inbetween. 
What we attempted, and feel we succeeded in doing, was demon-
strating that such ethical decisions are never resolved, but trans-
formed, transferred, and translated into and onto new obligations 
and caring responsibilities.

The nexus is not infinite, neither does it end neatly.

Act four: ending well

We have attempted to make a case for immersive theatre as a 
methodology for citizenly co-creation, where actor-participants are 
not restricted to how they think they should act but offered radical 
hospitality that allows them to ask how might I act? The question 
of how I want to be in this world is quite different from how am I 
allowed to be in this world. We have proposed that Vector was an 
experiment with care as infrastructure, with agency and immersion, 
and with ethical encounters with anxious bodies. We facilitated 
this through inter-personal performances that brought together 
dialogical and relational aesthetics, through a praxis of reconstitut-
ing social relations that welcome participants to become immersed 
and complicit in uncomfortable knowledge on their own terms. We 
have explored how care is required when inviting citizens to partici-
pate in knowledge practices that might produce things they do not 
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want to know, and that it matters less how we theorise the care we 
seek to culture and more how that care is experienced.

Some worlds are bigger than others. Immersive theatre does 
not have to be done at scale but can offer both the researcher and 
the engagement professional mechanisms for caring for citizenly 
encounters. It asks you to consider who you are casting in what 
role, what are you asking them to perform, and if your staging and 
scripting allows for experimentation or only delivery. Immersive 
theatre should prevent you from pre-defining what your outcomes 
will be but instead ask what might be created together, and avoids 
the unethical practice of demanding a citizen publicly destroys their 
view of the world in order to participate in yours. We feel these 
reflections and methodologies could be transformative across the 
engagement practices in science and technology studies and are not 
just limited to animal research.

To quote from our own script, Vector

‘critiques utilitarian frameworks used to authorise animal research, 
unmasks the complex ways in which ethical responsibilities are dis-
tributed and enacted around structured decision-making processes, 
and reveals how increasing demands for openness and translational 
research extend responsibilities for care across professional roles. It 
enacts the inter-relations between scientific research, human health, 
and animal welfare that are held together through ethical practices 
and social norms embodied in governance, regulation, and care.’35

It is our nexus. However, this does not mean it is complete.
In recent iterations we end the show by displaying a QR code and 

explaining that there are many AWERBs who do not have lay (or, 
as we say, citizen) members, and if people are interested in applying 
what they learnt at Biocore to other ethical bodies they can scan the 
code to be introduced to their local AWERB.

The page they are directed to reads:

We are thrilled participating in Vector inspired you to get involved 
with your local Animal Welfare and Ethical Review Body (AWERB).
 ‘The most ethical’ will always depend on who was in the room.
 Unfortunately, there are currently no direct ways for you to do 
this. There are no publicly available contacts, no sign-up sheets, and 
no referral process.
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We could tell you what percentage of people scan that code but 
until the problem of who is invited to become immersed is solved, 
it would be redundant.
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Commentaries on experimenting with 
openness and engagement

Edited by Emma Roe

This chapter focuses on experimentations with openness and 
 engagement with animal research. It presents three separate 
 commentaries – two from invited respondents to this chapter of 
the book, and one from the chapter editor. The first commentary 
is from Bella Lear, a social researcher and science communicator 
who works to drive and support change in the animal research 
sector. Her commentary charts changes to the openness agendas in 
animal research from the perspective of someone closely involved 
with those changes. She reflects on how the three chapters in this 
section create new points of entry to discussions about animal 
research, which can add dynamism to debates. The second com-
mentary is from Louise Mackenzie, an artist who experiments with 
the imaginative possibilities of extending animal welfare and care to 
all manner of organisms. This commentary brings artistic practice 
into conversation with the three chapters, arguing that honesty and 
truth are at stake in how openness is performed, for whom, and 
for what purpose. The section editor’s closing commentary looks 
across all of the book chapters and commentaries, with the aim of 
identifying key themes. In this final piece, Roe identifies how the 
contributors have created activities where participants lead in how, 
where, and when they engage with animal research, rather than 
being presented with a preformatted vision or version of animal 
research. These build to reveal the contours of the animal research 
industry’s contemporary culture of both openness and closedness.

Commentaries
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Changing openness agendas in animal research

Bella Lear

Scientists whose research involves the use of animals – and the 
ethical, legislative, and animal welfare teams who work alongside 
them – have changed the ways that they communicate in recent 
years. As a former researcher and science communicator who worked 
with the sector to drive and help implement that change, I have 
witnessed the enormous shifts in perspectives and approaches to the 
soft skills that underpin this animal use. Care, communication, and 
resilience are now seen quite differently, following a paradigm shift in 
how those involved in animal use talk about their work. I have been 
privileged to be part of that change, and here I discuss how different 
the working practices around animals in science once were, and the 
rapid changes that allowed organisations to support the innova-
tive deep-engagement strategies developed by the Animal Research 
Nexus Programme (AnNex). My reflections are based on hundreds of 
visits to research facilities, in the UK and beyond, and on my conver-
sations, both formal and informal, with the researchers, technicians, 
managers, communicators, and senior leaders of research organisa-
tions, large and small, commercial and public. Over the years, I tried 
to persuade them, sometimes more successfully than others, to try a 
new approach to talking about their research.

Prior to the ‘new openness’, animal research communities sub-
scribed to a widely held belief that discretion was the better part 
of valour, whereby avoiding a potentially unpleasant or dangerous 
situation was the sensible thing to do. It followed that the complex 
values associated with research animals’ interactions with human 
societies meant public expectations were best met through legisla-
tion, which was developed to represent ‘society’s voice’. In prac-
tice, this meant that many institutions kept details of their animal 
research on a need-to-know basis.

Animal facilities were windowless buildings, hidden away in 
basements, on top floors or in service-yards. Multiple layers of 
security were needed for access, and the use of cameras inside them 
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was strictly forbidden, other than as part of the research protocol. 
Staff, including researchers, were trained not to tell anyone where 
they worked or what their jobs entailed. Engagement with the 
public was avoided at all costs, and researchers were forbidden 
to even showcase their work through science festivals or on their 
own webpages. In one research university a team of PhD students 
was refused permission to take a display stand to the local science 
festival over last minute concerns about security and reputation; 
others only admitted vetted participants to carefully managed 
public events, which were planned to avoid awkward questions or 
disruption. Support and administrative staff, students and – in some 
cases  – senior managers at UK universities had no idea that the 
animal facility existed, and I attended events where senior figures 
proudly, and incorrectly, declared that their institution did not use 
animals in its biomedical science. At the time it all seemed to make 
sense, as talking about these sensitive topics would draw unwanted 
attention to a clear ‘PR own-goal’.

This changed with the adoption of openness and transparency 
initiatives by the UK life sciences sector,1 which followed years of 
work by the Science Media Centre, RDS, Coalition for Medical 
Progress, the Wellcome Trust, and others to encourage those who 
used animals in science to discuss it publicly.2 This ‘new openness’ 
was pioneered by the well-documented media campaign of the 
University of Leicester, as it responded to protests at the build-
ing of their new animal facility, culminating in a public opening 
of the building in 2012.3 The Concordat on Openness on Animal 
Research in the UK, initiated in 2012 and finally launched in 2014, 
used underpinning public dialogue work to consider public expecta-
tions around openness and animal research.4 It asked what people 
wanted and felt that they should know about this challenging topic; 
it also aimed to show the leaders of research organisations how 
they could communicate more effectively without catastrophe. It 
supported the aims of governance bodies such as Research Councils 
UK, National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement, and 
Sciencewise5 in creating a policy change that facilitated public 
engagement with research.

Communication with wider publics, beyond those who worked 
with animals, was the focus from the outset, but within the first few 
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years it became clear that conversations within organisations were 
equally critical. Internal discussions encouraged those involved 
with animal research to think again about how and why it was con-
ducted. They increased the visibility of animal research within an 
organisation, so that it needed to be more accountable. The positive 
impacts of this were wide ranging, including higher quality applica-
tions for animal technician positions (now openly advertised) and 
reported improvements to animal welfare related to greater invest-
ment and oversight.

Participation in public discussion, with its potential to mitigate 
the risks around a controversial topic, was of course an important 
motivator for driving the change, but contrary to the assumptions 
of some, the Concordat was not developed to shape or dictate 
public acceptance, nor to win approval for the use of animals in 
science. Rather, the Concordat’s aim was to offer organisations 
ideas and practices, enabled through high-level commitments, to 
help them demonstrate their motivations and considerations when 
dealing with ethically complex research. Many signatory organi-
sations committed to a considerable overhaul of the information 
they provided publicly through their websites, taking information 
that had in the past been confined to intranets and making it fully 
accessible. Links to these collected ‘Concordat websites’ were made 
accessible through a single, easily located webpage. In addition, 
these websites were required to be easily located by an individual 
browsing or searching for them.6

An important aspect of these commitments was that they should 
support the media with access to reasonable and balanced informa-
tion about animal research, so that they could, in turn, present a 
fair perspective to the public. Public engagement activities, which 
focus on two-way, often deliberative activities involving ‘outsiders’ 
and non-specialist audiences, are another important aspect of these 
public-facing initiatives. However, it requires strong groundwork in 
institutional transparency along with fresh thinking to initiate pro-
grammes that are truly innovative and engaging, so these are often 
difficult to fully realise.

The ‘openness’ shaped through the UK Concordat has given rise 
to similar transparency agreements across the EU and worldwide, 
with New Zealand recently launching their version, and Australia 
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and the US both working to develop similar codes of practice. Like 
the UK’s Concordat on Openness, these agreements are essentially 
sector focused, and the key actors are the research institutions them-
selves and the staff that work within them. Unlike the Concordat on 
Openness, these later transparency agreements are not founded in 
deliberative process, and most take the Concordat on Openness as 
their starting point.

There is now substantial information about the use of animals in 
research in the public domain but, while the landscape has shifted, 
barriers still remain. People need to be motivated to find out about 
research in the first place; they may need to ask the ‘right’ ques-
tions, and feel empowered to enter an unfamiliar, scientific space. 
Members of the public reviewing Concordat signatories’ websites 
about animal research reported to me in my role at Understanding 
Animal Research (UAR) that the language is challenging, and the 
expected level of readers’ education is high. Even when publics are 
motivated to question animal research, the moral complexities of 
the issues, and the narratives of both science-focused and active dis-
information campaigns make this area challenging to engage with.

Animal research is often said to be one of the most intensely 
regulated areas of research, and that regulation brings established, 
deeply considered values and ethics, supported by rehearsed nar-
ratives. The existing utilitarian framework that underpins them 
focuses on the benefits to (human) knowledge traded against the 
sacrifice made by animals in support of our society. Animal welfare 
has a rich history and has developed in support of these ethics, 
demonstrating not only the importance of knowing about anatomy, 
physiology, and the disciplines they underpin, but also the value 
of the animals to researchers and the need to care and provide 
for them. These values and narratives have become accepted and 
embodied by the research community, so that they have become 
internalised and represent deep feelings for many. Developed over 
many years to address societal concerns, the constructed narratives 
to attend to animal welfare serve real purpose: they ensure that 
those carrying out research on animals give due attention to the 
ethical landscape in which they work.

Yet, despite the benefits of greater openness, it can also present 
risks that the public debate around this complex moral issue 
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becomes static. Social benefit from public discussion about animal 
research will be limited if the script is already written, and the 
research community fails to move with an evolving society, lis-
tening to their thoughts and feelings on a complex and shifting 
ethical issue. However, breaking free of the usual conversations 
to allow the possibility of something new is as challenging as it is 
important.

The chapters in this section present three ways of creating new 
points of entry to discussions about animal research. Each one 
brings an intention to step beyond the existing narrative around 
animals in science and introduces new perspectives, inviting novel 
conversations on an old theme. Taking openness and transparency 
around animal research as a starting point, they show how shift-
ing to different frameworks for engagement can allow access to 
complex moral and ethical perspectives, which challenge the famil-
iar framing of animals used in research. Each project expands the 
notion of ‘openness’ beyond a policy focus, and into a more concep-
tual discussion that reimagines aspects of society’s relationship with 
research animals. They explore deep questions about the ethical 
frameworks that shape existing research practices and provide the 
space to reflect on moral complexities and inconsistencies without 
criticism.

In The Mouse Exchange (Chapter 14), conversations about how 
animals are used in research are provoked as participants engage 
in crafting felt mice. On first hearing about this programme, the 
researchers, technicians, vets, and others who make up the core of 
the community working on animals in science seemed incredulous. 
They found it hard to imagine how a crafting activity would com-
municate the practices, realities, and even ethical decisions of their 
workplaces. The concept felt epistemologically and ideologically 
distant from their work and ways of communicating. This work 
was certainly different, inviting public participation with a low 
threshold, yet enabling discussions of complex emotional spaces 
that even the most seasoned of practitioners find it challenging to 
articulate.

Taking a different approach to previous engagement exercises 
around the use of animals in research, The Mouse Exchange did 
not start from openness-as-resilience. The aim was not to show 
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why animals are important to science, or to counter circulating 
 misinformation. Instead it allowed any interested parties to partici-
pate in or influence polarised discussions about rights or wrongs, 
good or bad, caring or callous approaches to animals. This starting 
point required a new approach, and participants were invited to 
shape and create something that they cared for.

The physical task of crafting a ‘mouse’ and creating a story that 
imagined it as a being gives participants a small taste of what it is 
to care for an animal. As with laboratory mice, participants are also 
introduced to the idea of intentionally creating an animal with a 
specific purpose, and what that means for the human creators and 
carers. The activity invites complex questions about human–animal 
relationships: how much of the compassion and care we feel for 
animals when we connect with them is co-created by the human and 
animal, and how much is the person investing themselves into an 
object they care for? To what extent is our connection with other 
animals anthropomorphised? What does it mean to create a living 
being with a specific purpose?

These are complex questions that are important to all of us, and 
which are considered, but not answered, by our current ethical 
frameworks for working with animals. Through these and other 
ideas of performing animal care, The Mouse Exchange enables 
public audiences to participate in some of the more challenging dis-
cussions that take place among the animal welfare community, yet 
with general audiences.

In ‘Labelling medicines as developed using animals?’ (Chapter 
15), the authors open up a long-standing deliberation about what 
is the best way to illustrate personal connection to the subject 
of animal research. While Lord Professor Winston proposed his 
Medicinal Labelling Bill in 2013, it was a subject discussed at 
length among advocates of animal research, and indeed has been 
used to teach undergraduate research ethics at several universities. 
Obtaining or taking a medicine, whether it is prescribed or pur-
chased from a pharmacy, is a moment of direct involvement with 
medical research, yet polls show that few people are aware of the 
requirement for animals to be used in testing medicines. Patients 
were provided with direct information about the use of animals in 
medicine development in a programme developed by the Coalition 
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for Medical Progress, which was later repeated by UAR and the 
Wellcome Trust to place information leaflets about drug develop-
ment in pharmacies and GP surgeries, though in practice provid-
ing public information through a leaflet-drop proved difficult to 
evaluate.

The activity described here uses the familiar notion of consumer 
labelling, and the ethical discussions it inspires about choice, coer-
cion, intention, and positionality, through a creative group activ-
ity that provided a focus for participants from different publics 
to consider what labelling might look like. This gave participants 
an entry point to consider animal research and its role in society, 
particularly its relationship with the production of medicines, and 
where consumers and their ethical perspectives fit into how this is 
done. The activity saw both researchers and participants realising 
that providing a neutral statement or comment on such an ethically 
complex issue is impossible. Attempts at simplicity and neutrality 
led to further questions and a need for more extensive information, 
drawing public participants into discussion about the purpose and 
value of consumer labelling, who benefits from it, and the role such 
labels play in decision-making.

In ‘Building participation through fictional worlds’ (Chapter 16), 
performance art was used to allow groups of public audiences to 
experience the deliberations and decisions made by an Animal 
Welfare Ethical Review Body (AWERB) in a way that com-
pletely changed their access to, and experience of, the discussions. 
Researchers were able to create a new type of ethical review, 
embedded in a fictional scenario, and ask how and why the per-
formative contexts of an AWERB matter to its function and the 
outcomes it provides.

Since the development of the Concordat on Openness, signatory 
institutions have been encouraged to not only provide information 
about animal research in an accessible way, such as on a public- 
facing website, but also to arrange opportunities for those outside 
the immediate concern of working with animals in science to join 
ethics committees, participate in discussion, and provide a public 
voice to the oversight process. However, while there is plenty of 
public information available, as well as institutions willing to 
provide tours, events, and discussions with their AWERBs, there 
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is little appetite among those outside the research community to 
engage with this topic. The key barrier to public engagement is 
arguably, as the authors state, not the information provided, or 
its availability, but its accessibility. Additionally, researchers who 
use animals, and who seek to engage audiences beyond academia, 
either through public engagement initiatives or through more 
formal processes such as seeking their input to AWERB discussions, 
are limited by the familiarity of didactic knowledge transfer. They 
themselves work within a profession immersed in formal teaching 
and learning, making these methods a natural starting point for 
communications that follow established narratives.

This initiative created a performance experience in which audi-
ences were invited to address research ethics within a creative space 
as ‘invested agents’ rather than ‘aloof observers’. Altering the way 
that participants access and engage with AWERB-type discussions 
gives an opportunity to imagine things differently in a fictional 
space. Radically changing the approach to consider how animals 
can, or should, be used in biomedical research helps to question 
existing assumptions, providing valuable insights for understand-
ing, training, and policy deliberations.

In conclusion, relatively recent changes to the communication 
of animal research have moved an uncertain and concerned sector 
from silence to a recognition that communication with those 
beyond their immediate professions is not only possible, but desir-
able. Many researchers and institutional representatives want to 
tell their side of the animal research story. They hope to show the 
care they take to minimise harms and support the benefits of their 
research, hoping that when publics understand their motivations 
better they will be sympathetic to the research. Indeed, public dia-
logues7 have shown that audiences care deeply about the motiva-
tions of scientists when considering the potential harms and benefits 
of research, particularly when the subject matter seems ethically 
contentious or inaccessible. In welcoming new audiences into these 
discussions, the three engagement programmes outlined here begin 
the process of developing new critiques and deliberations of how 
and why animals are used in research.



17.2

Can I be honest? Querying kinship and communication 
in animal research

Louise Mackenzie

Our deep societal entanglement with animal research is already a 
foregone conclusion.8 This is a difficult reality for many of us, but 
one that we don’t have to think about regularly, due to the rela-
tive secrecy within which animal research takes place. As a child 
in the 1980s, I grew up during a period of extreme animal rights 
activism in the UK (the chapters in this section adopt a UK-centric 
perspective on the whole, and therefore I will too). It was difficult 
not to be aware of how animals suffered at the hands of humans, 
with public demonstrations and television advertising campaigns 
showing graphic, bloody imagery,9 and activist violence towards 
humans escalating to the placement of explosive devices at research-
ers’ homes.10 This undoubtedly shaped my own, and many of my 
generation’s, attitudes towards the use of animals by humans. I 
remember feeling angry and conflicted. How could humans do these 
things to animals? And to each other?

Changes in legislation followed, and while reporting on animal 
research in the UK is publicly available, national levels of awareness 
are certainly lower than they were towards the end of the twentieth 
century. This is where the authors of the chapters in this section 
step in. In an academic culture of interdisciplinarity and collabora-
tive working, researchers are finding new ways in which to engage 
the public in the still-vital questions around animal research. The 
chapters in this section turn to creative strategies, drawing from 
design, craft, gaming, performance art, and theatre to explore dif-
ferent approaches towards opening up animal research to the public 
in the UK.

For the authors who have contributed to these chapters, practices 
of animal research are tacitly accepted and understood, to the extent 
that the question is not, as Patricia MacCormack asks, whether they 
should exist at all11 but rather, as Jacques Derrida enquires, how 
they can exist well.12 Through years of specialism and increased 
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mass production, most of us have become so distant from processes 
that work with the visceral materiality of the animal that we can 
no longer relate to the animal in the food that we eat, nor less see 
any connection between our medical care and the humble mouse. 
While we may acknowledge that animal research exists, it is still so 
far removed from our day-to-day experience that we have perhaps 
never contemplated the many facets that comprise animal research, 
from production or breeding, to purchasing, maintenance, and ulti-
mately disposal.

As an artist, I don’t have to sit on the fence when reflecting upon 
animal research. In fact, my research playfully jumps off the fence 
and dives deep into the imaginative possibility of extending animal 
welfare all the way down to single-celled organisms. If we could 
start here, with the utmost respect for the smallest motes of life, it 
might be possible to reimagine working practices and definitions 
of care. I like to think that we have a deep, ancestral kinship with 
all forms of life – from the smallest living organisms, free-floating 
on the air or in the ocean, to the great variety of plant and animal 
species with whom we share the planet.

I first identified this sense of kinship whilst making Oltramarino,13 
where my research into human uses of micro-algae led me to 
understand that chloroplast-bearing single-celled organisms were 
responsible for the Great Oxidation Event around 2.5 billion years 
ago and thus ultimately responsible for all current forms of life 
on Earth. Kinship is an interesting word: conceptually it offers a 
breadth of scale and at the same time encompasses a sense of duty. 
It implies a form of dependency akin to a familial bond, some-
thing that feminist science scholar Donna Haraway describes as a 
‘mutual, obligatory, non-optional, you-can’t-just-cast-that-away-
when-it-gets-inconvenient, enduring relatedness that carries conse-
quences’.14 It is this enduring nature of kinship, and how it extends 
beyond the face-to-face relationship, that brings me to my question 
in the context of these chapters, can I be honest?

Being honest in the face of animal research is not straightfor-
ward. Who needs to be honest and with whom? One might assume 
that the parties involved are the animal research community and the 
public. As McGlacken and Hobson-West identify in Chapter 15, 
‘enactments of openness around animal research have largely 
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treated openness as an end in itself’, with an increasing number 
of institutions sharing details of their animal research online and 
in published reports. But as all the authors in this volume attest, 
there is a need to move beyond one-way information sharing as 
fulfilment of an obligation and instead approach openness through 
the generation of dialogue. Scientists, recipients of the benefits of 
animal research, their extended networks of family and friends, and 
research animals all share a kinship here. Being honest about animal 
research demands a conversation amongst all those whose enduring 
relationships have consequences for one another. The requirement 
for honesty, therefore, is multi-directional and multi-layered.

Can I be completely honest with you, reader? My own artistic 
relationship to animal research is complex. In the research project, 
Evolution of the Subject, I chose to learn about genetic modification 
as an artist, to understand this technology from two perspectives: 
my own as an artist learning how to manipulate life genetically and 
from the perspective of the organism subjected to genetic modifica-
tion. I became interested in the subject when I realised that genetic 
modification was no longer the preserve of scientific research, but 
extended to the realm of artists15 and I felt compelled to understand 
it better. While I wanted to explore what it meant to manipulate 
life at the level of the gene, I knew that I did not want to involve 
animals in my research. My preferred choice was to modify my own 
cells (in vitro), but this was not within the scope of my collabora-
tion and therefore we decided upon a micro-organism, the labora-
tory workhorse, E. coli. I did not anticipate quite how attached I 
would become to these tiny organisms, nor – paradoxically – how 
casually I would disregard their lives after spending years working 
with them in the laboratory.

I share this with you as I believe that without this experience, I 
could not have fully understood the implications of using another 
form of life as a resource. Ultimately, this is what all forms of 
life used in research are: resources for human use. This is still 
an uncomfortable truth, as the 2021 annual report from the UK 
Concordat on Openness on Animal Research acknowledges: 
‘accurate communication of harms done to animals in research 
remains a difficult topic for the research community’.16 Which 
leads me to another question – what exactly are we being honest 
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about? There is undoubtedly greater openness in terms of how 
animal research is reported, but what information is being shared 
and to what end?

The chapters in this section all deal with the question of transpar-
ency, which, in the context of animal research, has various mean-
ings dependent upon whether it is used by animal researchers, the 
government, or animal protection advocates.17 Each chapter offers 
a different approach for engaging with the public, which moves 
towards a greater transparency around animal research, but equally, 
each acknowledges that doing so serves to increase the complexity of 
‘how openness is navigated and enacted’ (McGlacken and Hobson-
West, Chapter 15). Two of the chapters discuss approaches that 
involve creative activity as a stimulus for conversation: the design 
of a label that declares medicine as tested on animals (McGlacken 
and Hobson-West, Chapter 15) and the crafting of a felt labora-
tory mouse to open up discussion around the making and supply of 
animal research models (Roe, Peres, and Crudgington, Chapter 14). 
The third chapter draws on gaming theory, live performance, and 
immersive theatre to develop an experiential world in which partici-
pants take on the role of the member of an animal welfare review 
body (Crudgington, Scott, Thorpe, and Fleming, Chapter 16).

While the approaches taken by each project seem distinct, there 
are interesting parallels. Each brings aspects of performance into 
our ethical relations with animal research. It is the nature of this 
performance that brings contrasting results. In the medicine labels 
project (Chapter 15), the performance of designing a medicine label 
maintains a certain remoteness from the question of the animal 
and thus introduces wider debates around who has the power to 
create, supply, and consume medicine. In The Mouse Exchange 
(Chapter  14), the performance of stitching together a fictional 
mouse focuses the work (and therefore the ensuing ethical discus-
sion) squarely on the subject of the animal. The immersive theatre 
experience, Vector (Chapter 16), widens debate again through the 
performance of actors in a fictional world that encompasses not 
only a host of animals, but an array of narrative choices to make 
with regards to the care of each. In every case, there is performance 
of an action that mimics the real, rather than contends directly with 
it, thus  distancing from the live-ness of animal research.18
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The concept of the ‘mundane’ in the medicine labels project 
brought to mind the work of artist Mierle Ladermen Ukeles, whose 
focus on the role of mother and maintenance worker as art activity 
in the 1970s highlighted the unpaid aspects of this routine labour.19 
Ukeles practised domestic activities as art, drawing attention to the 
ways in which her roles as woman and mother were not assigned 
equivalent value to other forms of labour. Key to this was the 
process of enacting the work. Thus, it is the live or lived-ness of 
Ukeles’ actions that confronts us with the truth revealed through 
this work. I translated my own experience of using life as resource 
into an interdisciplinary workshop, which has shaped much of my 
work since. Key elements to this approach were a ‘lived experience’ 
of genetic modification, a speculative reflection on the process, 
and an intention to engage scientists with the public and not the 
other way around. I invited a mixed group of scientists, artists, and 
members of the public to join me in performing genetic modifica-
tion upon live E. coli.20 This liveness was important in generating 
honest engagement with the subject matter of my research.

What I had not expected was the honesty that would be revealed 
through the second part of the workshop. After I had guided par-
ticipants through my approach to working with, caring for, and 
ultimately modifying these organisms, I invited them to enter an 
imaginary scenario where they were interviewed by the future kin 
of the organisms that they had modified. In a dark space and filmed 
under a spotlight, participants were interviewed as if they were 
themselves perhaps under the microscope. From behind a screen, 
multiple disembodied voices asked them questions. The responses, 
which I developed into the short film Zone of Inhibition, were 
revealing.21 Participants, perhaps most notably the scientists, were 
able to dissociate from their day-to-day role and engage in imagina-
tive conversation with these unseen future kin. Something about 
being freed from convention brought a freshness to their responses. 
When being asked to reflect on what they had done, the answers 
were surprisingly from the heart, encompassing a spectrum of views 
on our relationship with the use of life as resource.

This returns me to the question I began with, can I be honest? This 
question lies threefold for me in the context of openness around animal 
research. Firstly, given our cultural disconnect from animals that we 
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use to better our lives in so many ways, how can we rephrase Derrida’s 
question of ‘how to eat well’ in the context of animal research? Are 
researchers ready to be wholly honest with the public about how animal 
research is performed? What does it mean to open discussion around 
the number of animal welfare facilities, the number of animals, and the 
extent to which they suffer? Who wants this level of honesty and for 
what reasons? These questions are necessary to challenge the prevailing 
approach to openness. As the authors of these chapters have acknowl-
edged, it is not enough to want to engage the public with information 
that already exists. The authors in this volume take the next step, 
by finding ways in which to creatively engage the public in animal 
research, which has led to valuable dialogue.

The second aspect of this question, then, focuses on honesty in 
the context of representation. In choosing to perform openness, 
what do we mask by not offering the real but instead a representa-
tion of it? How does this inform the outcomes? By contrast, what 
truths are revealed through allowing members of the public, or 
indeed the scientific community, to be freed from their assumed 
roles through imaginary scenarios?

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, who are we being honest 
with? Which publics need to be engaged and why? To draw from 
the field of participatory arts, ‘In short, whose interests are being 
served by [the] project?’22 This seems the logical next step. By 
broadening who we have honest conversations with to include sci-
entific researchers, government advisors, animal laboratory techni-
cians, and others who are physically involved in animal research, 
the honest truth of animal research can become as multi-layered 
and multi-dimensional as it needs to be. The question which then 
remains is, how can we handle this truth?

17.3

Are we asking the right questions about openness?

Emma Roe

There has been a recent shift in focus around communication about 
animal research following the establishment of the Concordat on 
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Openness in Animal Research in 2014.23 Institutions involved in 
animal research were invited to commit to being more open about 
their use of animals and many signed up, changing conversations 
within the industry. The Concordat has also altered the ways in 
which social scientists can engage with animal research. I am one of 
the lead social scientists in the Animal Research Nexus Programme 
and led the team behind The Mouse Exchange (see Chapter 14), 
which received an Openness in Animal Research award in 2020.24 
The Mouse Exchange is one of the ways that we, and the other 
authors in this section, have been experimenting with alternative 
methods of engaging new audiences and evolving  conversations 
around animal research. The Concordat is often cited as a vital 
context for the increasing experimentation in engagements around 
animal research in these chapters. Lear explains in her commentary 
(this chapter) how the Concordat sought to support signatories in 
communicating their motivations and considerations when dealing 
with ethically complex research. This has been achieved by provid-
ing resources to scientists and increasing the information available 
to the public. In this commentary, I want to put this legacy into 
dialogue with the thinking about animals, openness, encounters, 
and experimental forms of enquiry in the social sciences that have 
developed in parallel.

There has been a rapid growth of social science and humanities 
research on the complex relationships between human and animal 
lives. This gives particular consideration to the human response-
ability for the quality of the lives we give animals when this is 
bound up, often from their very creation, with human interests. 
These studies have driven methodological innovation around how 
to co-design research with sentient animals,25 how to speak of 
animals in a way that does justice to their species-specific experi-
ences of curiosity, ambivalence, or disinterest in us. These studies 
also remind us that we might learn something useful if we pay atten-
tion to the location of disinterest and ambivalence towards various 
animal roles amongst humans. In 2016, we worked to develop a 
collaborative agenda for social science and humanities research into 
animal research, which identified the following question related to 
public attitudes and engagement in animal research: ‘Where are the 
opportunities for greater and meaningful public and stakeholder 
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engagement in the policy and practices of animal research?’26 The 
chapters in this section illustrate playful, speculative, and provoca-
tive approaches to addressing this question, broadening thinking 
about engagement and openness, for whom and how, informed by 
emerging perspectives from the social sciences. The chapters explain 
what it means to create spaces where the public can be heard as they 
are invited to play roles in animal research: to participate as maker 
and carer of a research mouse; to act as members of an animal 
welfare and ethics review board; or to perform as designer of specu-
lative drug packaging that is open about the use of animals in drug 
testing and development.

Yet, when experimenting with openness and engagement in rela-
tion to animal research, it also seems important to acknowledge 
the diversity of species, strains, sub-strains, and individual animals 
at the centre of animal research, and to reflect on their ongoing 
experiments that involve engaging with humans, and where their 
vulnerability – their openness as one might put it – finds them. This 
is something Despret27 and Haraway28 each recognise in relation to 
animals – what if we asked animals the right questions? If we are 
asking ourselves whether we are asking the right questions when 
we open up public engagement with animal research, perhaps we 
should also consider more closely animals’ openness to engagement 
with us.

Research animals in their highly variable form are often geneti-
cally manipulated in their making, and are set tasks or given treat-
ments that often end with them being killed for dissection, tissue 
extraction, or in mass cullings. While these animals live in a highly 
controlled environment, abstracted from their ecological niche in 
the wild, this gains them a life free from predation and disease in 
the wild, but they are vulnerable, alongside the humans that care for 
them. Faced with the peculiarity of research animals, where can we 
learn how to ask the right questions to animals embedded within 
animal research?

In Western cultures, we learn to ask questions about animals 
in contexts that find it acceptable to treat animals as a resource to 
meet a variety of human needs: to farm and eat; to love and care for 
as a pet; to enthusiastically advocate for their conservation as wild-
life; or to experiment on as a research animal. These are  associated 
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with variable expressions of concern. People can care and not care, 
know and not know.29 Explaining how this happens in practice and 
what changes the outcome is related to the context of the encounter 
between humans and animals. Questions raised in the chapters in 
this section of the book include how the form and context in which 
the public currently gets to know animal research affects how they 
respond to laboratory animals, and what questions they want to 
ask. These questions about context are important given the domi-
nant motivations for openness and transparency. The terms differ 
conceptually but are often blurred in practical discussions about 
opening up animal research. Three discourses or frames have been 
identified around the concept of ‘transparency’ in animal research.30 
These can be summarised as an ethical responsibility demanded 
by animal protection groups; a secretive industry’s  counter-move 
to misinformation; or a branding strategy of the animal research 
industry by science funders and government as part of their 
accountability processes, to build trust in science.

The stories that are often put into the public realm tend to reflect 
these interests, for example, in telling stories about eye-catching 
scientific outputs that involve the use of animals. What are absent 
are stories that address how we might be open to responding to 
the inherent vulnerability and diversity that comes from being a 
research animal in the first place. The current status quo in the 
UK is that both the animals bred for use in research and animals 
in research are hidden away from mainstream society; could or 
should this be otherwise? While there is a biosecurity rationale for 
separation and a lingering security concern, do both animals bred 
for research, and animals in research, need to remain hidden within 
innocuous buildings and basements? Is the context the same for all 
species used in research? Could a more varied selection of represen-
tations become mainstreamed in the case of research animals, and 
if so with what consequences for their future? We could compare 
here farm animals, who are increasingly housed indoors, yet lived 
historically alongside humans, leaving a legacy of friendly and 
concerning representations in the public sphere – from children’s 
books, films of farm animal adventure, and petting farms, to super-
dairy farms and intensive chicken farms, with rivers being polluted 
by their waste.
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Techniques and technologies are also used to frame openness, 
often building in a particular and sometimes limiting vision of 
both how to engage and why someone would be curious about 
and interested in animal research. Hobson-West identifies ‘public’ 
participation in animal research governance as being constructed 
through public opinion surveys, which denote this ‘public’ as politi-
cally neutral in contrast to those who are members of ‘social move-
ments’. Indeed, Hobson-West argues that the influential MORI 
survey actively homogenises and depoliticises the audience.31 There 
is little attempt to differentiate by gender, social status, culture, or 
experience, and no sensitivity to creating opportunities for people 
to show how, where, and when animal research matters to them as 
evaluative beings negotiating ethics and morals.32 Indeed, one could 
instead suggest that strategic ambivalence to animal research33 is 
normalised through imagining a public who appear to not care 
enough to investigate, or to find out more, or to seek out the gentle 
flow of information into the public domain through the internet, 
laboratory open days, science engagement festivals, or news items. 
Or a public that does not choose to expose their vulnerable selves 
to presumed painful truths about animal research. A recent study 
of the Mass Observation Project archive argues there is a relation-
ship between certain assumptions about what the public thinks and 
wants, and how in turn this influences changes to the practice of 
animal research.34 There are consequences to the style and form of 
engagement.

The chapters in this section demonstrate an interest in both 
innovating and challenging what the everyday experience of the 
‘openness’ agenda could be, in part by opening up the interpre-
tive possibilities of ‘openness’ itself. They bring being open about 
animal research into everyday life, experimenting practically with 
invitations to engage with animal research as a route to continuing 
the evolution of the conversation. The chapters discuss outputs that 
aim to deliver public engagement that can explore the ‘changing 
ways in which scientific practices, research governance and public 
imaginations connect the, often divergent, domains of science, 
health and animal welfare’.35 The authors of these chapters have 
experience of working with a variety of different industry stake-
holders, and often have closely consulted with the industry, yet 



 Commentaries 423

stand apart from it. The commentaries, drawn from Understanding 
Animal Research and a practising artist, add different perspectives. 
Lear (this chapter) describes, from her insider position as public 
engagement lead within Understanding Animal Research, what led 
to the birth of the Concordat, with a prevailing sense that there is 
still an uneasiness about further widening engagement. In contrast, 
Mackenzie (this chapter) holds the question, ‘Can I be honest?’ 
throughout her personal reflections on being an arts practitioner 
curious about kinship with experimental life, from animal through 
to the cellular form. She uses the refrain ‘Can I be honest?’ to speak 
of what unsettles her about how the industry operates. Readers 
are left asking themselves about the honesty of their own position 
about animal research – are they colluding with it – and, more per-
tinently, could engagement as openness go further with practising 
honesty?

Overall, the experiments in this section involve taking materials 
to participants and seeing what they build and what questions they 
ask, rather than offering them an existing vision of animal research 
about which to ask questions. The chapters challenge the contours 
of contemporary cultures of openness by both promoting activi-
ties that engage those less familiar with the workings of the animal 
research industry, and rehearsing the deliberations about why some 
technologies of the everyday seem impossible within the research 
industry. The activities shape possibilities for conventional and 
innovative modes of engagement, which could create new avenues 
for participants to demonstrate when, rather than how or if, animal 
research matters to them.
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Afterword

Carrie Friese

There are key books on the subject of laboratory animals that rep-
resent, for me at least, key turning points in the intertwined social 
processes involved in using, regulating, contesting, and under-
standing animals in science and society.1 Many of these books are 
referenced in this edited volume, and range from French’s (1975) 
Antivivisection and Medical Science in Victorian Society,2 Russell 
and Burch’s (1959) The Principles of Humane Experimental 
Technique,3 Kean’s (1998) Animal Rights,4 and Birke, Arluke 
and Michael’s (2007) The Sacrifice5 among others. The work of 
the Animal Research Nexus Programme, in Researching Animal 
Research, articulates another turning point in my mapping of the 
social space of laboratory animals, which includes research regard-
ing that social space. Nexus, or connection, analytically instantiates 
social processes that forego polarised political conflict, and thus 
opens up new ways to both conduct and research animal research. 
I want to consider some directions that this conceptualisation of 
research animals opens up and makes possible for the future.

One of the findings that emerges throughout this book is that a 
nexus, as a site of connection, is not straightforward –  analytically 
or in practice. Amy Hinterberger (Chapter 4, p. 114) states: ‘if we 
can’t connect, we can’t care’. And I am inclined to agree with this 
statement. But the connections explored and enacted in this book 
also work to render decipherable disconnects (Gorman, Chapter 2), 
borderlands (Anderson and Hobson-West, Chapter  9), gaps 
(Message, Chapter 7), and incommensurables (Giraud, Chapter 8). 
These disconnections create vulnerabilities (e.g., for horseshoe crabs 
in Chapter 2), and reproduce  hierarchies  of knowledge (e.g.,  for 
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Named Veterinary Surgeons vis-à-vis the veterinary profession in 
Chapter 9, and for citizen scientists vis-à-vis wildlife researchers in 
Palmer, Chapter 10). Indeed, we see in Palmer’s chapter a caution-
ary statement regarding the problems that may arise as the long-
standing connections between Home Office inspectors and research 
establishments are being splintered in the name of efficiency within 
the UK. But incommensurables also articulate, and thus hold 
out for, a world in which things could be otherwise (see Giraud, 
Chapter 8). And so, while I am inclined to agree with Hinterberger, 
I am also inclined to agree with Giraud’s argument that some-
times some people care by not connecting (see also Mackenzie, 
Chapter 17). Being able to hold these two possibilities together, side 
by side and in the context of animal research, has only become pos-
sible with the publication of this book. This allows us to begin to 
move out of and beyond ‘the polarisation cycle’, as Dennison puts 
it (Chapter 13, p. 321).

The disconnects that arise through a focus on connection are 
important because it is easy to turn a nexus into a normative 
project, assuming that connection is inherently good. While I, 
for one, would much rather see the practices of a nexus at work 
than a rigid hierarchy, this volume shows me that a nexus is still, 
nonetheless, a political project where power relations take shape. 
Invisibility is one modality through which power operates, in 
varying ways for different actors and across several case studies in 
this book. Anyone who is opposed to the use of animals in research 
has historically been excluded from the animal research nexus 
in Britain (see Myelnikov, Chapter 1; Tyson, Chapter 4; Davies, 
Gorman, and King, Chapter 11). Horseshoe crabs are invisible 
and thus vulnerable as (wild animal) ‘replacements’ for the use of 
(laboratory) rabbits in toxicity testing (see Gorman, Chapter 2). 
The values associated with different species are difficult to render 
visible in making ethical decisions regarding practices like rehoming 
laboratory animals (see Skidmore, Chapter 3) or including fish in 
the orbit of sentient species (see Message, Chapter 7). By rendering 
the invisible visible, the book is able to ask how animal research 
might be organised differently, and more justly. With Carbone 
(Chapter 13) we can ask: why cannot bird ringers, patient partici-
pants, and even research animals be co-authors of scientific articles?
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But where invisibility renders some vulnerable, when linked to 
a political economic (or cultural economic) analysis, we as readers 
also begin to see how invisibility benefits other actors (see Peres and 
Roe, Chapter 12). People working in industry and in science benefit 
from the invisibility of the horseshoe crab (see Gorman, Chapter 2; 
Tyson, Chapter 4). Scientists benefit from the creation of 1.45 
million mice that were bred but not used in the UK in 2018 alone. 
This surplus exists because scientists want to be able to order mice 
on demand, with as little as 24 hours’ notice (see Peres and Roe, 
Chapter 12). One area that Researching Animal Research opens up 
is the need for further political economic analyses: who and what is 
being rendered invisible in the changing configurations of research 
animals, where outsourcing is creating new sites of invisibility 
through elongated supply chains rooted in animal life? Carbone 
uses the term ‘alert mode’ to signal the worries that these political 
economic readings give rise to. This term nicely articulates the affec-
tive response I had in reading these chapters, and the urgency I felt 
regarding the need for further research of this kind.

Such an approach would extend the theme of subjugation that 
also cuts across many of the chapters of the book, and similarly 
expresses the power relations that are necessarily at play. Kirk 
(Chapter 5) shows how ‘the laboratory animal’ and ‘the animal 
technician’ are both mutually constituted subjects of the twentieth 
century, inventions of a ‘modern’ science that was rooted in objec-
tivity and the subjugation of feelings like love. This configuration 
made animal care a career in science, but it also emplaced any 
conflict that love and use give rise to onto the animal technician 
as a person who is called upon to subjugate their emotions (see 
Greenhough and Roe, Chapter 6; Message, Chapter 7; Dennison, 
Chapter 13). This is a conflict that veterinarians also experience 
(see Tremoleda and Kerton, Chapter 8; Dennison, Chapter 13), 
but that takes on a further regulatory dimension, as shown by 
Anderson and Hobson-West (Chapter 9). While a culture of care 
is being developed within laboratory animal facilities to address this 
as a site of workplace stress (Chapter 6; Chapter 8), we as readers 
can also become concerned about the conditions of not only the 
horseshoe crabs but also those workers who remove their blood in 
Gorman’s case study. As some forms of subjugations are rendered 



430 Researching animal research

visible, there is the need to ask what other sites of subjugation are 
taking place.

The question of how to hold the fraught conversations that 
such issues necessarily give rise to – where people won’t agree with 
one another but can be open to one another’s perspectives – is 
a key question that arises across this book (see Kirk, Chapter 4; 
Greenhough & Roe Chapter 6; Greenhough, Chapter 8; Davies, 
Gorman, and King, Chapter 11; Dennison, Chapter 13; Lear, 
Chapter 17). This question takes on a specific kind of meaning in the 
context of Myelnikov’s opening analysis of The Animals (Scientific 
Procedures) Act 1986 (ASPA), where compromise and consensus 
required the systematic exclusion of certain voices. But the public 
representation of certain groups – veterinarians in Anderson and 
Hobson-West (Chapter 9), patients in Davies, Gorman, and King 
(Chapter 11) – can work to silence experiences and ambivalences 
in less systematic ways. Meanwhile, the notion of a nexus itself 
can work to exclude those actors who worry about becoming com-
promised should they become part of the research animal nexus, 
which can include both veterinarians (see Myelnikov, Chapter 1) 
and abolitionists (see Giraud, Chapter 8). In reading this book, it 
became clear to me that rendering the animal research nexus visible, 
and making heterogeneous voices legible, requires a move away 
from the consensus approach, rooted in control, that has long been 
a hallmark of the British approach to research animals. But what 
might these new forums for discussion look like?

This book usefully ends by answering precisely this question, 
with three case studies in doing experimental work as part of the 
social sciences. The Mouse Exchange, labelling medicines project, 
and Vector project are all experiments in making new kinds of 
socialities. The authors respectively foreground embodiment (Roe, 
Peres, and Crudgington, Chapter 14), dissensus (McGlacken and 
Hobson-West, Chapter 15), and deep play (Crudgington, Scott, 
Thorpe, and Fleming, Chapter 16), which contrast with more 
established practices in the public understanding of science. The 
authors thus move away from the logic of control, and risk letting 
people who are outside of the research animal nexus speak (see 
Lear, Chapter 17). In the process, the question shifts from ferret-
ing out unheard and invisible but nonetheless present and existing 
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 perspectives, to instead create new conditions through which new 
things might be sayable and said. After reading these chapters, I felt 
that we could all, with Mackenzie, ask: ‘Can I be honest?’

To conclude, Researching Animal Research makes it possible to 
understand the polarised debates regarding animal research as a 
structure that shapes but does not determine the research animal 
nexus. This makes it possible to articulate contradictory and het-
erodox thoughts and experiences. For example, patient participants 
in Davies, Gorman, and King (Chapter 11) can be more than their 
embodied diagnosis. Sociologists can be more than an academic 
researcher (see Hobson-West, Chapter 13). And in the process, the 
theme of connection in this book becomes a practice not only of the 
authors but also of its readers.

Kirk closes his commentary to the first section (Chapter 4, 
pp. 116–117) by stating: ‘if I was asked to identify a single theme 
that characterises this volume, I would choose connections. How 
different elements relate, become entangled, and reshape each 
other to drive historical change in what we refer to as the “animal 
research nexus”’. This book marks out a fundamental shift in 
the animal research nexus, wherein the polarisation of vivisec-
tion versus anti-vivisection was complicated by the enrolment and 
invention of a greater number of actors. But Researching Animal 
Research is entangled as well, reshaping that which it has studied 
and inviting us as readers to also ask how things might be otherwise 
as part of historical trajectories. The book allows readers to ask: 
what new worldly imaginations become possible by considering our 
own research animal nexus, through the lens of the case studies and 
 commentaries that connect this book?

Notes

1 I am a sociologist – a discipline that is concerned with inequalities and 
that conducts empirical research in order to understand how inequalities 
operate and are reproduced over time. In my research, I have explored 
how inequalities operate with regards to animals in ways that intersect 
with humans. This has included zoo animals and laboratory animals. 
I do not start with a position regarding the use of animals in these 
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 institutional settings, but rather seek to understand how animals are 
used in bioscience and biomedicine in ways that reproduce inequali-
ties between humans and animals and between differently positioned 
humans. For example, not all humans benefit from the knowledge or 
pharmaceuticals produced with laboratory animals.

2 Richard D. French, Antivivisection and Medical Science in Victorian 
Society (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019).

3  William Moy Stratton Russell and Rex Leonard Burch, The Principles of 
Humane Experimental Technique (London: Methuen, 1959).

4 Hilda Kean, Animal Rights: Political and Social Change in Britain since 
1800 (London: Reaktion Books, 1998).

5 Lynda I. A. Birke et al., The Sacrifice: How Scientific Experiments 
Transform Animals and People (Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press, 
2007).
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