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PREFACE

The Canadian Council on Animal Care (CCAC) is the national peer-review organization responsible for 
setting, maintaining, and overseeing the implementation of high standards for animal ethics and care in 
science throughout Canada. 

The CCAC guidelines: Animal welfare assessment is part of a series of general guidelines documents that 
outline guiding principles for the ethics and care of all animals in science. This series streamlines informa-
tion for investigators, animal care committees, facility managers, veterinarians, technicians, and animal care 
personnel to help facilitate improvement in both the care given to animals and the manner in which experi-
mental procedures are carried out. 

This specific document was developed based on the recognition that animals used for scientific purposes 
should have good welfare, and that this requires more than ensuring they are healthy. Good welfare is char-
acterized by maximizing animals’ positive experiences while minimizing their negative ones.  This approach 
to ensuring good welfare is already at the core of many existing practices, such as health monitoring, humane 
intervention point implementation, post-approval monitoring, and the assignment of categories of invasive-
ness. Formal welfare assessments are another tool to ensure that animals have the best possible welfare.    

The CCAC guidelines: Animal welfare assessment applies to all animals used for scientific purposes. This 
includes wild animals, either brought into laboratory animal facilities or in the field, and animals owned by 
third parties that are used off-site (e.g., at commercial farms, or shelters). See Section 1.2 for more informa-
tion on institutional responsibilities in these contexts.

These guidelines describe the standards that are expected to be met. The standards have been developed 
based on professional expertise and current interpretation of scientific evidence. 

In addition, these CCAC guidelines are intended to provide a framework for the implementation of Russell 
and Burch’s Three Rs (Replacement, Reduction and Refinement) (Russell and Burch, 1959), primarily the 
principle of Refinement. More specific information on animal welfare assessment can be found in the CCAC 
guidelines developed for specific types of animals. These practices are constantly evolving and attention to 
this field should result in continual improvement in animal welfare.

Animal welfare 
assessment
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SUMMARY OF THE 
GUIDELINES LISTED IN THIS DOCUMENT

The following list of guideline statements serves as an executive summary covering the most important 
aspects of animal welfare assessment. These guideline statements are included throughout this document 
alongside details and references that provide support and context for their implementation. 

Guideline 1
The animal care committee is responsible for overseeing the implementation of welfare assessments, but 
the assessments themselves should be completed by a team involving protocol authors and their delegates, 
veterinarians, and animal care personnel. Where possible, the assessments should draw on information 
gathered through research, veterinary, and husbandry activities. 
Section 2. General Guiding Principles, p.6

Guideline 2
Animals should be healthy and express a high prevalence and diversity of positively motivated species-typical 
behaviour, along with low levels of abnormal behaviour. They should neither experience negative affective 
states, such as pain, frustration, or fear, nor display behavioural signs of chronic anxiety or depression. 
Section 2. General Guiding Principles, p.6

Guideline 3
Welfare assessments must be performed regularly for all animals.  The assessments should take into account 
physical condition, psychological well-being, and impact of experimental procedures. When known, cumu-
lative lifetime experiences and environmental parameters should also be included in the assessment. 
Section 2. General Guiding Principles, p.7

Guideline 4
Information gathered in relation to welfare assessments should be recorded in a format accessible to inves-
tigators, veterinarians, animal care personnel, and animal care committees.
Section 2. General Guiding Principles, p.7 

Guideline 5
The animal care committee should use welfare assessment summaries to identify systemic welfare risks, 
anticipate welfare implications, and inform future decisions concerning the ethical care and use of animals.
Section 2. General Guiding Principles, p.9
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1INTRODUCTION

Throughout this document, the term ‘should’ is used to indicate an obligation, for which 
any exceptions must be justified to, and approved by, an animal care committee. The 

term ‘must’ is used for mandatory requirements. 

1.1	 DEFINITION OF ANIMAL WELFARE

Animal welfare is a concept used to characterize the physical and mental state of an individual animal and 
how this animal is experiencing the conditions in which it lives (OIE, 2018). Fraser (2008) has pointed out 
that different groups of people put emphasis on different aspects of animal welfare (i.e., biological functioning 
vs. affective states1 vs. relatively natural life). However, this document utilizes affective states as the primary 
determinant of animal welfare (Duncan, 2006; Brydges and Braithwaite, 2008; Dawkins, 2008; Mendl et al., 
2009), even though there are no direct measures of affective states in animals. Instead, welfare assessment 
relies on inferring affective states based on validated changes in physiology and behaviour. In particular, be-
havioural observations are crucial for in situ welfare assessment as they are practical to conduct, minimally 
invasive, and broadly useful across species.  

Over the last few decades, significant progress has been made in understanding how behaviour and physi-
ology can provide information on how animals experience their environment. This better understanding 
of animals’ mental states, combined with advancements in measurement of physiological and behavioural 
indicators of affective states, has led to greater consideration of how suboptimal environments and aversive 
stimuli can negatively affect animal welfare. Minimizing exposure to such environments and stimuli (and 
thus experiences of negative states such as pain, fear, and frustration) is the first step to improving animals’ 
welfare. Broadly, this may be achieved by preventing or reducing animals’ need to respond to perceived or 
real aversive stimuli (Fraser and Duncan, 1998). Positive reinforcement training may assist in this regard by 
reducing the aversiveness of a stimulus over time through associative conditioning (e.g., Laule et al., 2003).  

More recently, it has been recognized that the prevention of suffering alone is not sufficient for good wel-
fare. Positive experiences and affective states are core components of a good quality of life and good welfare 
(Boissy et al., 2007; Panksepp, 1998; Panksepp and Biven, 2012; Mellor, 2015a; Mellor and Beausoleil, 2015). 
Behaviour associated with positive affective states in some, but not all, species includes: play, particularly in 
young animals (though not always [Blois-Heulin et al., 2015]), exploration, affiliative interactions with con-
specifics, mating, and specific vocalizations (Fraser and Duncan, 1998; Boissy et al., 2007; Yeates and Main, 
2008). Based on current knowledge, specific behaviour patterns associated with positive affective states can 

1	 Defined as psychologically experienced states that can be positive or negative to the subject and may vary in both intensity 
and  duration.
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vary greatly between even closely related species (e.g., social play indicates positive welfare in rats [Burgdorf 
et al., 2008], but not in mice [Richter et al., 2016]). Thus, species-specific indicators of positive welfare are 
beyond the scope of this document but instead can be found in the appropriate CCAC animal-type guide-
lines document.   

Behaviour associated with positive affective states only occurs when other immediate needs are met and 
indicates that the animal is not deprived of important sources of pleasure (Boissy et al., 2007). Finally, pro-
moting positive affective states (e.g., by increasing animals’ agency or control over their lives or by providing 
them more opportunities to engage in activities they are positively motivated to do [Mellor, 2016]) can help 
prevent or mitigate the effect of negative events and reduce the occurrence of negative affective states (Yeates 
and Main, 2008).

1.2	 REASONS FOR ASSESSING ANIMAL WELFARE

The reasons described below apply to all instances where a member of a CCAC-certified institution is per-
forming scientific activities which fall under the CCAC mandate (see Requirement for submitting an animal 
protocol: Addendum to the CCAC policy statement on terms of reference for animal care committees [CCAC, 
2018]). Thus, welfare assessments must be performed on all animals while they are owned, held, used, or 
interacted with by members of a certified institution.

Assessment of the welfare status of an animal is important to:

•	 reduce negative affective states and enhance long-term positive affective states of the animal by promot-
ing conditions (environment, resources, husbandry) that are appropriate for the individual animal;

•	 improve the likelihood that any signs of pain or distress are detected as soon as possible so that relevant 
mitigation strategies/humane intervention points can be implemented as appropriate;

•	 ensure the physiological, behavioural, and psychological condition of the individual animal is suitable 
for achieving the desired study outcomes;

•	 ensure that the scientific activity remains within the bounds of the protocol, as approved by the local 
animal care committee;

•	 inform and validate the assignment of a category of invasiveness for a protocol2;
•	 improve (or ensure) the quality of scientific data collected from animals; and
•	 continuously improve our understanding of animal needs in order to optimize housing and husbandry 

practices.

For some species, and in some scientific contexts, evidence is not currently available to be certain the above-
stated goals are being met, but they can be achieved by consistently applying new scientific knowledge as it 
becomes available. 

When protocols involve animals owned by a third party (e.g., pets or off-site commercial livestock), there is 
an additional layer of oversight that needs to be accounted for (on top of the oversight already provided by 

2	 Some animals may have compromised welfare prior to a procedure (e.g., due to genotype or disease state) and thus be more vul-
nerable than a non-compromised animal. The welfare impact of a procedure may also require that the category of invasiveness be 
reassessed when the protocol is renewed.

https://www.ccac.ca/Documents/Standards/Policies/Requirement-for-Including-Animals-and-Animal-Based-Activities-in-a-Protocol-(ADDENDUM).pdf
https://www.ccac.ca/Documents/Standards/Policies/Requirement-for-Including-Animals-and-Animal-Based-Activities-in-a-Protocol-(ADDENDUM).pdf
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the veterinarian and animal care committee); owners should be empowered to advocate on behalf of their 
animals, and they have the right to remove their animals from participation in the scientific activity at any 
time. In such cases, or where there is a scientific activity involving wild animals in the field, the institution’s 
responsibility for assessing animal welfare ends with the termination of the research or teaching activity. 
However, institutions are responsible for ensuring that welfare compromises that result from research or 
teaching activities are mitigated as much as possible.
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2GENERAL GUIDING PRINCIPLES

Guideline 1
The animal care committee is responsible for overseeing the implementation of welfare 
assessments, but the assessments themselves should be completed by a team involving 
protocol authors and their delegates, veterinarians, and animal care personnel. Where 
possible, the assessments should draw on information gathered through research, 
veterinary, and husbandry activities. 

The composition and structure of the welfare assessment team should be defined by the animal care com-
mittee. This team should function with good communication amongst its members (Lambeth et al., 2013) 
and between itself and the animal care committee. Team members must be competent in assessing welfare 
and have full access to the animals.

Welfare assessments should be an integration of information collected during regular husbandry activi-
ties as well as during and after experimental procedures, with additional assessment tools incorporated. 
Additional assessment tools may include information gathered from physical exams, behavioural observa-
tions (during the animals’ active phase when possible), animal training sessions and other activities. Thus, 
welfare assessment goes beyond daily health checks and is distinct from phenotyping.

Section 3 provides more information on selecting welfare indicators while Wolfensohn et al. (2015), Smith et 
al. (2006), Hawkins et al. (2011), and Mellor (2015b) provide examples of scoring information for a number 
of parameters. The European Commission Expert Working Group (2013) has also developed some practi-
cal scoring examples. For species-specific welfare assessment examples, please see the appropriate CCAC 
animal-type guidelines document.

Guideline 2 
Animals should be healthy and express a high prevalence and diversity of positively 
motivated species-typical behaviour, along with low levels of abnormal behaviour. They 
should neither experience negative affective states, such as pain, frustration, or fear, nor 
display behavioural signs of chronic anxiety or depression. 

Specific behaviour patterns associated with specific negative affective states can be hard to identify because 
they may vary greatly between even closely related species and are highly context-dependent. Thus, it is not 
necessary to be able to put a name to a unique affective state (e.g., frustration) to conclude that an animal 
displaying abnormal behaviour has compromised welfare. However, understanding the cause of the abnor-
mal behaviour (and thus the underlying affective state) is important in correcting the problem. 
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It is recognized that there may be exceptions to this guideline statement, approved by an animal care com-
mittee, where pain and/or disease are being investigated. Nonetheless, humane intervention points must 
always be in place (CCAC guidelines: Identification of scientific endpoints, humane intervention points, and 
cumulative endpoints [in prep.]), and efforts should always be made to improve animal welfare. The welfare 
of the animals should always take precedence over considerations of cost and convenience while also being 
mindful of human safety.

Guideline 3
Welfare assessments must be performed regularly for all animals. The assessments 
should take into account physical condition, psychological well-being, and impact 
of experimental procedures. When known, cumulative lifetime experiences and 
environmental parameters should also be included in the assessment. 

As stated in the CCAC guidelines on: training of personnel working with animals in science (CCAC, 2015), 
“Institutions must strive to sustain an institutional culture of respect for animal life.”

Welfare assessment is a necessary component of animal-based studies, promoting both a good quality of life 
for the animals and reliable scientific data (Hawkins et al., 2011). Making the appropriate observations of the 
animals and assigning objective values to these observations allows for effective interventions that minimize 
any actual or potential pain, distress, or discomfort experienced by the animals (Hawkins et al., 2011; see 
also Appendix 1 for an example). 

Consideration of animal welfare implications must encompass the whole life of the animal, with appropri-
ate housing and care provided from birth to end of life. Although the assessment of cumulative lifetime 
experiences (i.e., the sum of all positive and negative welfare impacts over an animal’s lifetime [Pickard et 
al., 2013]) is currently challenging and not yet well-validated, there are some potentially useful indicators 
such as stereotypic behaviour (Gottlieb et al., 2013) and early senescence (Walker et al., 2012). There are 
additional potential measures of cumulative experience (e.g., feather/hair corticosteroids [Bortolotti et al., 
2008; Meyer and Novak, 2012]), but these are only practically useful to those who are already assessing these 
factors as part of their research protocol.  

The measures chosen for assessing the welfare of animals should allow for a comprehensive understanding 
of the factors influencing their welfare (including their cumulative lifetime experiences) in order to deter-
mine what is best for the animals based on veterinary and scientific knowledge and professional judgement. 
The frequency of assessment must be sufficient to detect any changes in welfare and should be commensu-
rate with the expected welfare impact of the scientific activity. 

Guideline 4
Information gathered in relation to welfare assessments should be recorded in a 
format accessible to investigators, veterinarians, animal care personnel, and animal 
care committees.

See CCAC guidelines: Husbandry of animals in science (CCAC, 2017), Section 12, “Record Keeping”, for de-
tails relating to maintaining and retaining records.

https://www.ccac.ca/Documents/Standards/Guidelines/CCAC_Guidelines_on_Training_of_Personnel_Working_With_Animals_in_Science.pdf
https://www.ccac.ca/Documents/Standards/Guidelines/CCAC-guidelines-on-husbandry-of-animals-in-science.pdf
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Records related to welfare assessment should include all information gathered on the welfare of the ani-
mals and detail actions to be taken where there are concerns. Additionally, these records provide valuable 
institutional information (see Guideline 5 below) and demonstrate that welfare assessments were actually 
completed.  

Records should also identify the welfare status of the animals, as noted below, to facilitate appropriate care of 
animals in addition to the category of invasiveness for protocols involving those animals. These descriptions 
of welfare status should be considered within the context of each protocol (i.e., which category of invasive-
ness it was assigned) and not acted on in an identical manner across all protocols. However, the welfare 
status recorded should still reflect the actual experience of the animals. 

When welfare compromises are expected (e.g., due to procedures approved by an animal care committee), 
humane interventions must occur at specific points agreed upon during preparation and review of an animal 
protocol. On the other hand, when welfare compromises are unexpected or go beyond what was expected, 
humane interventions must still be applied, but additional steps involving the animal care committee may 
be warranted. For example, animals experiencing a D-level category of invasiveness should have their wel-
fare status noted as ‘severe’. However, the humane intervention implemented to mitigate this, and the level 
of involvement of the animal care committee, should be different than if animals on a B-level protocol were 
unexpectedly found to have a ‘severe’ welfare status, in which case emergency mitigation and a full investiga-
tion would be warranted (i.e., animals on the D-level protocol should already have a humane intervention 
plan, approved by the animal care committee, describing what action should be taken, whereas those on the 
B-level protocol may not have an approved plan to cover their current state). Table 1 demonstrates a frame-
work for labelling and mitigating varying welfare statuses. Further information on setting and implementing 
humane intervention points can be found in CCAC guidelines: Identification of scientific endpoints, humane 
intervention points, and cumulative endpoints [in prep.].

Table 1: Welfare Status and Required Actions

WELFARE STATUS DESCRIPTION AND ACTIONS REQUIRED
Acceptable No mitigation required.
Mild to moderate Manageable welfare concerns have been identified.

Pre-determined humane interventions or other mitigation strategies 
can be employed.

Severe Welfare concerns have been identified that require extensive 
mitigation measures and close monitoring.

Discussion with the animal care committee may be required to 
rectify the situation or terminate the protocol.

Unacceptable Overwhelming welfare concerns have been identified, providing 
justification for immediate euthanasia.

Discussion by the animal care committee is required to rectify the 
situation or terminate the protocol.

At a minimum, animal care committees must be notified of any unexpected instances where ‘severe’ or ‘unac-
ceptable’ welfare states are found. They may choose to review other completed assessments, but many mi-
nor/moderate welfare concerns can be dealt with at the animal care or facility management level. Expected 
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welfare compromises should be mitigated through the use of humane intervention points, which are re-
viewed by the animal care committee during protocol review. 

Guideline 5
The animal care committee should use welfare assessment summaries to identify 
systemic welfare risks, anticipate welfare implications, and inform future decisions 
concerning the ethical care and use of animals.

Data collected during welfare assessments can be used to identify risks and improve animal care in many 
ways, including:

•	 setting appropriate humane intervention points that are aligned with scientific endpoints;
•	 monitoring the effectiveness of chosen humane intervention points and promoting the implementation 

of earlier scientific endpoints; 
•	 informing any mitigation strategies that might be necessary to improve an animal’s welfare;
•	 identifying reoccurring issues with specific facilities or protocols;
•	 triggering a closer evaluation of animal housing and husbandry;
•	 assessing how well prospective assignment of category of invasiveness predicts the actual experience of 

the animals (CCAC policy statement on: categories of invasiveness in animal experiments [CCAC, 1991], 
which is under revision as CCAC guidelines: Categories of welfare impact [in prep.]);

•	 indicating when additional personnel training is needed; and
•	 triggering a halt and review of an ongoing study.

Welfare assessment records (or summaries thereof) should be reviewed by the animal care committee on at 
least an annual basis.

https://www.ccac.ca/Documents/Standards/Policies/Categories_of_invasiveness.pdf
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3WELFARE INDICATORS

3.1	 CONSIDERATIONS IN DEVELOPING WELFARE ASSESSMENT TOOLS

There is no direct, single method to quantify animal welfare; consequently, assessment requires attention to 
a number of variables (Fraser, 2008). The chosen variables, taken together, should provide an assessment of 
the individual’s welfare, and hence, when repeatedly measured over time, provide an assessment of its qual-
ity of life. 

Many welfare assessment programs (e.g., the Welfare Quality® project) focus on three types of measures for 
facilitating comprehensive yet feasible assessments: animal-based measures, resource-based measures, and 
management-based measures. Of these three types, animal-based measures should form the basis of any 
welfare assessment program. The incentive for using primarily animal-based measures is that they assess 
directly the response of the animal to its environment. Resource-based measures that examine aspects of the 
environment (e.g., enclosure size and features, access to litter, shelter, temperature, humidity) and manage-
ment (e.g., stocking density, records assessment) do not always clearly correlate with some of the outcomes 
indicative of good animal welfare (Blokhuis et al., 2013). Nevertheless, resource- and management-based 
measures that are closely associated with animal-based measures should be considered in the welfare as-
sessment because the quality of life of an animal is affected by husbandry practices and the environment in 
which it lives. 

When developing welfare assessment tools, consideration must be given to addressing the following broad 
categories (Mellor et al., 2009): nutrition, environment/housing, health and biological functioning, and be-
haviour (including human-animal interactions). The indicators (measures) used should determine if the 
conditions: 1) promote positive and minimize negative affective states; 2) allow animals to develop normally, 
be healthy and free of disease and injuries; and 3) allow animals to express positively motivated behaviour. 
The assessment tool should be capable of addressing expected developmental changes of an animal with age. 
Care should also be taken to select indicators that have not been overly affected by domestication, such as 
reproductive traits. Although reductions in some traits that have been heavily selected for in production ani-
mals (e.g., growth, reproduction) could potentially indicate a welfare problem, these traits are not ideal wel-
fare indicators because they may not significantly change when animals have poor welfare (Broom, 1991).

The measures selected should be validated to be reliable and practical. Furthermore, the primary measures 
chosen should be non-invasive or employed concurrently with ongoing procedures so that the assessment 
itself does not compromise animal welfare. If a potential welfare issue is found, only then should secondary, 
more invasive measures be considered to assess animal welfare status. 

To be effective, welfare assessment tools should be developed for animals of different species, developmental 
stages or ages, strains or genetic modifications, and in accordance with the research or procedures performed.

When developing welfare assessment criteria, the welfare assessment team should think critically about 
the particular animal species/strain/disease model, the procedures being performed, etc. It is important to 
understand the particular species/strain/disease model and how manipulations on these particular animals 

http://www.welfarequalitynetwork.net
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will affect their welfare before the study is initiated. Additionally, it should be recognized that some indica-
tors of welfare lend themselves to binary or categorical outcomes that are easier to score and interpret, but 
provide less information (e.g., coat condition [Battini et al., 2015]), while others are much more sensitive to 
continuous changes in the welfare of the animals (e.g., time spent performing stereotypic behaviour). The 
current literature should be reviewed as a starting point for developing assessment tools.

Assessment tools often evolve, and it is important that their effectiveness be re-evaluated over time. 
Standardizing the terms used for describing the condition of the animals will assist in the clear identifica-
tion and understanding of welfare issues (see, for example, Mouse Welfare Terms).

When choosing animal-based indicators for the assessment of an animal’s welfare, the following general 
categories should serve as a starting point. 

3.1.1	 Behavioural Indicators

Behaviour can be assessed through general observations or behavioural testing (including simple tests such 
as scoring reaction to human approach). It includes potential indicators of negative affective states (e.g., ste-
reotypic behaviour, self-injurious behaviour, prolonged inactivity, or writhing in pain [Mason and Latham, 
2004; Rommeck et al., 2009; Meagher et al., 2013; Roughan and Flecknell, 2003; National Research Council, 
2009]) and potential indicators of positive affect (e.g., play and other affiliative behaviour and some vocal-
izations [Boissy et al., 2007]). Ideally, behavioural indicators should be considered on an individual level. In 
some cases, this may not be possible. Therefore, consistent with the CCAC guidelines: Husbandry of animals 
in science (CCAC, 2017), records for rodents, rabbits, fish and other small animals may be at the cage or tank 
level; for farm animals, records may be at the pen or pasture level. However, once an animal has a health or 
welfare concern identified, the situation should be monitored (and records kept) independently. 

Behavioural indicators should be interpreted relative to a baseline that has been predetermined for each 
animal during its active phase, following acclimation (i.e., upon arrival to a facility or room), and prior to 
any study. A change in behaviour for an animal (e.g., a normally calm animal behaving aggressively or a 
normally active animal being lethargic) may indicate it is experiencing poor welfare. 

Each behavioural indicator should be evaluated on the basis of its frequency, severity (e.g., mild, moderate, 
severe), and whether or not it impedes other species-typical behaviour (Novak et al., 2012). 

Observations of behaviour include both direct observations made by an observer and video-recorded obser-
vations. Each of these techniques has its advantages and disadvantages. Video recordings allow for continuous 
monitoring of animals in the absence of an observer, including after hours when staff are unlikely to be pres-
ent. However, unless sophisticated technology is in place, the recordings must be reviewed in a timely manner 
by a human assessor, which can often be a time-consuming process. Direct observations by an observer are 
much easier and cost-effective to perform, but they can only cover limited periods of time. Furthermore, the 
presence of an observer may affect the behaviour of interest, especially if animals are not habituated to the ob-
server’s presence. Thus, it is important to know if a specific behaviour is induced or inhibited by the presence 
of an observer (or a specific observer). Regardless of which method is to be employed, the approved protocol 
should specifically list the persons responsible for monitoring animals’ behaviour.

The scoring systems used to assess animal welfare must be tailored to the species and be used on an indi-
vidual basis.  For example, while hair loss is generally a sign of poor welfare, there are a number of potential 

http://mousewelfareterms.org
https://www.ccac.ca/Documents/Standards/Guidelines/CCAC-guidelines-on-husbandry-of-animals-in-science.pdf
https://www.ccac.ca/Documents/Standards/Guidelines/CCAC-guidelines-on-husbandry-of-animals-in-science.pdf
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physiological or psychological causes that need to be taken into consideration when determining the cause 
and severity of the issue (Bellanca et al., 2014; Lutz et al., 2013; Novak and Meyer, 2009). 

When negative changes are observed (that go beyond a pre-established threshold), all relevant parties should 
be promptly notified (e.g., research team, animal health technician, veterinarian, and behavioural or other 
specialist, if warranted) and a humane intervention should be applied (CCAC guidelines: Identification of 
scientific endpoints, humane intervention points, and cumulative endpoints [in prep.]). Subsequently, the ani-
mal should be monitored until its condition returns to an acceptable level. Scoring systems can also provide 
a useful measure of the effectiveness of an intervention or enrichment strategy. For example, a comparison 
with the animal’s baseline score may indicate that a particular abnormal behaviour is less prevalent after an 
intervention. Scoring grids can also be useful in training new employees to recognize changes in animal 
behaviour and relating observations to the baseline behaviour of the animal.

3.1.2	 Observable Health Indicators

Non-invasive health indicators can be obtained through observations of the appearance of individual ani-
mals at the enclosure level, assessment of clinical signs in individual animals, and maintenance of individual- 
and colony-level health records.

Examples of health indicators include posture, gait or swim pattern, coat condition, skin and mucosa condi-
tion, ocular and nasal discharge, body condition score, respiratory rate, injuries and visible lesions, changes 
in food and water intake, presence of inflammation, body temperature (via infra-red technology), appear-
ance of feces and urine, facial expressions (e.g., grimace scoring), reproductive issues (such as the inability to 
lay eggs or deliver offspring), external parasites, and morbidity and mortality rates. This list is not exhaustive. 

3.1.3	 Additional Physiological Indicators

Further measurement of physiological indicators is generally more invasive than the measurement of ob-
servable health or behavioural indicators and should only be used to investigate serious welfare concerns 
or when these data are already being collected for other purposes (i.e., as part of an animal care committee-
approved study). When physiological information is required, the least invasive method that will provide 
the necessary data should be used. Consideration should be given to obtaining samples from saliva, hair, 
urine, and feces.

Physiological indicators may include immunological functions (rates of lymphocyte proliferation or sup-
pression of their activity, etc.), blood pressure, hematology or biochemistry blood analysis, and levels of 
various hormones (e.g., corticosteroids, noradrenaline). There is no single physiological indicator that can 
provide a clear measure of negative affective states, and deviations from baseline in either direction should 
be considered cause for concern.

3.2	 ADDITIONAL GUIDANCE

An example demonstrating animal-based welfare indicators has been provided in Appendix 1. This example 
is intended to provide a general idea of how observable health indicators (e.g., appearance) and behavioural 
observations can be used to assess welfare. Further specific guidance can be found in each animal-type 
guidelines document.
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4RECORDING WELFARE ASSESSMENT INFORMATION

A detailed welfare assessment form should be developed to record and report the general welfare of the 
animals and detail actions to be taken if concerns arise. The form should be suited to the particular species, 
developmental stages or ages, strains or genetic modifications, and according to the research or procedures 
performed, as applicable. 

Each form should provide the following general information, as applicable:

•	 species/animal type; 
•	 strain/breed;
•	 genotype;
•	 type of enclosure (pen, cage, or tank);
•	 room and enclosure (pen, cage, or tank) identification;
•	 date of birth (or age) and sex;
•	 group size;
•	 protocol number;
•	 name of the person performing the assessment;
•	 date of welfare assessment;
•	 welfare assessment tools used;
•	 scientific procedures performed on the animals since the last assessment (including any restraint or 

capture methods);
•	 welfare history and previous assessment dates; and
•	 outcome of the assessment (welfare status of the animals and suggested mitigation strategies [if any]).

In the event that an intervention is required, documented follow-up explaining the steps taken to correct the 
situation (and by whom) should be made available to all relevant parties.
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5POTENTIAL OBSTACLES TO ASSESSING 
ANIMAL WELFARE 

The measures chosen need not require veterinary diagnostic expertise or specialist animal behaviour knowl-
edge to be accurately recorded, but the involvement of such experts in devising the welfare assessment tool 
should be encouraged as needed. The measures should be simple and descriptive, not requiring diagnoses 
in the field nor at the cage-, pen-, or tank-side.  Each animal care committee should evaluate if the resources 
and expertise indicated on the protocol are sufficient to allow for objective animal welfare assessment of 
those animals. If an animal care committee does not feel confident in the stated welfare assessment plan, 
they should require additional resources and/or training or not approve the protocol.

As previously mentioned, there is no single indicator of animal welfare. A combination of multiple indica-
tors is more likely to identify animal welfare issues. Thus, welfare assessments must be comprised of multiple 
indicators rather than a single one, whose reliability may be unknown.  When possible, post-mortem find-
ings should be used to validate welfare assessments and be included in summary reports. 

Those planning and conducting welfare assessments should be aware that intra-observer consistency is 
important, such that a person conducting welfare assessments regularly scores the measures in the same 
way. Likewise, strong inter-observer reliability is crucial when multiple people are assessing the same ani-
mals (e.g., Clingerman and Summers [2012] note variation between observers for body condition scoring). 
Thus, welfare assessors must be well-trained, and the reliability of the welfare assessment tool should be 
checked periodically.
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6VISUAL SUMMARY OF WELFARE 
ASSESSMENT PROCESS

WELFARE 
ASSESSMENT 

INITIATION 
TRIGGER

ASSESSMENT

IDENTIFICATION

COMMUNICATION

ACTIONS

Timed Interval Based on the 
Category of Invasiveness

Adverse Event or  
Potential Issue NotedOR

Management-Based 
Indicators

Resource-Based 
Indicators

Animal-Based  
Indicators

Welfare Concerns
•	 List of issues identified

Assign Welfare Status
•	 Acceptable
•	 Mild to moderate
•	 Severe
•	 Unacceptable

If Welfare Status is "Acceptable"

Keep a record that the welfare assessment 
was completed. No further action is 
required at this time.

If Welfare Status is Not "Acceptable"

Alert appropriate personnel as required 
(scientific team, veterinarian, animal health 
technicians) and proceed to 'Actions' step.

Actions or Mitigations
•	 Address welfare 

concerns

Records and Reporting
•	 Record welfare issues and 

mitigations performed
•	 Report to animal care 

committee as necessary

Follow Up
•	 Ensure actions were 

performed
•	 Ensure actions 

effectively addressed 
welfare concerns
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APPENDIX 1 
EXAMPLE OF AN ANIMAL-BASED MEASURES 

PORTION OF A WELFARE ASSESSMENT: 
BREEDING MICE

This is an example of an animal-based measures portion of a welfare assessment program that could be 
implemented for a mouse breeding colony. It is not a definitive or required list. The indicators described in 
this appendix should be adapted to fit individual circumstances and needs as protocol-specific factors may 
influence, or be influenced by, some welfare indicators. Additionally, these indicators are meant to be incor-
porated into a comprehensive assessment program; no single indicator should be used to make judgements 
on the welfare of the animals.

ANIMAL ASSESSMENT: MOUSE BREEDING CAGE
WELFARE 

MEASURES 
(appearance/health 

and behaviour)

MOUSE PARAMETERS
INDICATE (X) 
ABNORMAL 

PARAMETERS

ADDITIONAL NOTES/  
OBSERVATIONS

ANIMAL ASSESSMENT:  
acceptable  severe  

(based on frequency/intensity  
of abnormal observations)

A
D

U
LT

S

Appearance

•	 Evaluating for 
injuries or disease, 
pain, stress, and 
ability to self-care

•	 Body condition score (accounting 
for pregnancy)

•	 Lameness
•	 Skin colour/piloerection/coat 

condition
•	 Posture
•	 Physical injuries/wounds/growths
•	 Urine/feces
•	 Discharge or blood (eyes, nose, 

prepuce, vagina)
•	 Prolapse
•	 Abdominal distention (accounting 

for stage of pregnancy)
•	 Facial expression (head and ear 

carriage, muscle tension)
•	 Respiratory rate or effort
•	 Hydration status

Solitary Behaviour
•	 Evaluating for 

self-care
•	 With/if husbandry/ 

human disturbance

•	 Activity (exploratory, vertical and 
horizontal movement, stereotypy)

•	 Resting/sleeping
•	 Ability to access feed and water
•	 Self-grooming/cleaning
•	 Nesting behaviour
•	 Quality and speed of ambulation 

when disturbed
•	 Time to reappear after hiding

Social Behaviour
•	 Evaluating social 

interactions
•	 Parental behaviour

•	 Isolation or interaction with cage 
mates

•	 Aggression
•	 Social grooming/cleaning
•	 Nursing
•	 Pup retrieval
•	 Interaction with pups and nesting 

after disturbance
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WELFARE 
MEASURES 

(appearance/health 
and behaviour)

MOUSE PARAMETERS
INDICATE (X) 
ABNORMAL 

PARAMETERS

ADDITIONAL 
NOTES/  

OBSERVATIONS

ANIMAL ASSESSMENT:  
acceptable  severe  

(based on frequency/intensity  
of abnormal observations)

PU
PS

Appearance

•	 Evaluating for 
growth and 
development 
(choose age-
dependent 
parameters)

•	 Size
•	 Milk spot
•	 Skin colour/condition or hair 

growth/coat condition
•	 Developmental eye opening
•	 Physical abnormality (e.g., 

anophthalmia, hydrocephalus)
•	 Posture
•	 Found dead or suddenly 

absent
•	 Other abnormalities/injuries

CIRCLE 
AGE:

(PND)

< 7

7-10

11-21

Behaviour
•	 Evaluating for 

growth and 
development 
(choose age-
dependent 
parameters)

•	 Ambulatory pups 
with/if husbandry/ 
human disturbance

•	 Nursing or eating 
(age-dependent) 

•	 Grooming
•	 Pup-pup interactions
•	 Pup-adult interactions
•	 Aggression
•	 Gait/locomotory development 
•	 Exploring/climbing 

(age-dependent)
•	 Resting/sleeping                                                           
•	 Appropriate location—in nest, 

outside nest (age-dependent)
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GLOSSARY

Abnormal behaviour − actions performed by an animal that are not part of the behavioural repertoire of 
that species in the wild.

Affective state − a psychologically experienced state that can be positive or negative to the subject, and 
may vary in both intensity and duration.

Animal agency − when an animal engages in voluntary, self-generated, and goal-directed behaviour.  
Such behaviours are rewarding and typically accompanied by positive affective states.

Aversive stimuli − things that animals will avoid or try to escape from.

Discomfort − a mild form of distress.

Distress − a state where the animal must devote substantial effort or resources to the adaptive response to 
challenges emanating from the environmental situation; it is associated with invasive or restrictive proce-
dures conducted on an animal, or other conditions which significantly compromise the welfare of an animal, 
which may or may not be associated with pain.

Enrichment − enhancements to an animal’s environment that go beyond meeting its basic species-specific 
needs, and further improve overall quality of life.

Humane intervention points − the pre-established criteria (e.g. physical, physiological, and psychologi-
cal/behavioural) that indicate when an intervention (e.g. supportive care, analgesia, euthanasia, etc.) should 
occur in order to rectify negative welfare states.

Husbandry − all aspects of the care and management of animals in facilities: laboratory, farm, and aquatic.

In situ − taking place where the animals live.

Mitigation strategies − actions taken to rectify instances of poor welfare.

Pain − an aversive, sensory experience associated with actual or potential tissue damage.

Play − voluntary interaction of animals with objects or other animals for purposes other than meeting their 
needs for survival or reproduction, which results in positive welfare.

Positively motivated behaviour − behaviours that are self-rewarding, and that are generally motivated 
by positive affective states. 

Procedure − the part of the scientific activity specifically related to data collection (research and testing), 
or hands-on demonstration/interaction with animals (teaching and training).  For example, this would not 
include routine husbandry activities such as cage cleaning.

Protocol author − the person who is ultimately responsible for the work performed under the protocol. 
Frequently, this person is the primary investigator, but may also be the course instructor or testing lead.

Quality of life − the welfare of the animal throughout its entire lifespan.
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Scientific activity − includes all aspects of any research, teaching/training, or testing activities.

Scientific endpoints − the earliest points at which the scientific aims of the activity can be achieved while 
also ensuring that the negative welfare impacts experienced by the animals are minimized.  

Stereotypic behaviour − repetitive or unvarying behaviours that appear to have no purpose.

Three Rs − Replacement, reduction and refinement in animal-based science, as first explained by Russell 
and Burch in Principles of Humane Experimental Technique (1959).

Welfare − the physical and mental state of an individual animal and how this animal is experiencing the 
conditions in which it lives. 

Welfare assessment − quantification of animal welfare by inferring affective states based on validated 
changes in physiology and behaviour.
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