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4  Are animal experiments painful?

Introduction

This activity explores the pain and distress experienced by animals during experiments, and questions the way in which the data is collected.
Learning outcomes

Students develop skills in analysing information to build an argument
Structure

Group and whole class
Resources

Powerpoint slides: Are animal experiments painful?
Activity

Slide 1 asks students to consider two questions about the pain and distress that animals might experience during experiments.

· What might cause an animal used in experiments pain and distress?

Answers could include the effects of the experiment itself, such as injections, reactions to drugs and chemicals being tested on them, symptoms from diseases, and surgery. Other factors that may cause distress include being transported from one place to another, living conditions (e.g. size of cage and type of bedding), being handled and restrained, and being killed at the end of an experiment.

· Do you think animals experience pain and distress in the same way as humans?
It is easy to make assumptions about what animals are experiencing by thinking about how humans would feel in the same situation, and comparing their reactions to human reactions. However, this may not tell us much in that animals are not very similar to humans. We also may be disregarding senses that humans lack, such as the ability to hear ultrasound. Therefore, it is important to have an awareness of the specific needs of that animal, for example, whether they prefer to live in groups or communities, and what lighting and sound levels they are used to.

It is impossible to get ‘inside the mind’ of animals as they cannot tell us what they are feeling. However, there are methods that can help us assess the pain and suffering that animals may experience, for example, observing animal behaviour and looking for signs of distress, such as increased levels of certain hormones or weight loss.
Slide 2 shows the definitions of levels of severity that are used by the government.

Slide 3 poses a question for discussion. Is it better to carry out experiments that involve low level pain or discomfort to many animals, or ones which involve few animals but much pain?

In order to answer this question, students might think about the ‘costs’ and the ‘benefits’ of the research.

People may have different ideas about how the costs are calculated. To some people the number of animals used may seem more important that the level of pain and distress experienced, or vice versa. Others might hold that the most important factor is the species of animal being used, that is research using monkeys is never acceptable, but using mice can be OK in some circumstances. What do you think?

The benefits of the research would also need to be factored in: does it make a difference if the animals are being used to help develop an effective treatment for a serious human disease, or to test the safety of a household product?

The issues could be discussed by the whole class or in groups with feedback.

Slide 4 shows the proportion of experiments that took place in the UK in 2005 at each level of severity.

Slide 5 raises the issue that the data available don’t really show the actual numbers of experiments that involve mild, moderate and substantial levels of pain and distress. Projects which may involve many experiments are assessed in advance, and a prediction is made of the average level of suffering of all the animals involved. This is because making an assessment of each individual experiment would take a long time and there would be no room for flexibility. Some organisations, such as the RSCPA, are campaigning to get the Government to publish information after a project is finished about how much pain and suffering was actually experienced by the animals involved.

Discussion

Students discuss the data issue and decide how experiments should be counted – either as a class or in groups
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