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introduction
Public attitudes toward the use of animals in research are affected by a variety of factors5 (Table 1). Public 
support for research is higher when pain and distress are minimized3. However, little is known about 
public attitudes to research where pain is an integral or unavoidable component of the research. 

Table 1 Some factors that have previously been shown to affect the support for the 
use of animals for research 

CondiTionS of SupporT3

Minimizing pain and distress3  suPPort
Oversight by a governing body3  suPPort
parTiCipanT CharaCTeriSTiCS5

Direct Experience with Animal Research5  suPPort
Vegetarianism5  suPPort
Gender, female5  suPPort
Involvement with advocacy movements5  suPPort
reSearCh CharaCTeriSTiCS5

Purpose: medical or scientific versus cosmetics testing1,2,7,8,9  suPPort
Purpose: medical versus agricultural or theoretical research9  suPPort
Perception of necessity7,8  suPPort
Increased severity of the human condition under study4,5  suPPort
Higher order species or companion animals2,6,7  suPPort
reSearCh CharaCTeriSTiCS5

Use of the words ‘painful’ or ‘death’5  suPPort

methods
ParticiPants: Electronic recruitment was targeted primarily at groups having characteristics shown 
to influence the support of animal use.

study design and Preliminary analysis:  
•  Nine separate forums (study groups) were run with participants distributed between them.  The first 

two groups were pilot testing. Here we report the results from groups three to nine

•  Participants were presented with six hypothetical research scenarios in a web-based format

•  Participants were asked to vote ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘neutral’ for each scenario and to provide a reason why

•  Reasons why remained on screen and participants could choose existing reasons 

•  A regression analysis was performed to determine which participant characteristics were predictive of 
voting ‘no’

•  Here we report preliminary results for two of the scenarios

•  Use of a nerve injury model to develop an analgesic (chronic pain)
• Use of acute pain assays to develop an analgesic (acute pain)

discussion
The majority of participants voted ‘no’ for the use of animals in 
pain research (Figure 1). Consistent with previous research that 
indicated greater support for medical research1,2,7,8,9, human 
benefit was the most common reason given for voting ‘yes’ 
and opposition to animal research in general was the most 
common reason given for voting ‘no’.

Further analysis of our data may help to estimate the level 
of support for the use of animals in pain research among 
participants with non-predictive demographics. It may also 
provide details about the aspects of pain research of most 
concern to participants. This information could help to inform 
future study designs aimed at clarifying to what degree and 
under what circumstances the public will accept the experience 
of pain by laboratory animals.

conclusion
•  The web-based platform proved useful for the study of attitudes toward animal use in pain research

•  Further studies of public attitudes could help to identify potential areas to engage the public about 
pain research and inform policy
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Preliminary results

yes
“Due to the value of the information this study can provide, 
as long as the mice are treated humanely and endpoints are 
reached without causing significant or undue pain.” [chronic 
pain]

neutral “There is not enough information pertaining to the pain 
experienced by control animals (no treatment given) and 
humane endpoints for the study.” [chronic pain]

no

“It just doesn’t seem right to intentionally cause these animals 
to experience sustained chronic pain, even if it might possibly 
benefit the welfare of many people and other animals if 
successful. We should hold ourselves to a higher moral 
standard and work to find a less harmful way to test the drug. 
This might involve testing it on existing chronic pain sufferers 
(animal or human) – undoubtedly a more time-consuming 
approach, but well worth the effort if it helps us avoid causing 
pain to 150 sentient beings in the process.” [chronic pain]

“We do not have a right to subject any living creature to pain 
no matter if it is a limited time or not. What might seem like a 
short time to us could seem like an eternity to another creature. 
They do not know why or what has happened to them. It is 
cruel and totally unacceptable in this day and age. We do have 
humans in our prisons who would surely volunteer and the 
testing would be more accurate then on animals because we 
have the same DNA.” [acute pain] 

Three participant characteristics influenced the likelihood of voting ‘no’
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Figure 2	 Involvement	with	the	animal	advocacy	movement	and	vegetarianism	significantly	increased	
the likelihood of voting “no” while direct experience with animal research decreased the 
likelihood of voting “no”.

Figure 1  
Overall votes for the 
chronic and acute pain 
protocols. Support for 
animal use did not differ 
significantly	(p<0.05)	
between the chronic and 
acute pain protocols. 
The majority voted ‘no’ 
for the use of mice in 
these pain protocols.  

Support for animal use was low but there was no difference between 
the chronic and acute pain scenarios

‘yes’ or ‘neutral’ ‘no’
•  Human benefit

•  Conditions

•  Further information

•  Humane practice, for example
•  Husbandry practices
•  Humane endpoints
•  Degree of pain

•  Against animal research

•  Validity/translatability of animal data

•  Respect for life

•  Injury to an intact animal

•  Causing pain to an animal

Quotes illustrating the main reasons for voting ‘yes’, ‘neutral’ or ‘no’

Reasons for voting ‘yes’, ‘neutral’ or ‘no’

Predictive characteristics vary significantly across study groups

Figure 3 Predictive characteristics across study groups overlaid with votes for each group. There 
was	a	significant	difference	in	the	proportion	of	participants	with	predictive	characteristics	
across	groups.	There	was	also	a	difference	in	votes	across	groups	(chronic	pain	shown).

aim
To explore the reasons for participants’ support or opposition to the use of animals for pain research
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