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The culture of an 
organisa-on relates to the 
beliefs, values and a-tudes 
of its people and the 
development of processes 
that determine how they 
behave and work together.

i.e. what people think and do



“Compliance, and failures to comply 
[with regula9ons] can 
o"en be traced back 

to behaviours… and a2tudes. 

Home Office - Animals in Science Regula4on Unit 
Annual Report 2013

www.gov.uk/government/publica4ons/animals-in-science-regula4on-unit-annual-report-2013



“Simply having animal facili0es and 
resources which meet the 
requirements of the legisla0on will 
not ensure that appropriate animal 
welfare, care and use prac0ces will 
automa.cally follow.” 

European Commission

h<ps://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/lab_animals/pdf/endorsed_awb-nc.pdf



The right ‘culture’: why is it important?

• Necessary if legal, ethical and animal welfare 
obliga1ons, and wider responsibili1es to 
employees and the public, are to be met. 

• Says a lot about the organisa1on you are and 
aim to be. 

• Impacts on scien1fic quality and outcomes.

 



A poor culture can lead to...

• People blaming each other when things go wrong 
or trying to cover up mistakes.

• Breakdown in key rela?onships and a lack of trust. 
• Missed opportuni?es for implemen?ng the 3Rs.
• Reputa?onal damage.
• Unnecessary or avoidable harms caused to 

animals.
• Poor standards of research or staff wellbeing.



It’s easy to say you have 
‘a good Culture of Care…’

• but what do you mean?
• and how do you know?



Interna<onal Culture of Care Network

Proposed in 2016 by Thomas 
Bertelsen from Novo Nordisk.

Currently has 57 members 
represen?ng organisa?ons from 
17 countries.

hAps://norecopa.no/coc



Culture of care is used 
to indicate a commitment to:

• improving animal welfare

• improving scien1fic quality

• taking care of staff

• transparency towards stakeholders 
(e.g. the public)

Interna'onal Culture of Care Network

h<ps://norecopa.no/coc



All organisa?ons should have 
a clear vision of what a good 
culture of care means for 
them... 

LASA / RSPCA 2015



• Corporate expecta+on of high standards endorsed at 
all levels throughout the ins0tu0on.

• Management se2ng the right example.
• Appropriate behaviours and a9tudes towards animal 

research from all personnel. 
• Voices and concerns at all levels throughout the 

organisa0on are heard and dealt with posi+vely.
• Effec+ve communica+on throughout the ins0tu0on.
• People understanding the importance of compliance 

with the law and regula+ons.

Key factors



• People knowing their own responsibili+es and tasks. 
• The roles and work of animal care and welfare staff 

are respected and supported.
• Crea0ng, maintaining and developing the ‘culture of 

care’ is not reliant on just one or two people 
- there is a team approach

• Pro-ac+ve aBempts made to improve standards, 
rather than reac0ng to problems when they arise.

• ABempts made to assess ‘how well are we doing?’

Key factors



Indicators 
of a good culture of care

Examples



Head of ins<tu<on

• Be proac?ve
• Provide effec?ve leadership
• Champion a good culture of care
• Act as a role model
• Be visible and accessible
• Be engaged

Should

Home Office - Animals in Science Regula4on Unit 



• Helps to demonstrate the importance 
that the leadership places on the responsibili?es of 
the organisa?on in this area.

• Enables staff to make a connec1on with 
management.

• Allows the leadership to set out their expecta1ons 
for behaviours and prac1ces.

Head meets new animal users



Induc<ons for all new personnel 

• Are all employees informed 
about the organisa?on’s own animal use - 
purposes, species, numbers, severity, 3Rs 
achievements, how ethics and welfare are 
considered etc?

• Are the organisa?on’s ‘local’ values, 
perspec1ves and policies explained?



Appropriate staffing

• Sufficient numbers of trained 
and competent personnel, with appropriate 
experience.
• Time for daily, meaningful rou?ne monitoring of all 

animals.
• Low turnover of staff and minimal need for agency 

staff to ‘plug the gaps’.
• Opportuni?es for con?nuous development, and for 

recogni1on.

Adapted from: h<ps://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/a<achment_data/file/512098/Pa<erns_low-level_concerns.pdf

istockphoto.com/fotografixx



• Competence is not ‘assumed’ but must be 
established.

• Training needs are iden?fied (for all personnel) and 
met - including supervision of individuals using new 
techniques, species etc.

• Clear training plans and records are kept and well 
managed, reviewed and tailored to individual 
personnel with ongoing regular ‘refresher’ training, 
and encouragement and expecta?on for CPD.

Educa<on and training



Ongoing support 

Provided to personnel 
who care for animals to 
help them cope with the 
emo1onal challenges of 
their job such as humane 
killing of animals, especially 
those with whom they 
have formed a bond.

In par2cular, provide opportuni2es for 
teams to discuss feelings around the 
harms experienced by animals.

www.na3rsc.org/compassion-fa4gue



Improving animal welfare

• Efforts are made to 
exceed minimum standards
required by legisla?on.

• Staff can provide specific 
and recent examples of how 
each of the 3Rs are being 
implemented.



• Good integra1on with wider lab animal science, 3Rs 
and welfare communi?es. Flow into the organisa?on 
of info on good prac1ce, which is acted on.

• Procedure or species-specific 
‘focus groups’ to iden?fy 
opportuni?es for 
con1nuous improvement.

• A strategy for issues such as 
environmental enrichment; 
rehoming; suppor1ng 
non-animal methodologies etc



All relevant personnel should be able to 
talk about what studies using animals involve 
 

• including what techniques and experimental 
procedures are authorised and being used

• the scien?fic objec1ves of the protocol
• the harms that animals may experience
• the humane endpoints of the study

Pre-start mee?ngs and checking of licences before 
any work starts.



Ongoing and retrospec1ve review for 
all projects. 

• What has gone well - and what hasn’t?
• Have the objec?ves been met? 
• Were the harms to animals as expected?
• Are there learnings to be shared?
• Have any future improvements in implemen?ng 

3Rs been iden?fied and shared (inc. externally)?



Scien<sts 

• Are directly accessible and engage posi?vely with 
animal care and other staff.

• See the value in a collabora1ve approach.
• Respect the knowledge of animal care staff.
• Take an interest in the animals they will be using.
• Don’t appear in the animal unit only when they are 

doing an animal experiment. 
• Are not “too busy” to check animals themselves.



• This can happen in even the best operated 
ins?tu?ons. 
• Having the right culture means that these 

things are not ignored or hidden, but are 
reported, discussed and dealt with.
• People should feel able to admit genuine 

mistakes. Learn from them and change 
prac?ces, rather than ‘blame and shame’.

When things go wrong…



A clear system for personnel 
to raise any concerns

• feelings that a poten.al refinement is not being implemented
• under-resourcing of staff or lack of equipment
• concerns that a non-compliance has occurred or that there have been 

‘near-misses’ etc. 
• concerns there is a lack of competency

Process is clearly highlighted
e.g. on posters in animal unit; in induc3on materials etc.

Effec2ve solu2ons are put in place…
rather than a succession of ‘quick fixes’.



In ideal posi1on to help drive ins1tu1on’s culture

• Contribu?ons from people with range of views - 
including external lay members

• All members - including the Chair - receive 
appropriate induc1on, training and CPD 

• Regularly goes around the animal facility.
• Observes animal procedures and speak to 

personnel. 

Animal Welfare Body



• Well supported - resources, ?me, authority 
• Covers all func?ons and tasks.
• Ensures appropriate structures are in place and 

keeps these under review to ensure outcomes are 
delivered effec?vely.

• Avoids a ‘?ck box’ approach. 
• Construc1vely challenges current ways of working.

Animal Welfare Body



Ins?tu?on adopts consistent ethical principles and 
welfare standards if sourcing animals, collabora?ng 
or contrac?ng studies externally.



If you are a university, what 
oversight do you have of 
interna1onal collabora1ons of 
your staff, involving animals, ?ssues 
or data generated from animal use?

If you are a pharmaceu?cal 
company, what steps do you take 
to review and assure yourselves of 
the standards in place at external 
partners (e.g. CROs) you use?

Example



If you have personnel working in 
the wild (including overseas), how 
do you sa?sfy yourself that animal 
welfare will be safeguarded, and 
wider environmental disturbance 
avoided or minimised?

Example



How does your ins1tu1on respond to 
developments that affect the ‘bigger picture’?

e.g. discussions in the scien?fic press 
around research standards and the 
‘reproducibility crisis’?

 

Wider issues  #1

“One-third to one-half of animal 
experiments are never published, 
and of those that are, many are too 
poorly conducted to be reliable.”

www.nature.com/ar4cles/d41586-019-02676-4



• Does your ins?tu?on provide access 
to specialist exper?se in 
experimental design and sta?s?cs?

• Do you require that the results from 
all research* be published or shared 
- whatever the outcome?

• Including full details of exactly how 
animals were used and the steps 
taken to refine animal use etc.

* Except where there are clear commercial or intellectual property rights issues etc.

h<ps://www.nc3rs.org.uk/arrive-guidelines           h<ps://norecopa.no/prepare



Aaempts are made to measure 
the impact of animal studies 
undertaken at the ins?tu?on. 

Set criteria for what 
represents ‘success’ and try 
and measure this.



How does your ins1tu1on respond to 
developments that affect the ‘bigger picture’?

e.g. exposés of poor prac1ces in other ins?tu?ons?

 

Wider issues  #2



How well do you do cri<cal ‘self-reflec<on’?

“It couldn’t 
happen here…”

“We operate 
to the highest 
standards…”

“We have 
the strongest 
regula0on…”

“This is a good prompt 
for us to review, and 
poten0ally improve, 
our own prac0ces…”



Transparency towards stakeholders

Providing balanced informa2on

• be clear about the purposes of animal use
• be realis3c about the poten3al benefits
• be honest about limita3ons of animal research
• accurately portray standards of regula3on, science and 

animal welfare
• be open about what animals experience, including the 

nature and level of any suffering
• acknowledge the ethical dilemmas involved





How are you doing?

1. Assess some of these indicators 
- surveys of personnel 
(e.g. I agree that ‘animal welfare is a priority’ at our ins>tu>on)

- objec?ve measures 
(e.g. vet regularly visits animal unit; animal care staff are members of AWB)

- 3Rs-related measures

2. Ascertain current status in your ins?tu?on

3. Have an ac1on plan for con?nuous improvement 
and monitor how well it is working

doi.org/10.1177/0023677219887998
doi.org/10.3390/ani9110969



● Do we have an establishment-wide understanding 
of what ‘culture of care’ means to us?

● What specific ac+ons have we taken to put the ‘culture 
of care’ principles into prac>ce?

● Is what we are currently doing delivering the desired 
outcomes?

● How can we do things be2er?
● What difficul+es have we faced in crea>ng a culture of 

care - how did we deal with them?
● How do we benchmark against others in the sector?
● How could we assess and evaluate our own culture of 

care?

Some ques<ons to discuss with colleagues



Read our resource
%nyurl.com/AWERBCOC

Email us 
animalsinscience@rspca.org.uk

For more informa+on


