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The culture of an 
organisation relates to the 
beliefs, values and attitudes
of its people and the 
development of processes
that determine how they 
behave and work together.

LASA / RSPCA 2015



The culture of an 
organisation relates to the 
beliefs, values and attitudes
of its people and the 
development of processes
that determine how they 
behave and work together.

i.e. what people think and do

Hawkins and Bertelsen 2019



“Compliance, and failures to comply 
[with regulations] can 
often be traced back 

to behaviours… and attitudes. 

Home Office - Animals in Science Regulation Unit 
Annual Report 2013



National Animal Ethics Advisory Committee 
New Zealand 2002

“Society’s expectations about 
the welfare of animals, and the 
means for enhancing it, are 
constantly evolving. It is your 
job to keep abreast of these 
changes and help constantly 
improve the culture of care
within your own workplace”.



www.bristol.ac.uk/animal-research



www.sanofi.com



Now… most organisations say they have one



The concept should be 
applied in a meaningful way

and not simply used as a 
’buzzword’.

Hawkins and Bertelsen 2019



Defining ’culture of care’

”A culture that demonstrates
caring and respectful attitudes and 
behaviour towards animals and 
encourages acceptance of 
responsibility and accountability in 
all aspects of animal care and use.”

http://www.lasa.co.uk/PDF/AWERB_Guiding_Principles_2015_final.pdf



https://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/lab_animals/pdf/endorsed_awb-nc.pdf



“Simply having animal facilities and 
resources which meet the requirements 
of the legislation will not ensure that 
appropriate animal welfare, care and 
use practices will automatically follow.” 

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/lab_animals/pdf/endorsed_awb-nc.pdf



“Ensuring an appropriate culture of care
is in everyone’s interests, as it will 
promote improved animal welfare and 
therefore enhanced scientific outcomes, 
and give all those involved in the 
establishment confidence that delivering 
high quality animal care and use 
practices is an important priority.”

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/lab_animals/pdf/endorsed_awb-nc.pdf



Culture of care is now used 
to indicate a commitment to:

• improving animal welfare

• improving scientific quality

• taking care of staff

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

International Culture of Care Network



International Culture of Care Network

https://norecopa.no/coc

Originally proposed in 2016 
by Thomas Bertelsen from 
Novo Nordisk in Denmark

Currently has 43 members 
representing organisations 
from 14 countries



• promote a mind-set and behaviour that 
continuously and proactively works to 
progress and promote laboratory animal 
welfare and the 3Rs

• go to a level above and beyond a culture of 
compliance

• include a culture of challenge

International Culture of Care Network

https://norecopa.no/coc



“The primary outcome of the network is to 
share and publish examples of activities

fostering a Culture of Care 
which make a difference 

in terms of improved animal welfare”.

International Culture of Care Network

https://norecopa.no/coc



“Achieving a culture of care 
is not a goal in itself, but is 
a means to achieve a goal”

Hawkins and Bertelsen 2019



The right ‘culture’: why is it important?

• Necessary if legal, ethical and animal welfare 
obligations, along with wider responsibilities
towards employees and the public, are to be 
met. 

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

• Impacts on scientific 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 relationships and a lack of trust. 

• Missed opportunities for implementing the 3Rs.

• Reputational damage.

• Unnecessary or avoidable harms caused to 
animals.

• Poor standards of research.



CLICK TO EDIT MASTER TEXT STYLES



All organisations should ensure that 
they have a clear vision of what a good
culture of care means for them...

LASA / RSPCA 2015



• Corporate expectation of high standards 
endorsed at all levels throughout the institution.

• Management setting the right example.

• Appropriate behaviours and attitudes towards 
animal research from all key personnel. 

• Voices and concerns at all levels throughout the 
organisation are heard and dealt with positively. 

Key factors



• Effective communication throughout the 
institution. 

• People understanding the importance of 
compliance with the law and regulations.

• People knowing their own responsibilities and 
tasks. 

• The roles and work of animal care and welfare 
staff are respected and supported.

Key factors



• Creating, maintaining and developing the 
‘culture of care’ is not reliant on just one or 
two people. There is a team approach -
without loss of individual responsibility.

• Pro-active attempts are made towards 
improving standards, rather than merely 
reacting to problems when they arise.

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

Key factors



Indicators of a good 
‘culture of care’



Values



• Leaders and frontline staff are actively 
committed to improving uptake of the 3Rs, 
animal welfare, quality of science and 
openness, and work together to achieve this.

• “How can we best exceed the minimum 
standards required for compliance?”

Required mindset



“In the cases where the [Named Person 
Responsible for ensuring Compliance] is 
found to have failed to comply, it is likely 
that the issues will be wide-ranging within 
the establishment”.

Home Office - Animals in Science Regulation Unit 
Annual Report 2013



Head of institution

• Be proactive

• Provide effective leadership

• Champion a good culture of care

• Act as a role model

• Be visible and accessible

• Be engaged

Home Office - Animals in Science Regulation Unit 

Should



• Helps to demonstrate the importance that the 
leadership places on the duties and responsibilities 
of the organisation in this area

• Enables staff to make a connection with 
management

• Allows the leadership of the organisation to set out 
their expectations for behaviours and practices.

Meets new animal users



Depending on size and structure of the organisation 
this could be:

• 1:1
• in groups
• at an appropriate

opportunity 
(e.g. ad hoc, or at monthly or 
quarterly team meets)

Meets new animal users



Inductions

• For all new personnel

• Are new employees informed about the 
organisation’s own animal use - for example 
purposes, species, numbers, severity of 
procedures, 3Rs achievements, systems of 
ethical oversight?

• Are the organisation’s ‘local’ values, perspectives 
and policies explained?



Communication



People responsible for overseeing 
welfare and care of animals  
Article 24 (1a)

Person responsible for compliance 
e.g. head of institute  
Article 20 (2)

Animal Welfare Body  
Article 26

People responsible for ensuring training, 
competence and supervision of staff etc.  
Article 24 (1c)

People responsible for ensuring access 
to species-specific information
Article 24 (1b)

Designated veterinarian
Article 25

How effective are each -
and how well do they 

interact?



Internal communications

Good systems for sharing information such as:

• Updates to national regulations, or local policies

• Issues identified following official inspections

• Minutes and actions from AWB meetings

• 3Rs, animal welfare knowledge and information

• Feedback from external events e.g. conferences



www.rspca.org.uk/webContent/staticImages/Downloads/CommunicationAndTheCultureOfCarePoster2019.pdf



Animal Welfare Body 
(or local animal ethics committee)

• Posters around the institution 
explain the work of the Animal 
Welfare Body.

• Meetings are ‘open’ for any 
staff member to attend to 
develop an understanding of its 
role and operation.



Evidence of integration in, and external 
liaison with, the wider laboratory animal 
science, 3Rs and welfare communities.

• Involvement in relevant networks and forums

• Participation in meetings and conferences

• Membership of Professional Bodies

• Exchange visits

• Publications



• ‘Why are we doing this?’

• ‘Will it deliver the outcome                                   
we want?’

• ‘Is there a better way?’

“You want a culture that 
provokes good conversations”



Processes



Clear lines of authority where there is shared 
responsibility and accountability for the welfare of 
animals.

People should know…



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 scientific objectives of the protocol

• the likely harms and suffering that animals may 
experience

• the humane endpoints of
the study



‘Pre-start’ and pre-study 
briefing meetings.

A culture of checking licence 
authorities before starting any 
new set of experiments. 

To avoid: “But I thought it was 
authorised…”



Clear audit trails of 
communications between 
scientists and animal 
technologists.



Ongoing and retrospective review for 
all projects. 
Review activities and progress e.g. 

• What has gone well - and what hasn’t?

• Have the objectives been met? 

• Were the harms to animals as expected?

• Are there learnings to be shared?

• Have any future improvements in implementing 
3Rs been identified and shared (inc. externally)?



Even in the best operated institutions 
things can sometimes go wrong. 

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 
practices, rather than ‘blame 
and shame’.



People should feel free to 
express any concerns –
indeed, doing so should be 
expected and encouraged.

Shouldn’t believe that doing 
so will be detrimental to 
their status, job prospects 
or relationships with 
colleagues.



A clear process and system is in place                                               
for personnel to raise any concerns.
For example -

• feelings that a potential refinement is not being 
implemented

• under-resourcing of staff or lack of necessary 
equipment

• concerns that a non-compliance has occurred or 
that there have been ‘near-misses’ etc. 

• concerns there is a lack of competency



The route for raising concerns is clearly 
highlighted internally 
e.g. on posters, in induction materials etc.

Effective solutions are put in place…
rather than a succession of ‘quick fixes’.



People



“The capacity of the establishment to comply 
[with regulations] often lies in the attitudes
of the scientists, named persons [e.g. 
veterinarian, animal technicians]…
as well as the engagement of the [Animal 
Welfare Body].”

Home Office - Animals in Science Regulation Unit 
Annual Report 2013



Recruitment

• Look for people who are 
caring and empathetic with a 
good attitude towards animals.

Adapted from Robinson et al 2019

• NB: Recruitment practices alone cannot create 
‘caring attitudes’, and assessment of individual 
attitudes to animals can be difficult at the 
recruitment stage.

• Train interviewers to ask appropriate questions.



Appropriate staffing

• Sufficient numbers of personnel, 
and with appropriate experience, for the size of 
institution, type of work and animals being used.

• Sufficient time allocated for daily, meaningful 
routine monitoring of all animals.

• Low turnover of staff and minimal need for 
agency staff to ‘plug the gaps’.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/att
achment_data/file/512098/Patterns_low-level_concerns.pdf

Home Office - Animals in Science Regulation Unit 



Appropriate staffing
- some warning signs

• Staff appear de-motivated, 
over-burdened or under supported. 

• Strained relations between staff. 
• Lack of resilience in the system to cope with 

natural fluctuations in staffing.
• Frequent unexplained staff absences.
• Inadequate cover at weekends - higher animal 

mortalities

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/att
achment_data/file/512098/Patterns_low-level_concerns.pdf

Home Office - Animals in Science Regulation Unit 



Scientists

• Are directly accessible and engage positively with 
animal care and other staff.

• See the value in a collaborative 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.



Designated veterinarian 

• Is visible, engaged and effective. 

• Has specialist knowledge of the species and models 
used.

• Regularly visits with sufficient availability for the 
provision of advice.

• Proactively provides advice and training e.g. relating 
to aseptic surgery, anaesthesia and analgesia.

• Maintains good and accessible clinical records.



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

• Training needs are identified (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 expectation for CPD.

Education and training



Ongoing support 

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



Things that can help

• Train personnel to recognise situations that can 
cause compassion fatigue and when they might 
be experiencing it.

• Allow appropriate outlets and opportunities for 
personnel to understand and express their 
emotions.

• Encourage personnel to ask for help, without 
shame or embarrassment.

www.na3rsc.org/compassion-fatigue



• Provide access to mental health professionals and 
counselling support.

• Encourage the development of sustainable coping 
skills - e.g. it’s not just a case of ‘taking a vacation’.

• Rotate difficult tasks among personnel.

• Allow an individual to be excused from killing an 
animal(s) when they are particularly attached or 
find it too difficult. 

Things that can help

www.na3rsc.org/compassion-fatigue



Facilities



‘First impressions’ of the animal unit
- includes changing areas, cage washrooms

• Design is ‘fit for purpose’ 
• Not relying on temporary or makeshift solutions
• Good state of repair of fixtures and fittings 
• Tidy and organised
• Hygienic and safe
• Calm - activity, noise 



Appropriate facilities

• Environmental parameters are 
monitored and well controlled.

• Clear plans for maintenance, 
upkeep and upgrade.

• Effective emergency response 
procedures and systems are in 
place.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/att
achment_data/file/512098/Patterns_low-level_concerns.pdf

Home Office - Animals in Science Regulation Unit 



Making animal welfare 
improvements



Personnel have a good 
understanding of animal 
behaviour and the latest animal 
welfare science. 

Are able to provide a variety of 
recent and specific examples of 
how 3Rs are being considered 
and implemented in the 
institution.



Internal procedure or species-
specific ‘focus groups’ can be 
set up to identify 
opportunities for continuous 
improvement 

e.g. gather, review and share 
latest information on good 
practice, or aspects such as 
sharing tissues or minimising 
surplus breeding.   



Or for reducing harms. 
For example, review current animal use with aim 
of avoiding ‘severe’ suffering.

https://focusonseveresuffering.co.uk/roadmap



Attempts are made to go beyond 
the minimum requirements for 
housing animals set out in 
legislation.



Minimum standards of housing 
required by law (influenced by 
politics, economics etc) 

Standards required to meet 
essential welfare needs
(based on science).

Improving animal welfare



The institution has an 
environmental enrichment 
strategy.

Thought is given to 
trying to provide for 
positive experiences for 
animals, as well as 
minimising pain or 
suffering.



Costs of resources to 
enable improvements in 
animal care and use are 
factored in when 
considering project 
funding.

e.g. enrichment to improve 
animals’ enclosures; training 
courses for personnel

Photo credit: Understanding Animal Research



Rehoming

Do you have a plan?

Does it consider 
‘other’ species
e.g. rats, rabbits etc?



https://actu.epfl.ch/news/a-second-lease-on-life-for-laboratory-rats/



Efforts and 
successes of 
personnel to 
promote 3Rs and 
advance animal 
welfare are 
recognised 

e.g. internal 3Rs 
prize



Ethical oversight and 
governance



Animal Welfare Body 
(or local animal ethics committee)

• Is in an ideal position to help drive an 
institution’s culture.

• Can demonstrate effective leadership in this 
area.

• Ensure appropriate structures are in place.

• Keep these under review to ensure                        
outcomes are delivered effectively.

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/lab_animals/pdf/endorsed_awb-nc.pdf



Animal Welfare Body 
(or local animal ethics committee)

• Involves contributions from people with a 
range of views and backgrounds, 
inc. scientists, lay and independent members etc.

• Members regularly go around the animal facility.

• Observe animal procedures and speak to  
personnel in different roles. 

• Clearly sets out expectations.



Avoids a simple ‘tick box’ approach to fulfilling 
obligations.

Constructively challenges current ways of working:

• Are they still justified?
• Can they be improved?
• Are there new and better 

approaches available?

Animal Welfare Body 
(or local animal ethics committee)



Recognises that:

1. ‘Ethics’ is more than just 
thinking about the 3Rs.

2. The 3Rs is more than ‘refinement’.



Protocol Review

• Does not assume claims of benefits and 
likelihood of achieving these, are always correct 
or realistic.

• Understands animal welfare implications of the 
research.

• Not accept that just because it has received 
funding it must be ethically acceptable.

• Prepared to turn down poorly designed or 
planned studies.



Institution adopts consistent ethical 
principles and welfare standards if 
sourcing animals, collaborating or 
contracting studies externally.



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

• Share your company’s expectations, 
values and minimum standards

• Audits/visits – esp. where high 
severity, particular species, or a new 
relationship is involved…

Photo credit: Understanding Animal Research

Example



If you are a CRO, do 
you have a process 
for critically 
reviewing the 
harm-benefit
of individual 
products or test 
substances?

Example



If you are a university, what 
oversight do you have of 
international collaborations of 
your staff, involving animals, 
tissues or data generated from 
animal use? 

Example



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



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

e.g. reports and discussions in the scientific press 
around research standards, or which raise ethical 
issues?

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.”

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-02676-4



Does your institution provide access 
to specialist expertise in 
experimental design and statistics? 

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.

https://www.nc3rs.org.uk/arrive-guidelines           https://norecopa.no/prepare



Attempts are made to measure 
the impact of animal studies 
undertaken at the institution. 

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



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

e.g. exposés of poor practices in other institutions?

Wider issues #2



How well do you do critical ‘self-reflection’?

“It couldn’t 
happen here…”

“We operate 
to the highest 
standards…”

“We have 
the strongest 
regulation…”

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



Openness and transparency



Culture of care is now used 
to indicate a commitment to:

• improving animal welfare

• improving scientific quality

• taking care of staff

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

International Culture of Care Network



“A lack of openness and 
limited availability of 
balanced information 
has contributed to 
mistrust”

Nuffield Council on Bioethics - The ethics of research involving animals (2005)



Balanced information means… 

• being clear about the purposes of animal use

• being realistic about the potential benefits

• being honest about limitations of animal research

• accurately portraying standards of regulation, science and 
animal welfare

• acknowledging the ethical dilemmas involved

• being open about what animals experience, including the 
nature and level of any suffering



Don’t just think about what information you 
provide to the public… but just as importantly, 
how you are providing it.

‘Information’ ‘Openness’

Is it meaningful?!



www.reading.ac.uk/research/research-environment/animal-research.aspx



www.crick.ac.uk/research/platforms-and-facilities/biological-research-
facility/animal-research/numbers-types-of-animals-used-in-research



https://www.manchester.ac.uk/research/environment/
governance/ethics/animals/research/



www.youtube.com/watch?v=cc-flRHWEao    www.cam.ac.uk/stories/nervebypass
www.esi-frankfurt.de/organization/animal_research



Assessing 

your culture of care



Go beyond the buzzword and try to assess your 

institution’s performance and progress.

• It is possible to ‘assess’ some of these indicators.

• Ascertain current status in your institution.

• Have an action plan for continuous improvement 

and monitor how well it is working.

https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/9/11/969



Does not need to be resource 

intensive. Focus on a tailored 

selection of indicators relevant 

to your organisation.

• Internal surveys (inc. questionnaires and 

discussions) which focus on personnel 

perspectives.

• Invite external input.



Indicators: include appropriate proportions of

• subjective - e.g. “Animal welfare is a priority in our 

organisation”    Strongly agree                    Strongly disagree

• objective - e.g. the designated veterinarian 

regularly visits the animal unit; animal care 

personnel are members of the AWB.

• animal-centred - including those which relate to 

each of the 3Rs  





Institution is able to benchmark and compare itself 
against others

e.g. housing and care standards; how effectively the 
Animal Welfare Body is operating etc.

• Visit other animal facilities

• ‘Animal tech exchanges’

• Observe AWB meetings of other organisations

• Invite external input



• Pressure on time and resources.

• Resistance to change.

• Lack of buy-in from key individuals. 

• Communication – channels and quality.

• Organisations operating across multiple sites.

• Collaboration with partners in different 
countries - different standards, regulations etc.

Challenges



• A good culture of care will contribute positive 
outcomes for animals, people and science.

• Culture of care should be embedded in all 
activities and discussions - not treated as a 
‘standalone’ activity.

Summary



More information

• NORECOPA. Culture of care. https://norecopa.no/coc  

• European Commission (2014). A working document on Animal Welfare Bodies and National 
Committees to fulfil the requirements under the Directive. Available at: 
ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/lab_animals/pdf/endorsed_awb-nc.pdf

• RSPCA/LASA (2015). Promoting a Culture of Care. Chapter 11 in Guiding Principles on Good 
Practice for Animal Welfare and Ethical Review Bodies. 
Available at: http://www.lasa.co.uk/PDF/AWERB_Guiding_Principles_2015_final.pdf

• Hawkins and Jennings (2017). The Culture of Care - a working concept.
Available at: https://norecopa.no/media/7711/culture-of-care-working-concept.pdf 

• Hawkins & Bertelsen (2019). 3Rs-Related and Objective Indicators to Help Assess the Culture of 
Care. Animals 9(11), 969; https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/9/11/969

• Robinson et al (2019). 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. 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0023677219887998

• Robinson and Kerton (2021). What does a Culture of Care look like? Lessons learnt from a 
workshop survey. Lab Animal 50, 269-271. www.nature.com/articles/s41684-021-00852-6



All institutions should think about…

• What actions has your establishment taken to 
put the ‘culture of care’ principles into practice?

• “How can we do things better?”

• “What more could be done?”

• What difficulties have you faced in creating a 
culture of care - how do you deal with them?

• How could you assess and evaluate your own 
culture of care?


