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Abstract 

The practice of animal experimentation leads to conflicting obligations experienced by laboratory staff, e.g. re-
garding the dual status of laboratory animals or the severity of procedures versus the societal benefit of research. 
This generates ethical tensions that may remain unresolved and directly impact the implementation of best prac-
tices in animal research, in particular regarding the 3R principles (replace, reduce, refine). In this study, we con-
ducted 35 semi-structured interviews with Swiss researchers working in public institutions. Following a qualitative 
analysis through reflexive thematic analysis, we identified two broad categories of conflicting experiences in re-
lation to the implementation of the 3Rs: (1) Loyalty conflicts between their professional obligation to advance 
science, their own career, and to care for animals; (2) Conflicting personal attitudes on how researchers relate to 
animals, perceive the 3Rs, and perceive transparency. This empirical mapping of experiences lived by researchers 
shows the complex nature of dilemmas in this setting and the specificities of this stakeholder group. Conversely, 
it also uncovers how researchers cope with these dilemmas, which can help to design more targeted ethical re-
search on the topic. These insights call for further ethical and legal guidance to provide better axiological clarity 
in this context. 
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I. Introduction 
Animal experimentation is widely used around the world to support scientific endeavour. A vast ma-
jority of it is done with human interests in mind, either to better understand fundamental biological 
principles, discover novel therapies, meet regulatory purposes, or educate students (Animal Protection 
Ordinance, 2008; Directive 2010/63 of the European Parliament and of the Council, 2010; Bout et al., 
2014). In Switzerland, around 600,000 experimental animals were used in 2023, a rather constant fig-
ure for the past thirty years (FSVO, 2024). Among these, 55% were used for basic research and 18% for 
applied and translational research (FSVO, 2024). Although genuine scientific advancements were made 
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through animal experimentation, the recognition of sentience in many experimental species has led to 
growing ethical concerns as regard to using animals in this context (Andrews et al., 2024; Browning & 
Veit, 2022). 

Indeed, in The Principles of Humane Experimental Technique, Russell and Burch (1959, chap. 2) note 
that “Far from despising lower animals (as it is convenient to call them) (…), we should logically treat 
them with special consideration. (…) No sane person regards a baby as insentient, because he cannot 
talk.” This led the two British authors to define the 3R principles of animal experimentation (replace, 
reduce, refine) (Russell & Burch, 1959, chap. 4), which became one of the cornerstones of current 
regulations on animal experimentation. The 3Rs are often branded as ‘ethical principles’, even though 
this ethicality may sometimes be challenged as their definition often lacks an explicit and coherent 
normative framework (Louis-Maerten et al., 2024). Nevertheless, the general intention behind the 3Rs 
is to minimise the harm experienced by the sentient species that are being used. Indeed, since these 
animals matter morally, there is a moral imperative to avoid doing harm to them. This creates a dual 
status of laboratory animals, already flagged by Arluke (1988), where they are seen as both objects of 
experiments and subjects with whom one can bond. As a result, laboratory workers experience some 
forms of conflicting attitudes towards animals and animal experimentation (Engel et al., 2020; LaFol-
lette & Shanks, 1997). 

This conflicting state is even more salient at broader levels, where the promotion of alternatives to 
animal models often coexists with a cautious argument presenting animal experimentation as a “nec-
essary gold standard” in science (Marshall et al., 2022; Pound, 2023; Worth et al., 2025). This dual 
discourse, where the moral urgency of the 3Rs is constantly put forth but buffered by pragmatic con-
straints, creates a space where stakeholders of animal experimentation must navigate ethical tensions. 
While there may be no doubt that animal welfare is an important consideration for laboratory workers 
(Franco & Olsson, 2014), the reality of using animals for experimental purposes often goes against this 
consideration, which creates an unpleasant cognitive state better known as cognitive dissonance (En-
gel et al., 2020). As a result, laboratory workers shape the perception of their work in a way that puts 
them in a more comfortable cognitive state, for example by shifting responsibility onto institutional 
rules or ethics commissions, or by devaluing animals (Engel et al., 2020). More generally, these con-
flicting attitudes may take different forms in practice and may have a profound impact on the profes-
sional quality of life of laboratory workers (LaFollette et al., 2020) and on the public perception of 
animal experimentation (McLeod & Hobson-West, 2016; Mills et al., 2018). 

However, most of the existing empirical data is focussed on caring positions at the laboratory, e.g. 
veterinarians or animal technicians, and more rarely on the researchers themselves. Yet, the latter 
have a unique position in this context by having an added professional obligation, i.e. their own re-
search agenda, which puts them in a specific role conflict where they may express an ethical commit-
ment to animal welfare while simultaneously wanting to advance science and use the best model they 
have at hand. We will refer to this role conflict as a case of dual loyalty or, depending on the number 
of conflicting interests, multiple loyalties. Dual loyalty refers to a situation where individuals have con-
flicting professional allegiances to two entities or causes that are usually difficult to reconcile. This 
concept has been particularly discussed in the context of human healthcare, for example in medical 
education (Atkinson, 2019), occupational practice (London, 2005), military practice (Clark, 2006; 
Olsthoorn, 2019), psychiatric practice (Robertson & Walter, 2008), or prison health care (Merkt et al., 
2021). In these instances, dual loyalty is defined as “a conflict or potential conflict between a 
healthcare professional’s simultaneous obligations – expressed or implied – to a patient and to a third 
party” (Atkinson, 2019). To our knowledge, in the context of animal experimentation, this notion of 
dual loyalty has only been empirically investigated in laboratory veterinarians so far (McGlacken et al., 
2023), where the authors contrast the advocate role of veterinarians with their practical role in re-
search facilities. 
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This article reports a subset of findings from a broader qualitative study we performed with research-
ers on their experiences and beliefs on the implementation of the 3R principles in Switzerland. The 
specific objective of this article is to describe the conflicting experiences and ethical tensions perceived 
by these researchers in relation to 3R implementation. This will help to better understand how re-
searchers handle the various obligations they have, their professional needs in the context of animal 
experimentation, and their specific rapport with the 3R principles.  

II. Methods 
This study is part of a broader project entitled “Implementing the 3Rs in Switzerland: an interdiscipli-
nary in-depth exploration of barriers and facilitators” (Implement-3R), which is part of the Swiss Na-
tional Research Program 79 “Advancing 3R” (NRP79, 2025). The aims of the project are to explore the 
perceptions that researchers have concerning the 3R principles and to identify barriers and facilitators 
to their implementation in Switzerland. This article follows the consolidated criteria for reporting qual-
itative research (COREQ, Tong et al., 2007). 

1. Research team and reflexivity 

The research team consisted of one PhD candidate in biomedical ethics (ELM), two postdoctoral re-
searchers (HS and LDG), and the principal investigator (BSE). After receiving training in qualitative re-
search and acquiring the necessary interview skills, ELM solely conducted semi-structured interviews 
with the researchers involved in this study. ELM had no prior relationship with the interviewees before 
the start of the study. He has a background in veterinary medicine (doctorate) and applied ethics (B.A., 
M.A.). His general positioning concerning animal experimentation stems from the field of animal stud-
ies (Waldau, 2013), with a reformist and so-called “new welfarist” standing (Fasel & Butler, 2023). The 
rest of the team has a background in biomedical ethics, with various specific experiences such as med-
icine (LDG, BSE), public health (LDG), or psychology (HS), and were regularly involved in the analysis 
phase where they provided feedback.  

2. Theoretical framework 

Reflexive thematic analysis was the methodological approach used for this study (Braun & Clarke, 
2019, 2021a). Therefore, the research questions were addressed within a paradigmatic framework of 
interpretivism and constructivism. We chose to embed this study within a “big Q” paradigm – i.e. in-
ductive work and hypothesis generation, as opposed to “small q” paradigms that are more often based 
on a positivist epistemology (Kidder & Fine, 1987) – to reflect the richness of accounts from the partic-
ipants concerning their views and experiences on the implementation of the 3Rs in Switzerland, while 
acknowledging the reflexive influence of our own interpretations as an interdisciplinary team of re-
searchers (Braun & Clarke, 2023; Walsh, 2015). Positivist notions of data interpretation were avoided 
as much as possible during the collection and analysis of the dataset. 

3. Participant selection 

Thirty-five participants were recruited through purposive and snowballing sampling. We approached 
participants by email and informed them about the nature and objectives of the study, the expected 
duration of the interview, and measures taken to ensure anonymity and confidentiality. In case of non-
response, we sent a single reminder a couple of weeks after the initial invitation. Using this strategy, 
we approached 103 researchers between February 2024 and December 2024. Out of these, 18 explic-
itly declined to participate, 50 did not answer the invitation, and 35 accepted the invitation. The overall 
response rate was thus 34% (35/103). No participants dropped out from the study after their interview. 
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4. Interview setting 

Most of the semi-structured interviews (28/35) were conducted face-to-face, either at the inter-
viewee’s workplace, or in a public space like a café. The rest of the interviews (7/35) were conducted 
using the online meeting software Zoom with the end-to-end encryption functionality. When the in-
terview was conducted face-to-face, it was most often in a private office or in a meeting room without 
anyone else being present. All interviews were conducted in English, except for one that was con-
ducted in French (the native language of both interviewer and participant). 

5. Description of sample 

Two populations of researchers were included during the recruitment process: researchers developing 
replacement, reduction, or refinement strategies as part of their current research (3R), and research-
ers doing in vivo research without any specific 3R emphasis (AX). Table 1 describes the academic posi-
tion of the participants and their main demographic characteristics.  

Table 1: Participants description 

Gender Female 

Male 

Other 

14 (40%) 

21 (60%) 

0 (0%) 

Age group 20-29 

30-39 

40-49 

50-59 

60-69 

≥ 70 

5 (14%) 

6 (17%) 

12 (34%) 

6 (17%) 

5 (14%) 

1 (3%) 

Academic position Junior position PhD student 

Post-doctoral researcher 

5 (14%) 

3 (9%) 

Senior position Senior researcher* 

Full professor 

Emeritus professor 

14 (40%) 

12 (34%) 

1 (3%) 

Type of research In vivo experimentation (AX) 

3R research (3R) 

19 (54%) 

16 (46%) 

Language region† French-speaking can-
tons 

Fribourg 

Geneva 

Vaud 

5 (14%) 

5 (14%) 

5 (14%) 

German-speaking 
cantons 

Basel-Stadt 

Bern 

Zürich 

6 (17%) 

7 (20%) 

7 (20%) 
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Scientific field° Animal welfare science 

Biochemistry 

Biomedical engineering 

Cancer research 

Cardiovascular research 

Cellular biology 

Ecology and evolution 

Environmental health 

Genetics and genomics 

Immunology 

Microbiology 

Molecular biology 

Neuroscience 

Nutrition and metabolism 

Pharmacology and toxicology 

Physiology 

Reproductive and developmental biology 

1 

5 

3 

7 

3 

13 

3 

1 

5 

4 

3 

3 

10 

1 

7 

3 

3 

*Includes assistant professorship and associate professorship positions 
†Some cantons are bilingual but were classified in a single category based on the main language spoken (e.g., Fribourg as a 
French-speaking canton and Bern as a German-speaking canton) 

°Participant could select multiple fields to describe themselves 

6. Data collection 

ELM, LDG, and BSE developed the interview guide, which is presented in Appendix. It was pilot tested 
in January 2024 with three researchers who met the inclusion criteria for this study (two researchers 
working on refinement and replacement, respectively, and one researcher doing in vivo research on 
mice), and some modifications were made accordingly based on the feedback received. The interviews 
were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim while omitting identifiable information. Participants 
had the possibility to review their transcripts and add comments to facilitate the interpretation of their 
thinking. However, no repeat interviews were carried out. The mean duration of the interviews was 
68 minutes (range: 39-96). Interviews were carried out until we felt we had enough richness, complex-
ity, and variety in the dataset to be able to yield meaningful conclusions with our analysis. Importantly, 
we did not evaluate the saturation of our dataset, as this study is embedded in a non-positivist para-
digm (Braun & Clarke, 2021b). 

7. Data analysis 

Data analysis was performed using the qualitative data analysis software MAXQDA 24 (VERBI Software, 
2023, version 24.1.0) and following the six (non-linear) steps of reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2019, 2021a). A single coder (ELM) coded the entirety of the dataset, with guidance from more 
seasoned qualitative researchers (BSE and LDG). The results were then discussed collegially with all the 
co-authors of this article. 
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8. Ethics approval 

The present study was reviewed and approved by the Ethics Commission of the University of Basel 
(UEK, reference number 137_16112023). 

III. Results 

1. General presentation 

In our sample, ethical tensions were described from both conflicting professional obligations and con-
flicting individual attitudes. Concerning the professional obligations, the conflicting experiences illus-
trate a case of dual loyalty where the duty to advance science collides with the duty to care for the 
animals. Concerning individual attitudes, three conflicting experiences are described: (1) the relation-
ships towards laboratory animals; (2) the perception of the 3Rs; (3) the rapport to public transparency. 
The different themes we generated are summarised in a thematic map in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Thematic map showing themes of ethical tensions experienced by researchers in the context of 3R 
implementation 

 

2. Conflicting professional obligations: duty to advance science 

a) Scientific relevance and career interests being the primary drivers for researchers 

Many participants pointed to the fact that their primary mission as scientists is to be able to answer a 
research question, and it is the latter that dictates which types of instrumental means (including ani-
mals) should be used. This explains another recurring comment about the perceived necessity of using 
animals to answer biomedical questions. This also follows the logic of how animal experimentations 
are evaluated, with first an assessment of suitability of a method for achieving a scientific goal, and 
then an assessment of the necessity of the means for that goal. 

If you keep trying to do good research, the first thing is the scientific question. (…) And the 
animal model will help you to prove your hypothesis or to show the effect of what you think 
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can be obtained. So, the first task is to have the scientific question. (...) And I think we are not 
using animals for the purpose of using animals, just to ‘publish or perish‘. 

(Participant AX-08 – Senior researcher) 

So, I think the 3Rs are on the radar of many people in science, but it might not be the primary 
thing to choose their question. I think the primary thing is the question itself. And what fol-
lows from the question is the model. 

(Participant 3R-04 – Full professor) 

As emphasised by the following participants, researchers do not necessarily ponder their use of ani-
mals at first, but rather the relevance of their choice of model in order to yield the most meaningful 
and conclusive results. This also extends to the efforts they need to provide in order to get such results: 
as researchers using animals, they are biased in what sorts of questions they ask in the first place, 
which may make the use of animals more convenient over innovative options. At the same time, these 
comments also indicate more personal motives: researchers tend to choose specific models, including 
animals, not only because it seems best from a scientific standpoint, but also because it seems best for 
the advancement of their own career, which links to the next sub-theme on systemic conservatism. 

But at least in my field, if you can do it with an animal, people still prefer doing it with ani-
mals… [pause] Because what you find is going to be more like real. Because whenever you do 
the simplified models, they lose this aspect of how real biology works. (…) I would not say 
they would go to trash completely, but their real-life significance is pretty much decreased in 
some instances. That is why people still prefer doing in vivo work at first. 

(Participant AX-07 – Senior researcher) 

So, there are several arguments for that, but I tend to realise that the only thing they [re-
searchers] actually care about, and I understand it, is whether this is working for them or not, 
whether this is actually working. They actually don't really care where it comes from. (…) They 
will only care about whether it is better for them, or it will work in their hands… [pause] 

(Participant 3R-11 – Post-doctoral researcher) 

b) Factors of systemic conservatism 

Other aspects that determine how researchers behave are the expectations and the general function-
ing of the broader research and epistemic community. When it comes to animal experimentation, 
there was a shared feeling of inertia and slow-moving change among participants. Factors such as 
climbing the academic ladder, staying competitive on the global scale, or being published in high im-
pact-factor journals fuel, from their perspective, conformist and conservative choices of experimental 
models. As a result, as long as following the 3Rs does not have significant positive impacts on career 
advancement, researchers will prefer more conservative options to “stay in line” with the broader ep-
istemic community. 

The challenge is how… A lot is influenced by how the community behaves, right. It is kind of 
a community thing. The challenge is… to keep on… trying to be clever. Instead of doing the 
obvious, trying to make people think about an alternative. This is still a challenge, maybe even 
more than it used to be because, you know, experiments have to be fast and everything has 
to be streamlined because, it is ridiculous, but people are counting papers for careers, for 
promotions. (…) I don’t think the challenge is technical… So much can be done. Many research 
questions can be answered by alternatives, like organoids, all these kinds of things that hap-
pen today, computation…, data mining. So, the challenge is to make people do that. 

(Participant 3R-05 – Full professor) 
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And because science people do not want to change, I think many PIs [Principal Investigators] 
that have like a very high reputation and that all the studies have been done in mice, if now 
you tell them there are these alternatives, [they] would respond that they have to change all 
their models that they have been working on for years. And people do not want to do it. So 
then, until there are new ones of these people, it will not change because they are the teach-
ers of the university and they are the ones doing the research... 

(Participant 3R-03 – Senior researcher) 

It is quite unfortunate, but you are not judged on whether or not you are following the 3Rs. 
You are judged on the article you published with the impact factor you achieved. And you are 
judged on a publication list. And ultimately, what is within it, or at least how you treated the 
animals to get your publication, nobody is going to judge you on that. At least not in the 
scientific community. 

(Participant AX-06 – Senior researcher) 

3. Conflicting professional obligations: duty to care for animals 

a) Awareness that animals are ‘not things‘ 

When explaining the relevance of the 3Rs, participants described how important it is to recognise the 
inherent worth of the animals being used. They do not have the same legal or moral status as cell 
cultures. So much so that some participants conceded that more efforts should be put into developing 
an empathetic virtue in individual researchers towards this inherent worth. 

We should try reducing the number because it is a living being that we are harming or that 
we are putting on some kind of treatment. Even if it is not that stressful, this animal exists 
only for our research. And I think there, we could emphasise this a little more, even in statis-
tics courses with people that did not have a lot to do with science. They could mention at one 
point: ‘You will be working with a live organism, and you should probably reduce the numbers 
and that is quite important.‘ 

(Participant 3R-13 – PhD student) 

And then, yes, the organisations have to improve animal well-being. Yes, okay. But I think it 
should be in every scientist. I mean, every person should be trying to do their best towards 
animals, no? Here it says of course the staff and scientists and all the things should be con-
trolled, but everything is like the responsibility of the organisation, there is no... They have 
kind of removed the ethical part, like everyone should be trying to be a good human being, it 
does not matter if one tells you or not.  

(Participant 3R-03 – Senior researcher) 

b) Aversion to emotionally impactful procedures on animals 

Participants, particularly those working with animals, were often spontaneously sharing the negative 
feelings associated with the use of animals in research. Specifically, the killing procedure or procedures 
with a high degree of severity were mentioned as having a strong impact on their morale. This can lead 
to negative psychological stress and subsequent states such as compassion fatigue, but also to the 
development of coping mechanisms, such as removing the witnessing of procedures (e.g., CO2 killing 
“out of sight”) or having colleagues (junior researchers, animal technicians) carrying out procedures to 
keep a distance with this strain. 

It is always a difficult time when we need to sacrifice an animal. It is not something that we 
enjoy doing, actually. So, it is always tough, emotionally tough. I remember the first time I 
was doing it, I was just crying in front of my animals. Because nobody wants to kill them. 

(Participant AX-02 – Post-doctoral researcher) 
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There are fields like that. Pain research is pretty much like this. Who wants to do this, inflict 
pain to an animal? (…) This is not primarily because of the regulations. This is because people 
do not want to do these experiments. They are ugly and you do not sleep well if you do these 
types of things to animals and if you are not a sadistic person, which you should not be if you 
are a scientist. [general laughter] You do not want to do this. 

(Participant AX-11 – Emeritus professor) 

4. Conflicting individual attitudes: ambivalent relationships to laboratory animals 

a) Moral disengagement 

Participants were showing various ways of relating to their laboratory animals. On the one hand, some 
of them (and in particular those in senior positions working with animals) expressed different levels of 
moral disengagement, i.e. a departure from the professional obligation to care for the animals. For 
instance, the objectification of animals, speciesist statements, the comparison to other sectors of ani-
mal use such as agriculture, or the disregard for emotions. 

I think the emotion is a guideline for our action but not the only one… [pause] And this I like 
with the 3R principles, that they are principles. They are not emotions. We could of course 
say ‘Let us stop immediately all research on animals‘, and then we would have maybe reduced 
the burden of these maybe bad emotions. But on the other hand, we have also to be honest 
that we want advancement in medical therapies and that we want the development of new 
drugs and so on. Most people also want to eat meat, still. And so, we should be honest about 
this thing and not only be emotional about it. 

(Participant 3R-15 – Senior researcher) 

But I think for biomedical research, for particular diseases, I always write in my application, it 
is a bit provocative, 10,000 mice are less worth than a human being, you know. So, it sounds 
now that we can discuss it ethically, but I always think so. Because when I see the cat from 
my neighbour, eating the birds from the trees, nobody says anything to the cat, you know. 
So, I think we have to put this into perspective, right. 

(Participant AX-03 – Senior researcher) 

b) Culture of care 

On the other hand, the inclusion of the professional obligation to care for animals led participants to 
talk about, either spontaneously or in the dedicated section of the interview, the notion of culture of 
care. Most often, culture of care was perceived through a “One Welfare” perspective, where the in-
terdependency of human and laboratory animal welfare was emphasised. In particular, building com-
petence and resilience for laboratory workers was seen as an important consideration. 

What could be improved is the working condition of staff. (…) So, if this could go beyond the 
personal level, where I think this is a given, and could go towards an institutional level where 
institutions say, ‘We make sure there is enough resources to properly care for the animals‘, 
that would be the next step. Because the people, they care. But we often have the impression 
that the institutions do not care whether we are able to care, whether people get enough 
sleep, or whether people get enough money for doing this job. (…) Because if nobody cares 
about them, how should they care about the animals? So, it is like this chain of caring. If that 
is broken, that is when the problem happens… [pause] 

(Participant AX-04 – Full professor) 

Further, a few comments were made by junior researchers on having access to dedicated mental 
health services for laboratory staff. This aspect may be interpreted as a response to an experience of 
moral distress, i.e. a psychological distress caused by a moral interrogation in using animals for certain 
experimental procedures. 
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But I know a colleague that suffered a lot already during the training, so they never started 
working with animals in the end in the laboratory. (…) But for sure, if your laboratory is only 
working with mice, this might be a bigger issue and then this kind of service might be useful. 
If you have no escape from working with animals, then maybe it [having access to mental 
care services] is nice. But I think it is just a way to heal something that should not happen 
first. 

(Participant AX-14 – Post-doctoral researcher) 

In contrast, senior researchers were more doubtful as to the true value of the notion of culture of care. 
They were seeing it as a form of “virtue display” (Participant AX-01) or a hollow concept that is redun-
dant with the values already held by the research community through their professional obligation to 
care for animals. 

Well, I mean, I think it is one of those things you need to have, otherwise you are going to 
look like [a fool] [general laughter]. Look, I think we are all human beings. So, what this makes 
me feel like is… like my PhD students need a reminder that they need to care about the ani-
mals. I think none of them does. I think they are all aware. These are live animals. We are 
talking about living organisms. They have feelings. They feel pain. They feel stressed, partic-
ularly with the kind of things we do to them… [pause] 

(Participant AX-15 – Senior researcher) 

5. Conflicting individual attitudes: mixed perceptions of the 3Rs 

a) The 3Rs as a trivial consideration 

Unexpectedly, the participants related sometimes very differently to the 3Rs. For example, participants 
were often describing their implementation in practice as somewhat evident or a consideration that is 
naturally engraved in their research planning. As such, the 3Rs do not appear as a transformative, self-
critical aspect in designing experiments, but as a step that is normalised and inherent to researchers’ 
ethos. 

To me, the 3Rs are something that I am not sure I fully understand. Or, better said, I under-
stand it, but to me it sounds a bit strange because... we all have been doing and are doing 3R 
and we will do 3R. (…) So it is really something that is intrinsic to science. But somehow it is 
presented as a novel way to do science, but I don't think it is, at all. 

(Participant AX-01 – Full professor) 

But I mean, the 3Rs, get my impression, it is intellectually a pretty shallow concept. It is not 
very complex. I mean, it is pretty basic… [pause] And so what? Even animal experimentation, 
is it good or bad? You get to the bottom of the subject very fast. (…) So, for me, the ‘philoso-
phy of 3R‘, it is not much there. I mean, in a sense it is good, it is a very operational principle. 
But it is not a philosophical, a deep philosophical concept. 

(Participant 3R-17 – Full professor) 

b) The 3Rs being mutually benefitting to both research outputs and animals 

Alternatively, the participants were also highlighting how the 3Rs (refinement specifically) can have a 
positive impact on their research outcomes because of the positive impacts on the animals. In other 
words, if the animals are treated well, the resulting outputs will have an improved quality, thus more 
scientific relevance, and the 3Rs are an instrumental means to reach this end. 

To me, what the 3Rs mean is that we have to treat our experimental animal models with the 
highest respect possible and as the most precious resource that we could have… And there-
fore, think before doing, of course. (…) But we have to plan, obviously as good as possible, 
our experiments to make sure that we do not miscontrol in the end. So, I guess that for me, 
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the 3Rs means also a little bit slowing down the pace of how you do things. Maybe not being 
so impulsive like ‘Oh yeah, I saw it, now let’s do this!‘ Maybe you think over it. [laughs] 

(Participant AX-12 – Full professor) 

c) The 3Rs as a threat to researchers 

Finally, some participants were also expressing more negative perceptions towards the 3Rs. In this 
case, the principles were described as a form of defiance against their research skills or another burden 
on their research process. “And then, what it leads to is a 3R aversion. If you then say 3R, it is like a red 
flag. Like ‘Oh God, the 3Rs again. Leave me alone. I just want to focus on my research.’” (Participant 
AX-15 – Senior researcher) 

Well, I have noticed that I was going to say in the older generation but that is not true. I have 
friends my age who are doing research and who, when we talk about the 3R principles, obvi-
ously feel like it is a critique to what they are doing… [pause] And I get it, it is not nice… (…) 
In some ways, they think that one is criticising their work. That is what I mean by being threat-
ened. (…) And when you tell this to scientists, they say ‘But we have always worked like that. 
I have published tons of papers using this method. If you make me change now, somehow 
you are saying that the whole work I have done before has to be rethought, or it makes it 
look like it was not good science, basically.’ 

(Participant 3R-11 – Post-doctoral researcher) 

6. Conflicting individual attitudes: ambivalent relationships to public transparency 

a) Willingness to be open 

The last conflicting attitude expressed by researchers is about the societal openness on animal exper-
imentation. In accordance with many initiatives to increase public transparency, e.g. the Swiss Trans-
parency Agreement on Animal Research (STAAR, 2025), many of the participants agreed that more 
efforts should be made to demystify the use of animals in scientific procedures and how they are ac-
tually treated in laboratories. 

Yes, I think it is very important that we communicate with the society, that we inform the 
society on our activities, that we actually also show what is being done regarding the 3Rs, but 
that we also openly discuss the fact that maybe for some experiments it is very difficult to, at 
the moment at least, to replace them. Yes, I think it is very important to be in a transparent 
dialogue there and to show..., to actively actually show what is being done. Because maybe 
sometimes that is a bit underrepresented, you know. 

(Participant 3R-19 – Full professor) 

If we do those experiments confidently enough to also stand up and say: ‘We do it because 
of this and this’. If we already anticipate that we do it in a little niche that is not really okay, 
we should not do the experiment. We should try to find alternatives. (…) So, I think the real-
istic discussion and realistic view of saying ‘Give me alternatives, I am hoping to do it differ-
ently’, but not hide yourself. And that is probably something I learned out of that phase. It 
was sort of two years or three years, but I was not personally affected by those activists. So, 
it was a time which was critical as well…, where we thought a lot ‘Are we doing the right 
thing? Should we stop it?’ And dialogue would be of course always more fruitful than sort or 
shying away and saying ‘Okay, they shout, we do not talk at all, and then they disappear’. 

(Participant 3R-10 – Full professor) 

b) Reluctance to speak out about animal experimentation 

As mentioned by the latter participant, this willingness to be transparent is clashing with the reported 
bad perception of animal experimentation in society. This leads to a form of self-censorship where 
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researchers avoid talking about their experiments to prevent a potential backlash from the general 
population or even from their own institution. 

I think it is hard… On the one hand you sort of almost feel like you should not talk about your 
research, that maybe others will not approve. But I think we have to somehow overcome that 
and be more public about what we do and the measures that we take to do it well. (…) But I 
think there is this… Sometimes you would rather just avoid talking about it, because it is eas-
ier, rather than being more open because it is what we have to do. 

(Participant 3R-01 – Senior researcher) 

That is why this issue is so delicate, right? And I am only doing this [interview] because it is 
anonymous. Because if you stick your head out, someone is going to bite it off. 

(Participant AX-15 – Senior researcher) 

As I said, the animal welfare facility tried to fly a little bit under the radar [laughs] because it 
is always controversial. (...) And they try to avoid to make this too much public because this 
will generate a lot of frictions in the public, which I think is not good because it is great what 
they do but people do not understand why we still need it. 

(Participant 3R-12 – Full professor) 

IV. Discussion 
This study aimed at reporting the conflicting experiences lived by researchers in the context of 3R im-
plementation. Far from being straightforward principles to apply, the 3Rs are embedded within a larger 
complex of professional obligations, institutional and systemic pressures, emotional challenges, and 
social perceptions. Our findings illustrate ethical tensions experienced by researchers. A first conflict 
stems from a dual loyalty experience, between the advancement of science and of their personal ca-
reer, and the care to animals. In the context of these conflicting professional duties, researchers tend 
to prioritise the former over the latter. As a result, the 3Rs are often considered as a secondary aspect 
of experimental design, in the best case being seen as synergetic and in the worst case as a form of 
scientific defiance. This preference should be interpreted within a larger context of structural con-
straints in academic settings, such as competition for grant funding or current metrics for publication 
and academic merits (Fang & Casadevall, 2012; Wellcome Trust, 2020). Because researchers work in 
such a competitive setting, they experience personal conflicts at multiple levels, including their rela-
tionships to laboratory animals, how they relate to public transparency, and their beliefs about the 
3Rs. As a result, each researcher tries to find various ways to morally cope with these conflicts in order 
to ‘not perish’. Participants in our study shared ways of developing such a pragmatic approach that 
tries to reconcile the pursuit of scientific and personal objectives together with considerations for an-
imal welfare. Accordingly, these conflicting experiences are not just abstract ethical dilemma but also 
have tangible consequences in daily research work. This further emphasises the need to investigate 
the difficult and specific situation in which researchers find themselves in comparison to other labor-
atory workers. 

Participants’ relationships to laboratory animals ranged from empathy and feeling personal distress to 
objectification and feeling emotional distancing. In particular, mechanisms of moral disengagement 
were sometimes evident and echoed existing literature (Arluke, 1988; Birke et al., 2006; Message & 
Greenhough, 2019; Vezirian et al., 2025). For instance, the rationalisation of animal experimentation 
through an analogy to predation such as a cat preying on birds in trees. At the same time, the increasing 
promotion of a culture of care in animal experimentation appears as a possible solution through insti-
tutionalising professional norms and virtues (Kirk & Myelnikov, 2022; Tremoleda et al., 2023). How-
ever, this requires structural support and genuine commitment to the concept from all institutional 
levels, otherwise it will not bring the positive shift it envisions and will remain a hollow banner, or 
better termed by one participant, a case of “virtue display”. 
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Concerning public transparency, our results illustrate a broader sociopolitical dilemma in animal ex-
perimentation: how to balance openness and misrepresentation of laboratory work? This dilemma is 
not a new one and has been reported as a “selective openness” by Holmberg and Ideland (2012). To 
be effective, public accountability of animal experimentation requires full transparency (Lüthi et al., 
2024). While our participants recognised this political imperative, they also voiced their concerns re-
garding the risks of disclosure to their individual reputation. This does not only apply to the general 
public, but also to the relationship with their own institution and broader research community, leading 
to concurrent forms of self-censorship. Overall, this ambivalent stand undermines public trust, feeding 
into the very scepticism it seeks to avoid (Pound & Blaug, 2016). 

Our findings finally call into question the assumed universality of the 3Rs as an ‘ethical’ framework. 
The conflicting perceptions that were reported by our participants show how divergent the interpre-
tations of the principles can be. Some participants viewed them as intuitive and integral to good sci-
entific practices, highlighting their current instrumental framing (Lauwereyns et al., 2024; Louis-
Maerten et al., 2024; Smith & Lilley, 2019). But other participants were also seeing the principles as 
bureaucratic means of limiting scientific research or even a potential threat. The notion of “3R aver-
sion” brought forth by one participant may reflect some deeper tension between scientific autonomy 
and regulatory oversight, as well as a form of “compliance fatigue”. This suggests that 3R implementa-
tion should not be reduced to simple checklists or increased rules to follow, but should be designed 
towards stronger and more consistent normative principles in the interest of animal care and welfare. 
Indeed, answering conflicting experiences requires axiological clarity, i.e. the ability to discriminate 
and rank different values to have a consistent action. In the specific case of dual loyalty, current liter-
ature proposes resolution frameworks through rights-based approaches (Atkinson, 2019; London et 
al., 2006). In the context of animal experimentation, this would suggest developing increased protec-
tion of animals used for scientific purposes, while enabling researchers to develop and have access to 
alternative methods that can replace their use of animals. This increased ethical awareness would not 
only help to resolve cases of loyalty conflicts, but would also promote a better relationship with ani-
mals in line with a “One Welfare” approach, increase the relevance of the 3R principles, and make 
public transparency easier to achieve. On a more pragmatic level, because career advancement is in-
fluenced by traditions and expectations from the epistemic community, this requires clearer ad-
vantages for researchers showing efforts in the implementation of the 3Rs. 

This study has several limitations that need to be acknowledged. First, given the qualitative nature of 
the study, the results are context-sensitive and cannot be inferred to a larger population. However, 
they remain informative in guiding further empirical research in similar settings and providing some 
empirical weight to normative analyses. Second, our sample did not represent the full range of disci-
plines in Swiss animal research and only included researchers from public institutions. Third, cultural 
factors and social desirability may have played a role in the information and experiences that were 
shared. Indeed, animal experimentation being a sensitive topic, participants may have provided re-
sponses on some aspects they believe were more acceptable rather than expressing their true opinion. 
Further research should therefore focus on more specific designs (e.g. quantitative surveys, Delphi 
methods, or ethnographic studies) to help elucidate and refine these aspects. 
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VII. Appendix: Interview guide 
 

Part of the in-
terview guide 

Questions  AIM:  

What should be 
discussed (sponta-

neous)  

Introduction 

 

Review the informed consent (pauses, no correct nor incorrect answers, etc.)  

 

Socratic posture: neutral and concerned; not-knowing posture; expert status for the people.  

 

e.g. “I am not an animal research expert; I have no experience in the day-to-day implementation 
of the 3Rs for animal research protocols. I am very interested in your professional experience. 
And I think that, when addressing a topic like this one, it is crucial to not only rely on theoretical 
papers. That is why we want to have this discussion with you and learn from your own perspec-
tive.” 

 

General structure of the interview: 

- Your experience as a researcher 
- Your knowledge of the 3Rs 
- Your use and application of 3R methods 
- What factors may influence your practice 
- The culture at your workplace 

 

Experiences on 
research 

 

 

I want to begin with some general questions about your profes-
sional experience.  

 

1. Could you briefly tell me more about your work and your 
professional background?   

àProbing question: 
#1: How many years have you been working in this profession?  
 

2.  What experience do you have with working with animals? 

àProbing question: 

#1: To what extent are you involved with working with animals now? 
 

- Give space to 
introduce the 
professional 
background 

 

- Importance of 
animals in their 
research 
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Knowledge of 
the 3Rs 

I would now like to ask you something about your view of the 
3Rs. 

 

3. Can you tell me something about any training you received on the 
3Rs? 

àProbing question: 
#1: What do you think about the current level of knowledge that re-
searchers have on the 3Rs? 

#2: What aspects of the 3Rs training are particularly important for 
the education of researchers, according to you? 

 

4. Could you briefly explain what the 3Rs mean for you? 

àProbing question: 

#1: How would you personally define each R? 

- Development of 
knowledge and 
understanding 
of the 3Rs 

Practical appli-
cation of the 

3Rs 

I want to now talk about your actual use of the 3Rs for your 
research. 

 

5. What kind of 3R methods, if any, are you using for your research? 

àProbing question: 
#1: Where do you primarily get this knowledge from? 
e.g. personal research, peers, institution, Animal Welfare Commit-
tees, etc. 

 

6. From your experience, how is it for you to draft a research protocol 
that involves animals or no animals? 

àProbing questions: 
#1: For in vivo: Which of the 3R principles is the most straightforward 
to apply in your research? Why? 

 

7. For in vivo: How do you communicate within your team when 
implementing the 3Rs? 

 

8. In what ways do you think that the use of 3R methods in your field 
of research (including replacement methods) may impact a research 
career? 

 

 

 

 

- Experiences 
with 3R 
methods 
 

- Experiences on 
incorporating 
3R principles 
into research 
planning 

 

- Impact of 3Rs 
on career 
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Motivations to 
apply the 3Rs 

We will now address another topic. It is about factors 
influencing your applications of 3R.  

 

9. In your perspective, what, if any, challenges do you (or other 
researchers) encounter when applying the 3Rs? 

 
10. What, if any, facilitators to the implementation of the 3Rs are 

available to you? (in general or to the participant specifically) 
 
11. In your opinion, does the current legislation satisfy the needs of the 

scientific community regarding the use of animals for 
experimentation?  

àProbing question: 
#1: What do you think about the current Swiss legislation with regard 
to your ability to do your research? 
 

12. How do you think your research field should address the societal 
debate concerning animal experimentation? 
 
 

 

Culture of care 

The next question will concern the culture of care. There is a defini-
tion of what it means provided by the 3RCC Swiss Culture of Care 
Charter. As this definition is quite long, I printed it for you. Can I ask 
you to read it? 

 
[PUT ON CARD:  
“Culture of Care (CoC) in laboratory animal science is the commit-
ment of an organization to improve animal wellbeing, the application 
of the 3Rs and scientific quality by implementing a caring and re-
spectful attitude towards the animals bred or used for scientific pro-
cedures, its staff and promoting transparency and visibility about its 
research activities. The establishment of a CoC program within the 
organization signifies the responsibility to be proactive and striving 
to go beyond the legal requirements and obligations.”] 

 

13. How does this definition resonate with the animal research culture 
in Switzerland? 
 

14. What levers would be most important to you in order to fully 
incorporate this definition in Swiss animal research? 

 

 

 
https://swiss3rcc.org/
media/pages/culture-
of-care/ea0679dac5-
1670858067/coc_chart
er_flyer_a5.pdf 

Conclusion 

 
- If you could make some general recommendations that would facilitate the implementa-

tion of 3R in Switzerland, what would they be?  
- Do you have other questions? Is there anything you would like to add? Are there other 

things that you expected me to ask you about? 
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- When the transcript is ready, do you wish to have a copy in order for you to review our 
discussion and clarify some points if needed? 

- Is there anything you would like to ask me about this study? 
- Thank you a lot for your participation, it has been a pleasure to know more on your expe-

riences about the 3Rs. 
 

 

 


