
The Culture of Care (CoC) links animal welfare, staff well-being and scientific quality, going beyond 
compliance to foster responsibility, openness and continuous improvement. Closely tied to the 3R 
Principle of Replacement, Reduction and Refinement, it is increasingly recognised in European legislation 
and international networks, yet remains unevenly applied in practice. Previous research shows that 
how the CoC is understood depends on both individual choices and organisational or legal frameworks, 
highlighting its complexity. To address this, in collaboration with the Interdisciplinary Center for Animal 
Welfare and 3R Giessen, the Swiss 3R Competence Centre (3RCC) and the Swiss Culture of Care Network 
conducted the first nationwide survey in Switzerland to explore how professionals perceive and apply this 
concept. 

Most respondents were scientists and many participants reported relatively short employment durations. 
Nearly all participants were familiar with the 3Rs concept and animal welfare regulations and perceived 
them as implemented at their institutions; however, agreement was lower for measures exceeding legal 
requirements. Familiarity with the CoC specifically was more limited, particularly outside Animal Welfare 
Officers/3R Coordinators roles. 

Across all professional levels, participants linked CoC strongly to improved animal welfare and staff 
training, while links to human welfare, collaboration, ethical reflection and consideration of personal 
perspectives were rated lower and / or varied by role. Scientists and Animal Welfare Officers/3R 
Coordinators perceived a clear connection between CoC and the 3Rs, whereas management and animal 
care staff were less certain. 

Implementation of CoC appeared uneven: awareness or existence of formal CoC strategies and human 
welfare surveys was very low. Communication across organisational levels was perceived as good by 
most groups while some participants, especially from the animal care level, perceived communication as 
insufficient, and reported that the uptake of their suggestions for change was limited at their institutions. 
Participants agreed that responsibility for animal welfare is shared across roles. 

In summary, Swiss animal research professionals show strong support for animal welfare and the 3Rs; 
however, the CoC remains unevenly understood and implemented. Clearer definitions, targeted training 
and improved communication, especially with animal care staff, are needed to translate implicit CoC 
values into a shared, holistic practice that addresses both animal and human welfare.
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INTRODUCTION

When animals are used in research, their welfare 
and the quality of the science are closely connected. 
The idea of a Culture of Care (CoC) captures this link. 
It means creating an environment where animals 
are treated with respect, staff feel supported, and 
high-quality science can flourish. As Norecopa 
(2025) explains, it is about going beyond minimum 
legal standards to encourage responsibility, 
openness and continuous improvement. A key 
part of this is a “culture of challenge”, which invites 
people to ask whether things can be done in a kinder 
or more transparent way instead of relying on “how 
it’s always been done”. 

The Culture of Care is tied to the 3R Principle 
(Replacement, Reduction and Refinement) 
developed by Russell and Burch in 1959. These 
principles are the cornerstone of animal research 
ethics: to replace animals where possible, reduce 
their numbers, and refine procedures to minimise 
harm and improve animal welfare. A supportive 
culture helps make sure the 3Rs are not just rules 
on paper but daily practice, which benefits both 
animal welfare and scientific outcomes (Smith 
2020). 

The European Union’s Directive 2010/63/EU 
highlights the importance of “fostering a climate 
of care”, stressing that compliance alone is not 
enough and that animal use should ultimately be 
replaced whenever possible. On a global scale, the 
International Culture of Care Network connects 
people and institutions to share best practices. 
In Switzerland, the Swiss 3R Competence Centre 
hosts the Swiss Culture of Care Network, providing 
a local platform for researchers, Animal Welfare 
Officers, animal facility management, animal care 
staff and 3R experts to exchange ideas and promote 
better standards. 

There seems to be a consensus between experts in 
the field of animal research and animal welfare that 
promoting a CoC is essential as it means better lives 
for animals, more reliable science and healthier 
working environments for staff. It also builds trust 
with the public, showing that research institutions 
are committed not just to following the law, but to 
doing better whenever they can. 

Although the CoC is gaining attention, little is 
known about how it is practised in everyday animal 

research and care and how it can be firmly embedded 
in institutions. A recent study by Ameli and Krämer 
(2025) found that people’s understanding depends 
not only on personal choices but also on legal 
and organisational frameworks. They describe 
it as a mosaic, linked to the 3Rs but not yet firmly 
established. 

From an organisational perspective, building such 
a culture is a change process, defining values, 
setting standards and shaping how people work 
together (Spisak, 2018). These social and cultural 
aspects have received little attention so far. To 
address this gap, in 2022 the 3RCC and the Swiss 
Culture of Care Network performed the first 
nationwide survey in Switzerland to explore how 
professionals understand and apply the Culture of 
Care in practice. 

METHODS

The survey was based on a Germany-wide study by 
the Interdisciplinary Center for Animal Welfare and 
3R Giessen (Ameli & Krämer 2025) and looked at two 
main questions: 

	 What do animal research professionals 	
	 know about the Culture of Care? 

	 Which parts of it are already implemented 	
	 in Swiss institutions? 

The questionnaire covered many aspects of these 
questions. It used a 5-point agreement scale and 
included mostly closed, pre-tested questions. In 
total, 91 variables were collected. Personal data 
were anonymised and handled according to GDPR 
and ethical rules. 

Since no complete list of professionals existed, 
a random sample was not possible. Instead, the 
survey was shared through biomedical research 
and 3R networks. Only fully completed surveys 
were analysed, resulting in 175 valid responses. The 
results are therefore not representative but give 
useful insights into current opinions.

After data collection, responses were cleaned, 
checked for errors, and anonymised. Open answers 
were grouped by topic. The analysis was done with 
Excel and R.  

1.
2.

http://https://swiss3rcc.org/our-networks/culture-of-care/
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Open responses were analysed inductively, 
meaning categories were created directly from the 
answers. Similar points were grouped into broader 
themes, helping identify recurring issues and 
patterns related to CoC. 

Only the most important results are shown. 

RESULTS

Survey demographics  

Participants were asked to indicate their profession 
and role and were assigned to one of the following 
groups based on their responses: animal care level 

(e.g. animal care takers), management level (e.g. 
animal facility heads or veterinarians), scientific 
level (e.g. scientists), or AWO level (e.g. AWOs and 
3R coordinators). Most participants belonged to the 
scientific level, followed by the animal care level, 
with the remaining participants distributed among 
the other categories (Fig. 1). 

The age range of participants was broad, with 
a mean age of 41 years, and most participants 
were evenly distributed between 26 and 55 years. 
However, most respondents reported a duration 
of employment of only 1–5 years (Fig. 2). Due to the 
wording of this question, it remains unclear whether 
this refers to their time in their current position or 
in the field overall. 

Figure 1: Distribution of position levels of participants (profession and role).

Figure 2: Years of duration of employment.
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What do Swiss animal research professionals know 
about the 3Rs and the Culture of Care?  

1.1 How familiar are Swiss animal research 
professionals with the 3R Principle and how do they 
perceive the implementation at their institutions? 

Nearly all participants stated that they were 
personally familiar with the 3R Principle, regardless 

of their professional background. When asked 
whether the 3Rs in general and internal guidelines 
on 3Rs and animal welfare are implemented at 
their institutions, most participants agreed (Fig.3). 
There was slightly lower agreement among all 
participants on the implementation of measures 
that go beyond the minimum legal requirements at 
their institutions.

Figure 3: Agreement levels to the statement “3Rs guidelines are implemented at my Institution” were high in all roles.

1.2 How familiar are Swiss animal research 
professionals with the concept of Culture of Care 
and what does it include in their opinion? 

When asked whether they were familiar with the 
concept of CoC, fewer participants reported 
familiarity compared to the 3R Principle (Fig. 4). 

Some participants were even not at all familiar with 
the concept of CoC as comments in the free text 
field at the end of the survey suggest: “Viele meiner 
Antworten sind darauf zurückzuführen, dass ich 
den Begriff ‘Culture of Care’ bis heute noch nie 
gehört hatte”.
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Figure 4: Agreement levels to the statement “I am familiar with the concept of Culture of Care” were lower compared to 
familiarity with the 3R Principle.

In an open-ended question, participants were asked 
to name three things that came to mind when they 
heard the term “Culture of Care”. Their answers were 
sorted and grouped by theme, resulting in several 
major categories that reflected the different ideas 
people associated with the term (Fig. 5). The most 
frequently mentioned theme was “animal welfare”, 

followed by references to the “3Rs”. Other common 
themes included responsibility towards animals 
and colleagues, training and education, respect 
and empathy, and communication. Less frequently 
mentioned were aspects that could be assigned to 
science, organisational structure, transparency, 
and health.
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When asked if the participants agreed with certain 
statements about CoC, all levels agreed somewhat 
or strongly that CoC is linked to improved animal 
welfare, considering the needs and requirements of 
the laboratory animals used, as well as continuous 
training of staff. A productive, communicative 
collaboration between all involved staff was seen 
by all levels with less agreement by the science 
level as a part of CoC. Agreement was somewhat 
lower for the statement “CoC means to me an 
ethical consideration regarding the use of animals”. 
Participants showed weaker agreement when asked 
if CoC is linked to human welfare, with scientists and 
animal care staff being particularly critical. Similarly, 
agreement was lower for the statement “CoC means 
that my personal perspective on the experiments 

carried out is taken into account”, among all 
participants. For the statement “Culture of Care 
means to me that my personal perspective on the 
effects of the animal experiment on the laboratory 
animals is taken into account”, all participants 
showed low agreement. Across all groups, there was 
uncertainty or disagreement regarding the need for 
a clear hierarchy for the implementation of CoC. 

1.3 How are CoC and the 3R Principle connected? 

Participants at the AWO and scientific levels were 
relatively certain that there is a direct connection 
between CoC and the 3R principles, while those at 
the animal care and especially management levels 
perceived this connection less clearly.

Figure 5: Word cloud of results from open-ended question in which participants were asked to name three things that 
came to mind when they heard the term “Culture of Care”.



SWISS 3RCC ORIGINAL ARTICLE

7

Figure 6: Participants varied on their agreement to the statement “CoC and 3R Principle are connected”. 

Participants were asked to describe the connections 
they see, responses were grouped and summarised, 
with individual statements able to fall into multiple 
categories. The most frequently mentioned points 
were that the 3Rs are part of or form the basis of a 
CoC, and that animal welfare is strengthened, or the 
handling of animals is improved. This was followed 
by the recognition of a mutual influence between 
improvements in animal welfare and employee well-
being. 

In the following we share also some of the responses 
survey participants added at the end of the 
survey that focus on the significance of CoC when 
conducting animal research: 

“Culture of Care stellt heute die notwendige 
Voraussetzung zur wissenschaftlich und ethisch 
korrekten Durchführung von Tierversuchen dar”.  

“I regret that some scientists/young students are 
unhappy or refuse to conduct animal experiments 
but then let others perform the experiments 
which right now still need to be performed to gain 
knowledge. Perhaps if there was a better science 
training but also awareness of the “culture of care”, 
the responsibility that the scientists carry when they 
perform animal research this would improve their 
negative perception”. 

“Tierversuche sind reduzierbar aber unersetzbar 
und sollen ganz gezielt in Forschungs- und 
Entwicklungsprozessen eingesetzt werden. Eine 
gute CoC hilft hier Fortschritte in den 3R zumachen 
und somit Tierversuche optimal einzusetzen”. 
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“Pour moi la CoC est la culture des soins, donc mieux 
connaître les animaux, les substances utilisées pour 
faire mieux dans les années à venir, pour faire avance 
la rechercher, utilisé moins d’animaux et que les 
recherches soient de meilleures qualitées. Nous ne 
pouvons pas totalement enlever les animaux pour la 
recherche, car quel humains seraient prêt a tester lui 
même les produits avant que ceux là soit tester. Au 
moins en le faisant en Suisse les lois sont plus sévères 
que dans beaucoup d’autre pays et nous faisons de 
notre mieux pour que nos animaux soient le mieux 
traiter et qu’ils vivent bien dans notre institue. Si nous 
ne pouvons plus faire de recherche en cela sera fait 
dans d’autre pays où la lois en moins sévère et les 
animaux seront moins bien traiter car nous n’avons 

pas le choix de continuer la rechercher car les virus 
et autre maladie sont de plus en plus résistantes et 
difficiles à traiter”. 

Which parts of Culture of Care are already implemented 
in Swiss institutions? 

2.1 CoC policies & charters 

When asked whether their institution has a strategic 
concept for implementing a CoC, participants at 
the management, and AWO levels showed very low 
or no agreement, while responses from the animal 
care and scientific level were divided between 
agreement and disagreement (Fig. 7).

Figure 7: Participants varied highly on the statement “My institution has a strategic concept for the implementation of 
CoC”.
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2.2 CoC and animal welfare 

A majority of participants from management, 
scientific, animal care and AWO levels reported 

being familiar with their institution’s internal 
guidelines on animal welfare (Fig. 8).  

All participant levels agreed that internal and 
external training opportunities on laboratory animal 
science topics are available. However, it cannot be 
determined from our survey data whether these 
training courses include CoC-related topics. 

2.3 CoC and human welfare 

For the statement “I appreciate the animals I work 
with”, most participants agreed or strongly agreed. 

Participants across all levels also expressed that 
they feel a particular responsibility for the animals 
they work with. 

Most participants disagreed with the statement “I 
largely suppress my feelings and emotions while 
working with the animals”. Responses were mixed 
regarding whether the killing of animals is perceived 
as emotionally burdensome, nevertheless most 
participants did not agree. 

Figure 8: Participants varied on their agreement to the statement “I am aware of my institution`s internal animal welfare 
guidelines”. 
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When asked whether surveys on human welfare 
are conducted within their institutions, most 
participants across all levels disagreed. The majority 
agreed that they feel responsible for maintaining 
good teamwork within their teams. 

For the statement “I feel capable of initiating change”, 
most participants from the management and 
AWO levels agreed, while some from the scientific 

and animal care levels only somewhat agreed. 
Agreement was generally lower for the statement 
“Suggestions for change are implemented at my 
institution”, with the lowest agreement among 
participants from the animal care level (Fig. 9). A 
similar pattern was observed for the statement “I am 
taken seriously as a person and for my knowledge”, 
with animal care staff disagreeing more often.

Figure 9: Participants varied on their agreement to the statement “Suggestions for change are implemented at my 
institution”. 
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Most participants across all levels agreed that 
their institution provides the opportunity to raise 
concerns with a trusted person, most commonly the 
AWO, followed by the supervisor. Other functions 
mentioned included the animal facility manager, 
principal investigator (PI), team lead, 3R coordinator, 
and veterinarian. 

Finally, most participants agreed or strongly agreed 
that their institution offers opportunities for regular 
personal development, although participants from 
the animal care level showed only partial agreement. 

2.4 The role of communication in CoC 

The management level indicates with a high level 
of agreement that employees are encouraged 
to take time to reflect and make suggestions for 
improving animal welfare. However, this agreement 
is remarkably lower at the care level. 

For the statement “in my institution, constructive 
and open interactions with the relevant authorities 
are practised”, participants at the management, 
scientific, and AWO levels agreed, while those at 
the animal care level mostly responded “partly” or 
“somewhat agree”. 

We asked participants whether they agreed that 
communication or exchange between them and 
other organisational levels is actively practised (Fig. 
10). While management and science level largely 
agreed that communication within their group and 
with all other levels is actively practised, participants 
from the animal care level were less satisfied with 
the communication with management, science and 
AWO level. Also, AWOs were slightly less positive 
about communication with other groups, especially 
the animal care level.  

Figure 10: Participants’ responses varied significantly when asked whether communication or exchange between them 
and other organisational levels is actively practised. 

Communication quality (core 4 groups) - Animal care Communication quality (core 4 groups) - AWO
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In the free text field participants commented on the 
role of communication and support, for example: 
“I personally feel stressed when I know I will have 
to perform animal experiments (we are at the 
maximum severity degree level). I know I will receive 
limited support from my colleagues and I feel I am 
carrying the responsibility of the whole experiment 
on my own. I think in every lab there should be two 
responsible ‘animal work’ scientists. They should be 
in contact more often with veterinarians, rather than 
being randomly ‘controlled’” or “More information 
and ideas should be shared/available regarding 
protocols/experiments/procedures to avoid animal 
usage, especially at the management level” and “Wir 
sind ein kleines Team und Kommunikationswege 
sind kurz. Zudem habe ich mehrere Rollen inne, 
was potentiell einen Interessenskonflikt darstellt, 
aber praktisch die Umsetzung einer culture of care 
extrem vereinfacht”. 

2.5 Who is responsible for CoC implementation?  

When asked which level holds responsibility, all 
participants agreed that responsibility for animal 
welfare is shared among all levels included in the 
survey. 

When examined in more detail, all levels agreed that 
animal facility management, animal caretakers, 
project leads and research group heads, PhD 
students, postdocs, AWOs and veterinary services 
carry responsibility for animal welfare. However, 
there was less agreement that this responsibility 
also extends to institute directors and the regulatory 
authorities. Participants of all levels agreed that the 
responsibility of the welfare of the staff lies with 
the management level, including institute directors, 
project leads, research group heads and animal 
facility managers.

Communication quality (core 4 groups) - Management Communication quality (core 4 groups) - Scientific
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CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

Most participants in this survey were scientists, 
meaning that conclusions about perceptions of the 
Culture of Care (CoC) and its implementation are 
more robust for this group than other professionals 
included in this report. Nevertheless, this survey 
provides a differentiated picture of how Swiss 
animal research professionals perceive the 3Rs and 
the CoC, revealing strong normative support for 
its link to animal welfare alongside notable gaps in 
CoC awareness and implementation, as well as the 
quality of communication and the impact of certain 
groups. While the 3Rs are well established across all 
professional groups, CoC appears less consistently 
understood and operationalised. 

The near-universal familiarity with the 3Rs and 
animal welfare regulations and the widespread 
perception that they are implemented underscore 
their central role in Swiss animal research practice 
and regulatory frameworks. However, the lower level 
of agreement regarding implementation beyond 
minimum legal requirements suggests a certain 
improvement potential.  

In contrast to the 3Rs, familiarity with the concept 
of CoC was more limited, with a small number 
of participants reporting that they had never 
encountered the term. A recent survey across 
German animal research professionals came 
to comparable results (Ameli & Krämer 2025). 
However, when prompted, Swiss participants 
across all professional levels primarily associated 
CoC with animal welfare, the 3Rs, responsibility, 
training and communication. In contrast, views 
were more divided and polarised regarding their 
links to human welfare, ethical reflection, and the 
inclusion of personal perspectives. Taken together, 
these findings suggest that CoC is still largely 
understood as an animal-focused framework rather 
than a holistic concept that also addresses staff’s 
well-being.  

The results also indicate that many CoC-related 
practices may already be in place implicitly, even if 
they are not explicitly identified or understood as 
part of a coherent CoC framework. 

The fact that most participants, especially those that 
are likely best informed about internal guidelines, 
management and AWOs, disagree that CoC policies 
are in place at their institutions may explain this. 
The absence of a shared definition and common 
terminology may hinder systematic implementation 
and evaluation. Developing an organisation-wide 
CoC strategy or charter, formally endorsed and 
implemented by the institution, could support a 
more consistent and structured approach.

Differences in involvement in decision-making and 
in the recognition of animal care staff expertise 
were apparent throughout the survey. Animal care 
staff reported lower agreement than other levels 
with the statement that they can initiate change, 
and animal care staff, as the only group, reported 
more often that they are not taken seriously. 
While management believed they were fostering 
reflection and dialogue among staff, animal care 
personnel indicated they were not given sufficient 
time or opportunity to engage meaningfully. 
Communication with other professional groups was 
also perceived as less good by animal care staff. 
Collectively, these findings point to a potential 
imbalance in whose perspectives are valued, an 
issue that could directly undermine job satisfaction, 
staff empowerment, and the overall effectiveness 
of CoC initiatives. Consistent with this, Gonzalez-
Uarquin et al. (2025) found, in a Europe-wide survey 
of animal care takers and lab technicians, a similar 
lack of acknowledgement of care staff involvement 
in experimental design and planning. 

Some survey questions addressed emotional stress, 
moral distress and compassion fatigue, which 
can arise from working with research animals, for 
example, the killing of otherwise healthy laboratory 
animals (e.g. Chipangura 2025, Young et al. 2024). 
Participants’ responses were mixed regarding the 
personal emotional impact of these experiences, 
reflecting a range of individual coping and 
perceptions of the work’s emotional demands. 

Communication was perceived as well for most 
groups but not for all participants of the animal care 
level. This asymmetry suggests that communication 
structures may exist but are not equally accessible 
or effective for all groups or maybe understood 
differently.  
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Free-text comments highlighting emotional burden, 
limited support and fragmented responsibility 
further underline the importance of structured, 
transparent and bidirectional communication 
channels as a core element of CoC.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Overall, the results indicate that while Swiss 
animal research professionals broadly endorse 
the principles underlying the 3Rs and the CoC, 
understanding and implementation of CoC remain 
uneven across roles and probably institutions. 
Strengthening CoC will likely require clearer 
institutional strategies, shared definitions, targeted 
training that addresses both animal and human 
welfare, and improved communication across 
organisational levels. Addressing these gaps has 
the potential to enhance not only animal welfare 
outcomes but also staff engagement, well-being 
and trust in institutional practices. 

Organisations should develop and communicate a 
clear, institution-wide definition and strategy for 
CoC that explicitly links animal welfare, the 3Rs, 
and human welfare. A formal CoC policy, charter, 
or pledge, endorsed at the organisational level, 
could help ensure a shared understanding across 
all staff. CoC-specific content should be integrated 

into mandatory training for all roles, with tailored 
modules for scientists, animal care staff, and 
management, ensuring that all staff are informed 
about internal policies related to animal welfare, the 
3Rs, and CoC principles. 

Regular, structured and bidirectional exchanges 
between scientists, animal care staff, AWOs, 
veterinarians and management are essential to 
improve transparency, mutual understanding and 
trust. Animal care personnel should be actively 
involved in decision-making processes and 
experimental planning (see also Gonzalez-Uarquin 
et al. 2025), with their expertise visibly recognised 
and valued. Transparent systems for submitting 
suggestions or concerns should be established, with 
clear feedback on whether and how these inputs are 
addressed and implemented. 

Finally, organisations should introduce regular 
assessments of staff well-being and provide 
support structures to address potential emotional 
burden, moral stress and compassion fatigue 
associated with animal research. By clarifying CoC, 
strengthening training, improving communication 
and explicitly attending to human welfare, 
institutions can enhance both the quality of animal 
care and the engagement, empowerment and well-
being of their staff. 
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