
 
Monitoring and Appropriate Humane Endpoints  

The IACUC is obliged to weigh study objectives against potential animal welfare concerns. These ethical 
considerations are part of every review and serve to ensure appropriate measures are in place to minimize the 
potential harm. This can be accomplished in part by the use of humane endpoints, which are criteria used to 
determine when to terminate or even alter a study for an individual animal before the defined experimental 
endpoints.  
 
This guide will instruct you on how to evaluate appropriate humane endpoints. While the eIACUC form provides 
some guidance on general clinical conditions to monitor, it is also important to understand that your humane 
endpoints should be customized to suit your study.  
 
HCCM has also developed a guideline on Protocol and Clinical Endpoints for Research Animals. The veterinary 
staff is also available to help train animal users to identify clinical signs of pain or distress.  

Instructions:  

The Monitoring and Humane Endpoints page allows you to provide additional monitoring beyond the minimum 
requirements established by the standard monitoring plans described in the protocol. Before moving on, consider 
all aspect of your study. There are procedures known to cause pain or distress, such as food or fluid regulation, 
which require increased monitoring beyond the standard weekly schedule. Work with your facility veterinarian to 
create a plan appropriate for your study. If additional monitoring is needed, then follow the steps below:  
 

1. Create a new monitoring plan:  
i. From the Monitoring and Humane Endpoints 

page of the application, select Add to open a 
new Additional Monitoring window.  

ii. Fill out the required information – this is also 
where you can include model-specific 
endpoints.  

iii. Select OK from this window to add the plan to 
the protocol.  

 

2. Assign the monitoring plan to a procedure:  
i. A monitoring question appears for aspects 

that may have the potential for pain or 
distress. Answer, ‘Yes’ to the monitoring 
question to select the monitoring plans you 
created.  

 
 
 
 

 
  

1 

2 

https://hccm.med.harvard.edu/endpoints
https://collaborate.hms.harvard.edu/x/IYNQAQ


 

Defining Your Humane Endpoints:  

Researchers must include the following when defining humane endpoints in a protocol:  
• Precise criteria of the humane endpoints  
• The frequency of monitoring and assessment  
• The action(s) taken when an individual animal reaches the defined endpoint(s)  

It is worth realizing that a humane endpoint does not always mean euthanasia. It can also mean terminating a 
procedure or giving a treatment that can help alleviate pain or distress. Additionally, understand that monitoring 
and humane endpoints go hand-in-hand. A greater impact to an animal’s wellbeing may require more frequent 
monitoring. Pilot studies should be implemented when the potential impact to an animal’s wellbeing is unknown.  

 
Humane endpoints must be clearly defined and based on objective criteria to avoid differences in 
interpretation. When endpoints are unclear, this could lead to a delay or lack of intervention. Objective endpoints 
are measurable. The table below illustrates the parameters that can help evaluate a rodent’s wellbeing. 
However, it provides little instruction on when exactly intervention should occur. For example, researchers and 
animal care personnel may have varying opinions on what constitutes poor body condition. Therefore, it is more 
appropriate to use more ascertainable terms, such as a Body Condition Score less than 2. The Body Condition 
Score can be a valuable technique in evaluating an animal’s wellbeing. It does not require a baseline 
measurement or any specialized equipment.  

 
Other parameters, such as decreased body weight, require a more nuanced assessment. Indicating weight loss 
more than 20% as a criterion for humane endpoint must account for factors that may confound these 
measurements. If young animals with an expected growth curve are not gaining weight, then those animals are 
actually declining in weight over time, even though their weight appears stable. So, when working with growing 
animals, always compare those weights to an age-matched control. Tumor growth, as another example, can 
mask the cachexia and muscle loss associated with it.  

 
Be sure to choose parameters specific to an experimental model or animal strain. For example, a decrease in 
body temperature from 35 to 28ºC has been found to be an early predictor of eventual death in studies of bacterial 
and viral infections, toxicoses, and activity-induced stress in mice (Gordon et al., 1990, 1998; Morrow et al., 1997; 
Soothill et al., 1992; Toth, 2000; Wong et al., 1997).  

 
A single criterion may not be enough to indicate illness. Multiple parameters should be used instead. Non-specific 
signs of illness, such as decreased activity or lack of grooming, are still helpful in determining if an animal may 
need to be observed more closely. It is important to use these criteria in addition to more measurable parameters 
when defining humane endpoints.  
  

https://hccm.med.harvard.edu/body-condition-score-table


GENERAL OBSERVATIONS  

GENERAL 
APPEARANCE 
& CONDITION  

• Poor body condition  
• Decreased body weight  
• Abnormal / hunched posture  
• Hypo- / hyperthermia  
• Dehydration  
• Persistent seizures or convulsions  

• Tumors / tissue masses  
• Swelling  
• Rectal / genital prolapse or paraphimosis  
• Dystocia  
• Fractured appendage / spine  

BEHAVIOR & 
LOCOMOTOR  

• Decreased activity or non-responsiveness 
to external stimuli  

• Hyperactivity / circling  
• Lack of grooming  
• Prolonged inappetence  

• Ataxia or muscle tremors  
• Persistent recumbency  
• Paralysis, paresis, or other impaired 

ambulation (unable to reach food / water)  

SKIN & FUR  • Ruffled / unkempt fur or pilorection   
• Ulceration, sores, abscesses, or wounds  

• Alopecia  
• Discoloration, cyanosis, redness, icterus, 

or pallor  

FACE & HEAD  • Head tilted  
• Malocclusion  
• Nasal or eye discharge  

• Reddened or opaque eyes  
• Exophthalmos  
• Ptosis  

RESPIRATION  • Dyspnea  
• Tachypnea  

• Rales  

EXCRETION  • Discoloration / blood in urine or feces  
• Polyuria or anuria  

• Soft stool / diarrhea  
• Constipation  
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