Guidelines for Social Housing of Social Species

Background: The Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals states, “Appropriate social interactions
among members of the same species (conspecifics) are essential to normal development and wellbeing.
Single housing of social species should be the exception and justified based on experimental requirements
or veterinary-related concerns about animal well-being.”(1)

Standard:
In the NIH Intramural Research Program, social housing is the default housing method for social animals.
This is required by regulation and outlined in literature for various species. (2-9)

Each IC housing social animals must develop a Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) or policy describing
social housing procedures and documentation of social animals that are singly housed.

Exceptions:
Exceptions to the standard because of experimental requirements must be justified in the Animal Study

Proposal (ASP) and approved by the Institute/Center Animal Care and Use Committee (IC ACUC). The
ACUCs should keep in mind the AAALAC International position statement which states, “When necessary,
single housing of social animals should be limited to the minimum period necessary and, where possible,
visual, auditory, olfactory and, depending on the species, protected tactile contact with compatible
conspecifics should be provided.”(10)

For all species, the justification should include whether there are intermittent periods in the study when
social housing may be attempted. Intermittent social housing may be necessary due to breeding
strategies, study attrition, or genotyping methods, and may vary depending on the species. Regardless of
species, intermittent social housing could be considered during times such as, prior to study initiation,
after study completion, or during certain phases of the study.

ASP justifications for singly housing nonhuman primates (NHPs) due to experimental requirements should
address the four factors listed in ARAC Guideline Appendix 2: Behavior Management of Nonhuman
Primates. Briefly, these state that the ASP should:

e describe the course of the experimental portion necessitating single housing and if subsequent re-
pairing /group housing is possible,

e state a plan and timeline for returning an animal to social housing after the experiment portion
requiring single housing ends,

o reference working with the behavioral enrichment staff or IC facility veterinarian to employ tools
that can provide the single-housed animal with an enhanced environment, maximal cohort
exposure, and a quicker return to social housing if it does not interfere with the experiment, and

e address intermittent periods in the study where social housing may be attempted without
interfering with the study.

While all social species should default to social housing there are extra considerations for NHPs. For NHPs,
justifications for single housing must be reviewed by the ACUC not less than annually.(11)

Finally, social animals may be singly housed at the discretion of the veterinarian due to welfare concerns
(e.g., incompatibility, behavioral concerns, or medical conditions). Veterinary-related welfare concerns are
handled on a case-by-case basis using the professional judgment of the veterinary staff and are


https://oacu.oir.nih.gov/system/files/media/file/2021-02/d4b_behavioral_management_of_nonhuman_primates.pdf
https://oacu.oir.nih.gov/system/files/media/file/2021-02/d4b_behavioral_management_of_nonhuman_primates.pdf

documented and reviewed regularly. Veterinary-related social housing exemptions for nonhuman
primates must be reviewed by the veterinarian at least every 30 days unless the exemption is based on a
permanent condition.(11)

In the absence of conspecifics, additional environmental or other enrichment should be offered, and will
vary depending on the species.
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