
 

March 2, 2026 

Dear National Advisory Mental Health Council members: 

On behalf of Science Advancement and Outreach, the biomedical science policy division of 

People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, we request that the National Advisory Mental 

Health Council advise the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) Director to prioritize and 

support mental health research, training, and related programs that focus exclusively on non-

animal methods, and to stop conducting and funding human mental health research that uses 

other animals.  

1. Divest from animal use in mental health research  

Animal models cannot replicate all aspects of any human neuropsychiatric conditions, and many 

human behaviors that characterize these disorders cannot be produced or assessed in animals. For 

example, to model human depressive disorders, animals are subjected to behavioral tests such as 

the forced swim test. The validity of this test for assessing an animal’s mood, screening 

antidepressants, or modeling stress is highly contested,1 with one study noting that its use by 

leading pharmaceutical companies has not produced a single currently approved drug for treating 

depression in humans.2 

Other commonly used behavioral tests—such as the sucrose preference test (for anhedonia)3,4,5 

and chronic unpredictable stress paradigms (to induce psychopathologies)6—suffer from the 

same lack of validity. 

Beyond these ineffective assays, significant physiological differences between humans and other 

animals help explain the low rate of bench-to-bedside translation. For example, the tyrosine 

hydroxylase gene, which has been implicated in bipolar disorder and schizophrenia, is regulated 

differently in humans and mice.7 There are also substantial species differences in brain cell types 

and in how proteins essential for neurophysiological function are produced,8 as well as in 

neuronal diversity and organization, neural circuitry, neurotransmitter availability, and receptor 

distribution and kinetics.9  

Several NIMH-funded studies use these poor behavioral models in attempts to study human 

neuropsychiatric disorders: the institute is currently funding four projects that describe the forced 

swim test and sucrose preference test, and at least nine projects that describe chronic 

unpredictable stress paradigms.  

In addition, for more than four decades, a NIMH intramural laboratory has subjected macaques 

to invasive surgeries, prolonged restraint, food and water deprivation, and social isolation, at a 
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cost of over $50 million to taxpayers, yet these experiments have failed to produce meaningful 

insights for human mental health. We urge NIMH to discontinue funding studies that use the 

forced swim test and similar black-box behavioral paradigms, end experiments on monkeys in 

NIMH intramural laboratories, and redirect resources toward human-relevant methodologies. 

2. Expand training and support for mental health researchers using human-based 

methods 

Non-animal, human-based technologies are already transforming mental health research. Brain 

organoids are being used to study mood disorders,10 psychoses,11 and neurodivergence.12 These 

models can be combined into assembloids to investigate neurodevelopmental conditions such as 

autism,13 Tourette’s syndrome,14 and schizophrenia.15 In silico “virtual patient” models are being 

used to evaluate potential therapeutics for conditions such as attention-deficit/hyperactivity 

disorder.16 In addition, advanced brain imaging17 and longitudinal studies18 are being conducted 

with individuals who have lived experience of psychiatric conditions, generating clinically 

meaningful insights. 

NIMH must act on NIH’s initiative to prioritize human-based research methods to fully 
“accelerate innovation, improve healthcare outcomes, and deliver life-changing treatments.”19 

To enable researchers to make human-relevant discoveries, NIMH should: 

• Create training grants and fellowships for researchers who use non-animal methods in 

mental health research. 

• Assist universities and research institutes in developing continuing education and 

certification programs focused on non-animal methodologies. 

• Provide transition and early-career awards that incentivize investigators to replace animal 

experiments with human-based systems and establish research programs centered on non-

animal approaches. 

These recommendations and others are expanded on in our policy roadmap, Research 

Modernization NOW, including an appendix relevant to neuropsychiatric disorders and 

neurodivergence on page 42. 

Implementing these recommendations would position NIMH as a leader in advancing a more 

predictive, efficient, and human-specific research paradigm—ultimately improving patient 

outcomes and expanding effective treatment options for those living with mental health 

disorders. 

Thank you for considering these recommendations. 

Sincerely,  
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Gabby Vidaurre, Ph.D. 

Research Associate  

Science Advancement and Outreach  

Laboratory Investigations Department  

People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals 
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