
 

June 16, 2026 

Dear Interagency Pain Research Coordinating Committee members: 

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

People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, I am writing to request that the Committee 

prioritize and support pain research that uses solely human-based approaches and advise the 

Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) to end the conduct and funding of pain 

research that uses other animals. 

Weighed together, the following principles support our request:  

1. The biological and experiential differences between animal subjects and human pain 

patients, as well as the confounds built into laboratory settings.  

2. The inherently high level of harm inflicted on animals used in pain experiments, 

compared to the low level of potential benefit for human patients, and the need for these 

harms and benefits to be weighed. 

Why pain research should not use other species 

Animals are being used in experiments to study human pain despite substantial biological and 

environmental differences between human patients and animals confined in laboratories. Animals 

used in pain experiments are typically young, healthy, and genetically homogeneous, whereas 

patients experiencing chronic pain are often older adults with diverse genetic backgrounds, 

multiple comorbidities, and complex treatment histories. Human pain is also shaped by 

psychological, social, environmental, and cultural factors that cannot be replicated in animals. 

Moreover, pain cannot be directly measured in animals. Researchers must infer pain from 

behavioral responses, which serve only as indirect proxies and cannot capture the subjective 

experience that defines pain in humans.1  

Significant biological differences between species prevent translation of findings, including 

differences in pain sensitivity,2 ion channel function,3,4,5,6 immune responses,7,8 and responses to 

analgesic drugs.9,10,11 

Finally, recent scholarship has revealed that being confined in a laboratory amplifies animals’ 

pain before any procedure is even performed. Standard laboratory housing, which is barren 

compared to animals’ natural environments, disables “multiple endogenous analgesic 

mechanisms, while simultaneously activating several neurobiological pathways that intensify 

nociceptive signaling and delay healing.”12 Experts note that, for research, “pain models built on 



barren laboratory housing may not accurately reflect drug efficacy or clinical relevance.”13 

Animals used in experiments are confined in environments that are not biologically neutral; the 

laboratory setting intensifies pain, alters physiological responses, and impairs recovery. As a 

result, data generated under these conditions are inherently confounded by captivity itself, further 

undermining their reliability and relevance to human health. 

Human-based tools are available for pain research 

Given these limitations, pain research should be conducted using methods that reflect human 

physiology, neurobiology, and disease, meaning human-based research methods should be the 

focus. Advances in this area include a human spinal organoid-on-a-chip system that models 

nociceptive circuitry14 and human neuronal platforms that investigate the molecular mechanisms 

underlying pain signaling in peripheral nerves.15 These approaches offer opportunities to study 

human pain directly rather than attempting to translate results from other species. 

Harm-benefit analyses should be applied to pain research 

In many jurisdictions globally, harm-benefit analyses are required to be conducted before 

experiments on animals can proceed. In the U.S., oversight bodies claim to assess harms and 

benefits,16,17 but these evaluations are fragmented. Institutional Animal Care and Use 

Committees review animal welfare concerns, while funding bodies assess scientific merit, with 

zero coordination or communication between the two. As a result, no single body systematically 

weighs animal suffering against the anticipated benefits of the research. Without such an 

assessment, it is impossible to determine whether the supposed benefits of a study justify the 

pain and distress imposed on animals. Retrospective analyses have demonstrated that they often 

do not, and that existing regulations are failing “to safeguard animals from severe suffering or to 

ensure that only beneficial, scientifically rigorous research”18 is conducted.  

Until animal experimentation in pain research is ended, a system for assessing a "risk threshold" 

or "upper limit" for harm, similar to that employed in research on humans, should be 

implemented.19 Additionally, any assessment of harm should account not only for experimental 

procedures but also for the cumulative impacts of laboratory confinement (including its 

amplification of pain) and the inability of animals to engage in species-typical behaviors.  

Considering that pain research inherently involves a high level of harm, as well as the above-

mentioned scientific limitations of human pain research using animals, this Committee has an 

increased ethical responsibility to ensure that harm-benefit analyses are rigorously applied to any 

animal experimentation conducted or funded under its purview. 

In summary, prioritizing human-based approaches and implementing harm-benefit analyses are 

necessary to improve the scientific translatability and ethical accountability of pain research. The 

Committee must take this into account in its advisement of HHS and in setting our nation’s pain 

research agenda. 



These and related recommendations, which align with NIH’s mission to prioritize human-based 

approaches,20 are expanded in our policy roadmap, Research Modernization NOW. 

Thank you for considering these recommendations. 

Sincerely,  

  

Gabby Vidaurre, Ph.D. 

Research Associate  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://science.peta.org/
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