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Abstract
This article analyzes a sample of university students from the Physiotherapy Course, the indicators of ethical 
use of animals in research and teaching to the level of knowledge and interest of the students on the topic of 
animal ethics. A questionnaire was distributed to the students of the first and second semesters of Physiother-
apy, which was filled out in the classroom voluntarily. Data was analyzed and a descriptive discussion took place 
subsequently. The questionnaire was completed by 193 students. Among the surveyed students, the majority 
had prior knowledge on the topic of animal ethics, but never attended classes with practical use of animals and 
claimed they have never thought about replacing animals by alternative methods. Students were sensitized on 
the number of animals used in teaching and research and demonstrated knowledge of the subject.
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Resumo
Conhecimento e envolvimento de graduandos em fisioterapia acerca dos preceitos éticos da experimentação 
animal
O artigo analisa em amostra de universitários do curso de fisioterapia indicadores éticos ao uso de animais 
na pesquisa e no ensino e o nível de conhecimento e interesse dos alunos sobre o tema ética animal. Foi dis-
tribuído um questionário aos alunos do primeiro e segundo semestres do curso de fisioterapia, cujo preenchi-
mento ocorreu em sala de aula de forma voluntária. Os dados obtidos foram analisados e posteriormente 
colocados à discussão de forma descritiva. O questionário foi preenchido por 193 universitários; a maioria dos 
alunos pesquisados tinha conhecimento prévio sobre o tema ética animal, porém nunca participaram de au-
las práticas com uso de animais e afirmam nunca ter pensando sobre a substituição dos animais por métodos 
alternativos. Os alunos se sensibilizaram quanto ao número de animais utilizados no ensino e nas pesquisas e 
demonstraram conhecimento a respeito do tema. 
Palavras-chave: Ética. Ética em pesquisa. Comissão de ética. Comitês de ética em pesquisa. Experimentação 
animal. Bioética.

Resumen
El conocimiento y la participación en los principios éticos de experimentación animal de los graduandos en 
fisioterapia. 
El artículo analiza en una muestra de universitarios del curso de fisioterapia, los indicadores para el uso de los 
animales en la investigación y en la enseñanza, y el nivel de conocimiento e interés de los estudiantes sobre el 
tema de la ética animal. Se distribuyó un cuestionario a los alumnos de primer y segundo semestres del curso 
de fisioterapia, que se llevó a cabo el relleno en el salón de clases voluntariamente. Los datos obtenidos fuer-
on analizados y, posteriormente, sometido a discusión de manera descriptiva. El cuestionario fue completado 
por 193 universitarios; la mayoría de los encuestados tenía conocimiento previo acerca del tema ética animal, 
pero nunca asistieron a las clases prácticas con el uso de animales y garantizan que nunca han pensado en re-
emplazar los animales por métodos alternativos. Los estudiantes se sensibilizaron con el número de animales 
utilizados en la enseñanza y la investigación y demostraron conocimiento del tema.
Palabras-clave: Ética. Ética en investigación. Comités de ética. Comités de ética en investigación. Experimen-
tación animal. Bioética..
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The large scientific and technological develop-
ment of our era is responsible for many conflict sit-
uations experienced daily. In this scenario bioethics 
gains space, specifying the right use of knowledge 
achieved by the science1. The animal ethic is insert-
ed in bioethics, knowledge area which also requires 
a multidisciplinary reflection about the limits of hu-
man being´s acts to the nonhuman animals2.

In education and research, many activities are 
performed using different environmental resources 
aiming to deepen the knowledge related to a deter-
mined topic. Among those, is the use of animals to 
scientific educational experiences seeking knowl-
edge and benefits to humans and animals3. 

The use of animals in universities, in educa-
tion or research, must be guided by humanitarian 
principles of animal experimentation determined 
by the British men Russell and Burch and defined 
as the 3R Principle. This principles consist of: reduc-
tion – consider the use and suffering applied to the 
animals in relation to the objectives and desired 
benefits with the objective of reducing the num-
ber of guinea pigs; refinement – preoccupation 
with the well-being of the animals in general with 
adequate facilities and elimination of the pain; re-
placement – stimulates the search for alternative 
methods to the animal model4-7. Additionally, the 
National Council for the Control of Animal Experi-
mentation (Concea), created by the law 11.794 Oc-
tober 08th, 2008, establishing that the constitution 
of ethical committee for the use of animals (Ceua), 
in all institutions including education or research 
activities with animals is essential for its effective 
accreditation8.

However, the abusive use of animals carried 
by many representatives of the scientific com-
munity motivated discussions from ethical and 
scientific character involving professionals from 
biomedical area among others related to the 
moral philosophy which seeks to ensure ethically 

adequate actions to these sentient beings and to 
establish limits to this utilization which culminated 
on the creation of the law 11.794/08 2,8. The ethical 
debate about the use of the animals in researches 
has attracted the society´s attention, with different 
views relate to the theme, although it is not prop-
erly a new debate1,8.

The open discussions about the indiscrimi-
nate use of animals, whether in science or educa-
tion, encouraged the conception and creation of in-
stitutional committees for use and care of animals 
with intention of subsidizing scientists, professors, 
students and the public in general regarding the 
management of these sentient beings in a morally 
correct form2.

The institutional ethic committees in the use 
of animals are organs which establish the policies 
that ensure the observation of strict ethic norms 
on the work with animals to the light of the pres-
ent legislation, if it exists or within the limits estab-
lished by the committee to that institution where 
it acts8-12. According to Law 11.794/08, it is Ceua´s 
responsibility to previously examine all the pro-
cedures of education and research involving ani-
mals, verifying the enforcement of the applicable 
guidelines to animal´s utilization, especially in the 
Concea´s resolutions8.

It is important that the members the ethics’ 
committee assume and respect the vulnerability of 
the animal, establishing actions from the discus-
sion of moral principles that will base its normative 
proportions. These principles have been discussed 
by many moral philosophers and might serve as pa-
rameters to the institutional ethics’ committee for 
the use of animals8,13,14.

In this perspective, the study proposes to in-
vestigate ethic indicators for the use of animals in 
the scientific research and education of university 
students of a physiotherapy course in the state of 
São Paulo.
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Method

For the realization of this descriptive study, 
students from the first and second semesters of 
a physiotherapy course of a higher education 
institution of the metropolitan region of São 
Paulo were interviewed. To investigate the level 
of knowledge and the interest of the students 
about the animal ethics issue, the interview used 
a questionnaire adapted from Feijó et al 2 contain-
ing ten questions.

The study was submitted to the appreciation 
of the Research Ethics Committee from Univer-
sidade Paulista (Unip) and the collection of data 
started after their approval. The responsible per-
son was contacted made by the administration of 
the physiotherapy course in each campus involved. 
After the authorization, the professors were previ-
ously contacted and clarified about the research, 
they distributed and collected the questionnaire of 

students which was filled out in class by them in a 
volunteer way.

There was no term´s signature of a free 
and clarified consent by the students because 
the questionnaire contained in the header ex-
planations about the project, objectives and the 
researcher´s data. 

The data obtained with the questionnaire´s 
application was tabulated by Microsoft Excel pro-
gram® and properly placed in discussion in the de-
velopment of this academic work.

Results

The questionnaire was filled out and returned 
by 193 university students. The age of the students 
varied from 18 to 50 years old, 83% women and 17% 
men. The results are described, separated by ques-
tions as follows:

Figures. 1A. Expression of the interviewees in relation to the previous knowledge about the animal ethic’s 
theme; 1B. Expression of the interviewees regarding the participation in practical classes using guinea pigs; 
1C. Expression of the interviewees who consider viable the replacement of animal for alternative methods in 
teaching; 1D. Expression of the interviewees who consider the pain and the suffering of animals in research.
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Figures. 2A. Expression of the interviewees who consider the well-being of the animals in research; 2B. 
Expression of the interviewees who consider the number of animals used in research; 2C. Expression of 
the interviewees who consider the pain and the suffering of animals in education; 2D. Expression of the 
interviewees who consider the well-being of animals in education.

In the question 9, related to the amount of in-
dividuals who consider the number of animals used 
in education 81% of the interviewees answered yes; 
7% said no and 12% never thought about it.

In the question 10, about the opinion related 
to animals which might be used in scientific experi-
ments, a variety of species were mentioned: the rat 
was the most refereed (42%), followed by the rabbit 
(16%), mouse (8%) monkey (6,2%), rodents (4,3%), 
dog (3,6), snake (3,3%), frog (3,3%), pig (3,3%), horse 
(2,2%), cat (2,2%), pigeon (1,1%), lizard (0,7%), spi-
der (0,7), cockroach (0,4%), poultry (0,4%), reptiles 
(0,4%), whale (0,4), ant (0,4%), worm (0,4) and fish 
(0,4%).

Discussion

When the students were questioned about 
the issue on animal ethics, it was observed that 
there was equivalence in answers from those who 
affirmed having knowledge or not about the sub-
ject. The study conducted by Feijó 2 showed that 
the majority of the group affirmed having knowl-
edge about the issue in discussion, which conflicts 

with the data obtained in the present analysis. It is 
common in some areas of Health Sciences, the use 
of animals in experiments. That is why, the theme 
is approached (in theory) during graduation which 
does not occur in the physiotherapy course from the 
institution analyzed, justified in parts, by the lack of 
knowledge of the group studied. The positioning of 
the students who claim to have knowledge about 
the theme is the same proportion as the ones who 
do not to affirm to have this knowledge.

96% of the students affirmed they never had 
experience in practical classes with the use of ani-
mals when they were questioned about it, data that 
could be justified by animal experiments not being 
common in the physiotherapy course of the institu-
tion. It means that the students who did not have 
contact with this practice also did not have contact 
out of the institution because of the Law 6.638, May 
08th 1979, in art. 3 established that the vivisection is 
forbidden in elementary and high school establish-
ments of education and in any place frequented by 
under age15people..

Question 3 relates to the replacement of ani-
mals by alternative methods enabled the verifica-
tion that there is no consensus by the students: 26% 
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agreed, 26% did not agree and 48% never thought 
about it. The alternative methods are the proce-
dures which can reduce or replace the use of live 
animals in a way to reduce the pain and suffering 4. Is 
important to know that the use of animals in educa-
tion and research must abide the Law 11.794/08 8,16.

The majority of students were really sensitive 
about the situations related to the pain and suffer-
ing of the animal, the well-being and the number of 
animals used in research and education which con-
firm the data of Feijó´s study2. 

The concerns expressed by society do not limit 
to a simple notion of pain, in other words, is not just 
the presence or absence of pain that will indicate 
suffering or the well-being of animals. Indepen-
dent of the pain, the level of well-being is linked to 
the situation where the animal is. The first step to 
achieve the well-being of the experimentation ani-
mal comes from the education of people who work 
that they become eligible to treat them in a correct 
form, with a respectful attitude to reduce the stress 
caused by inadequate control.

An important data for animal ethics indicated 
in this study, is the concern demonstrated by the 
students in reducing the number of animals in ex-
periments, highlighting their sensitizations to the 

topic. The awareness of the need to treat animals 
with dignity and respect must occur by lectures and 
courses which approach themes like ethics, well-
being, alternative methods, and improvement of 
techniques and exchange of knowledge17, 18.

The use of animals depends on the objective 
of the study, because there are biological models ap-
propriate for each specific type. The lineage of each 
animal is considered an important aspect during 
the selection of the experiment for animal monitor-
ing19. The opinion of the students in relation to the 
animals used in experiments, the rat was the most 
quoted with 42%, in second place were the rabbit 
with 16% and the mouse with 8% of the answers.

Final Considerations

From the data obtained in this study is possible 
to conclude that the students present ethical aware-
ness about the conduction of researches with the 
use of animals. Despite of simple previous knowl-
edge about the theme, they showed sensitivity to 
the pain, suffering, well-being, and the amount of 
animals used in the scientific experiments, display-
ing interest for the ethical aspect of the animal.
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