
Refi ned methods of 
handling mice
Summary

 ▪ Routine handling of laboratory mice is unavoidable but can be a major 
source of anxiety and stress.

 ▪ Research led by Professor Jane Hurst and colleagues at the University 
of Liverpool, and funded by the NC3Rs and BBSRC, has shown 
that picking up mice by the tail induces aversion to handling and 
high anxiety.  In contrast, the use of a tunnel or hand-cupping mice 
considerably reduces stress and anxiety, and results in animals that 
are much more willing to voluntarily interact with the handler 
(Figure 1)1-3. 

 ▪ Together we have launched a new video resource to help show 
technical staff  and researchers how to handle mice using tunnel and 
cup methods, and the benefi ts of using these non-aversive methods 
compared to traditional tail handling techniques.  

 ▪ Guide mouse into 
tunnel with free 
hand.

 ▪ Lift mouse inside 
tunnel.

 ▪ Remove by tipping 
out backwards, 
with end of tunnel 
just above surface.

 ▪ Scoop mouse 
onto one or both 
palms.

 ▪ Lift hand(s) clear 
of cage.

 ▪ Mouse sits on 
the hand without 
restraint.

 ▪ A single hand is suffi  cient once mice 
are familiar with this method.

Benefi ts
 ▪ Mice are much less anxious than those picked up by the traditional tail 

method1-3.

 ▪ Mice can still be restrained manually by the tail base or scruff  when 
needed1.

 ▪ Mice show more reliable behavioural3 and physiological responses4.

 ▪ Only brief experience of tunnel handling is required for the mice to 
habituate2,3.

 ▪ Once handlers are trained, mice can be picked up by tunnel or on the 
cupped hand just as quickly as by the tail (Figure 2).

“The Department of Pathology at Cambridge has 
switched to tunnel/cup handling for all technicians.  
We now fi nd tunnel handling as quick as tail capture, 
although initially there is a time investment. We’ve 
seen a huge improvement in interaction between mice 
and handler and defi nitely wouldn’t want to go back 
to tail capture.”

Lisa Wright, NACWO/Facility Manager 
Dept. of Pathology, University of Cambridge

Kelly Gouveia, John Waters and Jane Hurst of the Mammalian 
Behaviour and Evolution Group at the University of Liverpool.
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Figure 2: Cage transfer time by tunnel or 
cupped hand methods is comparable to that 
of traditional tail handling.  Mean ± SEM,
n = 98 transfers per method.

Tutorial available now
For further details and advice, see our free-to-view video tutorial  
and FAQs at:

www.nc3rs.org.uk/mouse-handling-tutorial

The tutorial covers:

 ▪ Impacts of handling on anxiety and stress in mice.

 ▪ Practical advice on how to handle mice by tunnel and cupping 
techniques, tackling common misconceptions.

 ▪ How to incorporate best handling practices into routine 
husbandry and experimental procedures.

Figure 1:  Voluntary interaction with the 
handler by tunnel, tail or cupped hand 
method.  Mean ± SEM, n = 55 cages per 
method.
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