
EURL ECVAM Search Guide:
The promotion of global standards  
for searching Three Rs information

Eu
ro

pe
an

 U
ni

on
 2

00
6-

20
15

/J
RC

90
02

3

Annett J. Roi1, Barbara Grune2, Jon Richmond3, Daniel Butzke2

1 European Commission, Joint Research Centre, Italy 
2 Federal Institute for Risk Assessment, Germany 

3 The Scottish Accreditation Board (SAB), United Kingdom

Rationale

The Search Guide (SG) of the EU Reference Laboratory 
for Alternatives to Animal Testing (EURL ECVAM) 
serves a fundamental requirement, namely that 
any scientist who intends to undertake research 
or testing that may involve the use of animals 
is well-informed about the current status of the 
proposed field of investigation including all relevant 
opportunities to replace, reduce or refine (Three Rs) 
the animal use. In particular, to satisfy a legal and 
ethical imperative that animals should only be used 
in a study if all alternatives have been considered 
and judged to be inadequate for clear reasons. 
An obligatory ethical review process ensuring the 
application of the Three Rs principles Europe-wide 
was introduced by Directive 63/2010/EU. 

•  Information resources and structured informa- 
tion retrieval practices that are systematic, 
comprehensive and transparent are required to 
minimise animal use and maximise scientific 
outputs.

•  Helping untrained database users to find high 
quality information on alternative methods on the 
World Wide Web, and to document their processes 
and findings, is a fundamental step in preparing, 
conducting and reviewing any proposal for 
biomedical research and regulatory testing 
involving animal use.

KEY CONCEPTS

Contact
Annett J. Roi 
European Commission - Joint Research Centre
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Via E. Fermi 2749, TP 126/1307
I-21027 Ispra, Italy - Tel: +39 0332 785570
annett.janusch-roi@ec.europa.eu

Outreach

The first edition the SG, published by the Eu-
ropean Commission’s Joint Research Centre in 
2012, was amongst the most commonly down-
loaded publications from the European Union’s 
bookshop – at one point it was the 4th most 
frequent download. Encouraged by the success 
reached a fully revised second edition was made 
available in 2013. 
After its first publication the impact of the SG 
included:

•  adoption by EU Member States implementing 
provisions of the EU Directive 2010/63/EU

•  use of the SG within laboratory animal science 
training courses for research and testing in Europe, 
Asia and South America, as well as at licensee 
training courses set up to fulfil Articles 23 and 24 
of Directive 2010/63/EU

•  use of the SG to produce a Korean training course 
and Guidance on Three Rs searches

•  use by the Israeli authorities implementing 
national guidelines on the Three Rs principle

Access

Printed copies or an electronic version of the 
handbook can be obtained free of charge from 
the Bookshop of the European Union at the 
address: http://bookshop.europa.eu
An Internet based application is under develop-
ment.

Content

The Guide provides proven, contemporary, good 
practice data retrieval approaches and proce-
dures for efficiently finding scientific information 
supporting the Three Rs concept, such as:

•  “Seven golden steps” prepared as a sound 
strategy and handy check list to undertake 
searches in a structured way and to  
document the search procedure. 

•  Suggested search terms relevant to the  
Three Rs with their definitions, occurrences  
in selected databases and classification. 
Search terms have often different meanings depending on the context. 
The SG explains how to unequivocally select and use them by specifying 
the right context appropriate for the scientific objectives of a research project  
applying the Three Rs principle. 

 •  Examples of search procedures for research purposes 
and regulatory testing showing how to quickly find the 
most relevant information. 

 •  Relevant information resources as handy summary 
tables or detailed descriptions covering high-quality, 
selected added-value and literature databases, data- 
base hosts, organisations and their services, open 
access resources and web search engines.

 •  Thesauri containing specific Three Rs terms, used for 
indexing database contents

LIST OF CATEGORISED TERMSSearch Terms and their Use
67

A animal conditions e.g. distress**
eustress
harm

hormonal control*
hormonal regulation*
metabolic disorder*
pain**
stress*
stress response*

A animal handling* e.g. anesthesia**
analgesia**
behavioural enrichment
cage*
caging
euthanasia**
handling**
invasive
keeping
noninvasive
parenteral administration*
post-surgery
post-operative
restraint of animals*

A animal husbandry** e.g. environmental
environmental enrichment**
housing
husbandry*

D drugs* e.g. drug antagonism**
drug combinations**
drug development**
drug discovery
drug effects*
drug excretion*
drug formulations*
drug interactions**
drug metabolism*
drug residues**

drug resistance**
drug synergy*
drug therapy**
drug toxicity**

I in vitro** e.g. animal cell**
animal organs*
animal tissue**
cells**
cell culture**
cell fractionation**
cell line**
cellular
cell organelle*
cytosolic fraction*
dermal equivalent
embryo culture*
explants**
membranes**
organ culture**
subcellular fractions**
tissues**
tissue culture**
tissue equivalent

M methodology* e.g. artificial intelligence**
comparative study**
computer simulation**
controlled study**
EC50
ED50
e-learning
expert systems**
inhibitory 
concentration 50**
imaging*
LC50
lethal dose 50**
statistical
video recording**
virtual reality*

Context dependent terms of LOW BREADTH relating
to project subjects and specification(in alphabetical order)

STEP 1.  INFORMATION NEED
Clearly define your specific information need:

STEP 2.  COMPONENTS OF YOUR APPROACH
Identify the fundamental components of your scientific approach.a. Field of investigation:

b. Specific objective(s):

c. Methods/Models:

STEP 3.  APPROPRIATE INFORMATION RESOURCES
Define the most appropriate information resources.a. Value-added:

b. Limitable (to a 3Rs-subset of documents) broad coverage: indicate what

limitations you plan to use (e.g. MeSH-term-based: animal use alternatives).c. Unlimited broad coverage.

THE EURL ECVAM SEARCH GUIDE

CHECK LIST
for Searching Information on Alternative Methods Annett J. Roi, Barbara Grune

The 3Rs search procedurechecklist is designed to:• put into practice the 
principles set out 
elsewhere in the EURL
ECVAM Search Guide as“The Seven Golden Stepsto Successful Searching”,• obtain information of thequality required to both

consider relevant 
alternatives, and justify
any necessary animal use.

Using the 3Rs search 
procedure checklist enablesscientists to construct 
systematic and efficient
searches.

It includes items that arespecific for searching 
information on alternativemethods.
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 THE EURL ECVAM SEARCH GUIDE

GOOD SEARCH PRACTICEon Animal Alternatives
Re–edition

 EUR 24391 EN – 2013

Making full use of all sources of information on alternative methods is a key part of preparing research projects in the life 

sciences using laboratory animals in compliance with the EU legislative requirements. A major challenge to locate relevant 

high quality information about a proposed � eld of scienti� c investigation is the exponential increase of scienti� c publications in 

the recent past. Over the last years the electronic resources, originally developed to o� er a potential solution to this problem,

have shown a similar proliferation. The question arises: how best to search information speci� cally on the 3Rs (replacement, 

reduction, re� nement of animal use) in the World Wide Web that is heterogenic, constantly changing and growing?

The EURL ECVAM Search Guide provides search procedures and user guidance to facilitate the location of the desired information 

on 3Rs alternatives in addition to an inventory of relevant resources providing an answer to the question: What can I � nd where? 

The EURL ECVAM Search Guide is aimed at untrained database users and will be most relevant, for example, where compre-

hensive searches for alternatives are required as part of authorisation processes for animal experiments and where regulatory 

requirements mandate the application of the 3Rs.
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TABLE OF JOURNALS relevant to the 3Rs indexed by Databases and Meta-Databases

Databases Meta-Databases

Journal AGRICOLA BIOSIS CAB  EMBASE MEDLINE ScienceDirect SciSearch PubMed Scopus Web
Previews Abstracts of Science

Alternative Approaches to 
Animal Testing, AATEX

Alternativen zu 
Tierexperimenten, ALTEX • • • • • •

Alternatives to Laboratory 
Animals, ATLA • • • • •

Animal Technology 
and Welfare ATW

Animal Welfare Journal • • • • •

Institute of Laboratory
Animal Resources, ILAR • • • • • •

Journal of Animal Science,
JAS • • • • • •

Journal of Applied Animal
Welfare Science, JAAWS • • • • • • • • •

Lab Animal • • • • •

Laboratory Animals • • • • • •

Toxicology in vitro • • • • • • •
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TABLE OF ORGANISATIONS CATEGORISED by their Features for the 3Rs and their Type

Features for the 3Rs
Type

Organisation Research Research Education  Documentation Newsletter Communication Academia Governmental Industry Joint Non-Governmental

Funding & Validation & Information
Organisation Organisation Organisation

3R Research Foundation
Switzerland •

•

•

Akademie für Tierschutz • •

•

AltTox.org
•

•
•

Altweb
• •

•

AWIC
• • •

•

CAAT • • • •
•

CARDAM
• • •

•

Dr Hadwen Trust •
• •

•

ECEAE
• •

•

ecopa
• •

•

EPAA •
• •

•

ESTIV
• • •

•

EURL ECVAM
• • •

•
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TABLE OF DATABASE FEATURES

Subject Coverage

Type
Access

Database
Agriculture Biomedicine Education Pharmacology Veterinary  Bibliographic Added-value Free-of

& Toxicology medicine database database charge database

AGRICOLA
•

•

•
•

•

AGRIS
•

•

•
•

•

ALTBIB

•
•

•
•

AnimAlt-ZEBET

•
•

•
•

•

BIOSIS Previews
•

•
•

•
•

CAB Abstracts
•

•

•
•

EURL ECVAM DB-ALM

•

•
•

EMBASE

•
•

•

HSVMA’s Alternatives in Education Database

•

•
•

LAD

•

•
•

•

MEDLINE

•
•

•
•

•

NORINA

•

•
•

PED

•

•
•

•

ScienceDirect
•

•
•

SciSearch
•

•
•

•
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