
As a professional in the biomedical 
research industry, it’s a given that the 
welfare of your research subjects is 
paramount. Working with animals day-in 
and day-out, you understand that keeping 
them healthy is not only a critical element 
of the conducted research, it’s also an 
ethical and legal imperative.

It therefore goes without saying that a 
coherent veterinary care system is not a mere 
luxury. It is second only to the research itself. 
In fact, animal research is practiced, by and 
large, by people who have genuine concern for 
the animals in their care. As such, researchers 
actively ensure that subjects do not needlessly 
suffer, while providing the very best care 
possible. Further, this tendency is reinforced 
by stringent regulation that ensures 
purposeful research coupled with humane 
animal treatment.

The regulations are so stringent and so punitive, 
in fact, that even the rare individual who isn’t 
concerned with animal welfare (if he or she 
exists at all) is highly motivated to care. 

There are also a number of smaller research 
organizations contributing to biomedical research, 
joining the ranks of large pharmaceutical companies, 
major universities, and government agencies. These 
new organizations often begin with a forward 
thinking idea such as biomedical uses of messaging 
RNA (mRNA) or some other esoteric field. From there 
they can often acquire capital to establish a facility 
with just a few protocols and PIs.
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An organization’s policies and procedures help 
to create an incentive to ensure researchers do 
the right thing. Unfortunately, mistakes can still 
occur and are often costly. 
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Good animal welfare and veterinary care 
requires careful record keeping that is 
impossible to maintain with a manual paper 
form system. Paper forms, while reliable in 
small-scale systems, carries with them 
administrative overhead in the terms of 
updates, printing or copying, and 
distribution. Every time a form in use must 
be updated, the distribution process is 
repeated wasting valuable resource cycles 
that could be put to better use moving the 
research effort forward.

Hand-in-hand with the revision and distribution 
overhead is the necessity for multiple forms. 
Daily tasks, medical cases, and pre-surgery each 
require a different form and every week new 
instances of each form are sure to come into the 
system. Over the course of months this burden of 
sheer volume of forms can become 
unmanageable.

Last but not least, there is the burden of 
tracking the paper with a manual system.  Paper 
forms can be easily misplaced, especially when 
there is a large volume of forms in production.  
As the facility and number of subjects grows, 
manually tracking these forms will become 
impossible. 

Eventually organizations begin to recognize 
the need for a coherent, centralized system. 
This is especially true when it comes to animal 
welfare in terms of veterinary management 
and, in today’s world, the centralizing 
technology of choice is software.

Such organizations tend to start with 
cobbled-together, manual systems including 
Word, Excel, and e-mail, to track research 
progress and animal health, and—in the 
beginning—there is very little risk. Sooner or 
later, however, the onset of time and the 
inevitability of growth generate higher and 
higher risk. Human error caused by 
administrative distractions and the sheer 
volume of increasing numbers of research 
subjects is all but guaranteed.
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The ability to enforce policies regarding 
how events are recorded has significant 
advantages over manual systems. Most 
notably, the access and reporting methods 
become standardized.  Administrators can 
easily produce both standard and 
customizable reports to assess compliance 
and accelerate audits—but the advantages 
do not end there.

As it turns out, software is the ideal 
solution for solving scalability problems 
while simultaneously mitigating risk. Why?  
Because it enforces business policies for 
how and when activities and events are 
recorded; the records then become 
permanent and easily accessible.

All of this begs 
for a modern,

automated 
solution.

Case in point:

A research facility at a major university recently 
encountered this very problem. The PIs were 
supposed to be notified when it was time to 
inoculate a control group. However, the paper 
forms governing this phase were misplaced, 
causing a two-week delay, in the confirmation of 
the injections. In this case the PIs were 
fortunate, because they were eventually able to 
move forward. In some cases the research could 
have been compromised, discarded and the 
effort would have to begin again with new 
subjects.
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In veterinary management, it’s 
important to have the ability to establish 
and maintain medical cases for an animal 
that has become ill. Daily tasks to meet 
the basic need of the animals whether or 
not they are related to a medical case. In 
a facility housing thousands of animals, 
scheduling using a manual system can be 
a real challenge. Typically, in a manual 
system, a spreadsheet would be used for 
this purpose.  However, a spreadsheet 
must be continually and manually 
updated which can cause confusion 
among the staff members when 
determining whether they have the most 
current documentation. This can lead to 
both census and animal welfare mistakes 
such as the one encountered at the 
aforementioned institution.

In the case of daily care, tasks can be assigned 
to staff members so that when they log into the 
system they see their tasks for that day, and can 
respond when each task is complete. A 
permanent record then exists of the care the 
animal was given, and that record can be part 
of a larger report for internal or external use.
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This capability is likewise available for 
veterinary cases and is every bit as valuable. 
In a facility full of research animals, both 
experimental and clinical issues can arise. 
They can require the administration of 
compounds and/or involve a long list of 
actions required by ethics and law. A 
diagnosis may be rendered, along with a 
prognosis and treatment, and, in some 
cases, quarantine for the health and safety 
of other subjects.

The best solution is using the right 
software system, which will allow for easy 
creation, categorization and scheduling of 
the basic care all animals require, such as 
changing bedding, feeding, and watering.
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Finally, with an automated software 
system, tasks can more easily be 
associated with specific cases. When a case 
is opened and treatment is prescribed, the 
treatment(s) can be assigned as tasks and 
the progress of the case can be readily 
monitored. Spreadsheets and email simply 
can’t afford the sort of coordination and 
permanent record keeping such endeavors 
require under the regulations.

Research is expensive. Mistakes are expensive. 
You owe it to yourself and your organization to 
understand whether your current research 
management system can stand up to the 
ethical and regulatory rigor demanded of the 
industry.

In the arena of animal welfare, two questions should be paramount when 
it comes to your management approach:

“Does my current system mitigate the possibility of human error?”

“Could my organization afford to be audited today?”

While this is certainly possible in a manual 
system, an automated system makes the 
job of case management not only easier 
but less error prone. Like tasks, the issue 
of currency is a consideration. If you are 
dealing with several animals’ health 
records, this changing data must be 
recorded on an individual basis. 
Understanding an animal’s disposition and 
what treatment(s) should be applied can 
be a challenge with a manual system. 
Such systems do not promote accuracy, 
potentially resulting in animals going 
untreated or being given the wrong 
treatment.

We provide regulatory compliance and operations software for human and animal research facilities.  
TOPAZ Elements is an integrated application suite that facilitates protocol approvals, ordering animals, 
tracking animal census and billing, and veterinary care.

www.topazti.com
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