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Purpose 

This document provides guidance for using toe clipping as a form of animal identification. The request to use this 

identification method for an animal study should be described and justified in the animal use protocol and then 

submitted to the IACUC for approval.  

Background and Regulations                                                                                                                                  

The Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals (Guide) and the National Institutes of Health Office of 

Laboratory Animal Welfare recognizes many acceptable methods for individually identifying research animals.1 

However, because toe clipping [removal of the last phalangeal (toe) bone of a digit from one or more limbs 

corresponding to a predetermined numbering code] can be painful, affect behavior, and alter the gait or weight-

bearing ability of an animal’s limbs, the Guide limits its use to justified instances. According to the Guide (p75), 

“As a method of identification of small rodents, toe-clipping should be used only when no other individual 

identification method is feasible. It may be the preferred method for neonatal mice up to 7 days of age as it 

appears to have few adverse effects on behavior and well-being at this age, especially if toe clipping and 

genotyping can be combined. Under all circumstances aseptic practices should be followed. Use of anesthetic or 

analgesia should be commensurate with the age of the animals."2 The US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 

policy also discourages toe clipping for animal identification.3                                                                               

The WVU IACUC strongly discourages the practice of toe clipping for the purpose of animal identification but 

acknowledges that under certain circumstances it may be necessary. Given that toe clipping could be painful, it 

shall be conducted only with proper scientific justification and prior approval from the IACUC. Convenience, 

tissue/DNA collection and cost savings are not adequate justifications by themselves. Toe clipping as a method of 

identification of small mammals (e.g., rodents and shrews) and amphibians shall only be used when no other 

individual identification method is feasible.  If used on rodents and shrews, it shall only be performed on neonates 

up to 7 days of age. It shall not be performed on animals destined for use in some types of behavioral studies as it 

may reduce grip strength and affect other behaviors such as feeding and grooming. 

WVU IACUC Guidelines                                                                                                                                                                    

In order to obtain IACUC approval for toe clipping for animal identification, the Principal Investigator (PI) must 

provide a strong scientific justification in the animal use protocol and indicate why other methods of identification 

are unsuitable for use. A detailed description of the amputation technique must be included in the IACUC 

protocol form Appendix A, “Surgical Procedures”. If needed, the Attending Veterinarian is available for 

consultation. When toe clipping is approved, it must be conducted in the least painful and most humane manner 

possible, using a new sharp surgical blade or carefully maintained surgical scissors. Should a suitable alternative 

method of animal identification become available, the PI should examine that method and determine its feasibility 

for use with his/her animals to eliminate toe clipping. 
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