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Foundational Reviews in Cage-Side Clinical
Assessment and Nest-Building Scoring
for Laboratory Animals

By Liu, K. Y., Vet of TMU LAC

Cage-side observation is one of the most fundamental components of laboratory animal care and
clinical assessment. It provides essential information for evaluating animal welfare and physical
conditions, detecting early signs of disease or experiment-related adverse effects, and ensuring data
reliability. Compared with invasive procedures, cage-side assessment is rapid, low-stress, and easily
repeatable.

This approach follows three principles: non-intrusive, non-disturbing, and continuous. Broadly, cage-
side clinical observation includes three major domains: general appearance, behavioral performance,
and environmental interaction. General appearance involves assessment of body condition, coat texture,
nasal or oral discharge, and respiratory rate. Behavioral performance covers activity level, exploration,
social behavior, and self-maintenance behaviors such as grooming, feeding, and drinking. Finally,
environmental interaction includes monitoring food and water usage, excretion patterns, and—
particularly for rodents—the presence and quality of nest building, which is a key welfare indicator.
Observation frequency varies by species, study design, and health risk, but daily monitoring is generally
recommended, with increased frequency for special studies or postoperative animals.

In 2006, Dr. Deacon proposed the Nesting Score, now one of the most widely applied scoring systems
for rodents. This system evaluates nest-building behavior based on nest completeness and nesting
material utilization, providing insight into normal activity and welfare status. Ideally, compressible
nesting materials such as shredded paper or cotton (8-10 g, roughly one handful) are provided. A score
of 4-5 generally reflects normal nest-building performance; scores below 3 for two consecutive days
warrant further health assessment. Likewise, if less than 25% of nesting material is used, this may
indicate abnormal conditions requiring closer monitoring.
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