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Food and Fluid Restriction Guideline 
 
At times, an experimental design may require food and/or fluid restriction to create a 
physiological or psychological state consistent with an experimental goal. The IACUC is 
required to approve these restrictions and ensure that they are scientifically justified, that 
restriction is minimized as much as is possible given the experimental requirements, and that 
criteria are in place to monitor the health and well-being of animals on studies requiring these 
restrictions.  This guideline addresses any deviation from free-feeding schedules, except pre-
surgical fasting, which is considered in a separate document. 
 

1. Food and/or fluid restriction for research purposes must be scientifically justified and 
approved by the IACUC. 

2. The investigator must have plans in place to monitor parameters such as body weight, 
body condition, hydration status, and food/fluid consumption.  Body weight and/or body 
condition scores must be recorded at least weekly. 

3. The food and/or fluid restriction must be clearly indicated on the cage and the use of a 
cage-based form must be used to indicate the timing (date and time) of such restriction. 

4. Depending upon the length, duration, and/or extent of food or fluid restriction, animals 
may be placed into USDA Category E, based upon the IACUC’s determination. 

5. In the case of conditioned-response research protocols, use of a highly preferred food as 
positive reinforcement, instead of restriction, is recommended. 

6. For protocols involving food restriction, special attention should be given to ensure that 
food/fluid intake meets the animals’ nutritional needs, unless this is justified as a specific 
scientific goal or end-point. 

7. Criteria should be established to indicate the need for supportive care and removal from 
the study, including euthanasia.  The criteria may include: 

a. Rapid loss of body weight 
b. Loss of skin turgor or tenting of skin 
c. Minimal or no urine output for >12 hours 
d. Sunken eyes, listlessness, and inactivity 

 
Rodents 

1. Rodents typically consume 70-85% of their food and water during the night cycle. This 
needs to be kept in mind when developing and executing a food and/or fluid restriction 
protocol. 



2. Animals should be gradually introduced to a food and/or fluid restriction schedule over 
time. 

3. Maximum weight loss, due to food restriction, should not exceed 20% of baseline body 
weight. 

4. Fasting for more than 24 hours is associated with stress and should be avoided unless 
strong scientific justification is provided. 

5. Food must be provided at the same time as water, as rodents will often not eat if water is 
not available. 
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