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Abstract

Although barbering is common in laboratory mice (Mus musculus), little is known about its effects, both on animal welfare and the 
research data collected from barbered mice. To gain information on the occurrence of barbering and related risk factors in animal 
facilities in Germany, we performed an online survey. All the respondents (n = 32 animal facilities) had experienced barbering in their 
facility. In most cases, less than 10% of the mice were affected, and the age of onset was mostly observed to be 2 to < 6 months. A 
greater susceptibility was reported in females and in C57BL/6 mice, but this could not be verified as the prevalence of females and 
the C57BL/6 strain was unknown. One facility reported differences in barbering between commercial animal suppliers. Barbering was 
also recorded in mice provided with enrichments, such as houses, wood-gnawing blocks, tunnels, running wheels/discs or cage dividers. 
None of the responding facilities provided swings, structural elements such as an elevated platform or foraging and cognitive enrich-
ment. The questions of whether barbering may have an impact on study results and whether victims of barbering can be used for 
experiments revealed mixed opinions, most likely due to a lack of data on potential effects. This survey clearly demonstrated barbering 
to be a widely underestimated problem that is not given enough attention. We suggest that the occurrence of barbering should be 
systematically documented in every animal facility and reported in research articles, to provide a greater understanding of barbering 
and its potential effects.
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Introduction 
Although common in laboratory mice (Mus musculus), 
barbering is not part of the natural behavioural repertoire of 
free-living mice (Reinhardt 2005) and, therefore, is consid-
ered an abnormal behaviour. It is defined as the plucking of 
fur and/or whiskers from itself and/or cage-mates resulting 
in idiosyncratic patches of alopecia characterised by the 
unique cutting style of the barber (Dufour & Garner 2010). 
In contrast to fur-plucking, which can be self-directed or 
agonistic, whisker-plucking may be assumed instead to 
represent an agonistic behaviour directed towards a cage-
mate. Little is known about its aetiology. There are different 
theories categorising barbering as maladaptive behaviour (ie 
dominance hypothesis, coping hypothesis) or as malfunc-
tional behaviour (ie pathology hypothesis) (Dufour & 
Garner 2010), which are not mutually exclusive and may 
result in varying phenotypes, ie fur- and whisker-plucking 
can occur independently from each other and do not have to 
be associated. Barbering may be associated with early distur-
bance of the social structure or a failure of standard housing 

conditions to allow mice to display their full behavioural 
repertoire, which can disturb brain and behavioural develop-
ment and induce abnormal behaviours (Würbel 2001; 
Dufour & Garner 2010). However, chronic stress and 
boredom caused by standard housing conditions may also be 
responsible for the emergence of barbering (Moberg 2000). 
Barbering is painful for the victims and reduces the fitness of 
plucked mice (Sarna et al 2000), and therefore has to be 
recognised as a serious welfare issue. It can be assumed that 
thermoregulation is impaired due to the lack of hair covering 
the skin. Moreover, the animals lose an important sensory 
organ when their whiskers are trimmed or plucked. These 
consequences, in combination with the underlying factors 
inducing barbering in the first place, should be of great 
concern since they not only have a potential negative effect 
on animal welfare but also raise doubt as to the validity of 
data collected from mice showing signs of barbering. To gain 
a better understanding of the risk factors for barbering in 
laboratory animal facilities, we conducted a survey on 
barbering in laboratory mice in Germany (see Appendix). 
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