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Animals in MS Research 
 
Every day a third of a million Americans confront the devastating effects of multiple 
sclerosis (MS).  By the end of 2006, the National Multiple Sclerosis Society will have 
spent over $500 million for biomedical research to find a cure and more effective 
treatments for this complex disease.  Biomedical research, including research 
involving laboratory animals, is a matter of life and death for people who are gravely 
ill. 
     
The Role of Animal Research     
We are dedicated to finding the cure for MS. This means stimulating and supporting 
clinical trials to test potentially promising treatments.  
     
The Nuremberg Code, as well as U.S. Food and Drug Administration 
regulations, prohibit testing drugs on humans until they've been tested and 
shown safe in animal models. This animal testing is essential to efforts to develop 
new treatments for MS and other serious diseases.   
     
Of the more than 350 research projects currently supported by the National Multiple 
Sclerosis Society, many use tissue culture and, when necessary, animals, especially 
rodents, with diseases similar to MS.  The Society requires that all research funding 
requests include specific justification and details for the humane use of laboratory 
animals.  In addition, government-mandated Animal Care Committees must monitor 
compliance with all federal, state and local regulations on the humane use of 
laboratory animals in research. 
 
Animal Models Used in MS Research 
There are diseases similar to MS that can be induced in animals to provide scientists 
with options for study and experimentation that would be impossible and unethical in 
humans who have MS.  The types of animal models that are most commonly used in 
MS are autoimmune and viral.  
 

• Autoimmune Models—Experimental allergic encephalomyelitis (EAE) is the 
primary autoimmune model used in MS.  It has been studied in mice, rats, 
guinea pigs, and non-human primates—but mostly in mice. EAE is like MS is 
a couple of important ways: EAE is a demyelinating disease that destroys the 
myelin, the fatty sheath that protects and surrounds nerve fibers.  It also takes 
several clinical forms, including relapsing-remitting and progressive-relapsing. 
 

• Viral Models—Although there are several viral models, the two most 
commonly used in MS are Theiler's murine encephalomyelitis virus (TMEV) 



and the coronavirus, each of which produces a chronic, inflammatory, 
demyelinating process in mice that is similar to MS.  

 
Alternatives to Research in Living Organisms     
The human body is a remarkable collection of intricate systems that cannot be 
artificially replicated.  Computer modeling and tissue culture studies can augment, 
but cannot yet replace, research in living organisms.  No computer simulation 
approaches the complexity of even a single living cell, let alone the human nervous 
or immune system. 
     
Medical Breakthroughs Achieved from Working with Animals     
Since 1901, some two-thirds of all Nobel prizes awarded in physiology or medicine 
were for discoveries based on animal research. 
     
Breakthroughs in diagnosing and treating heart disease, cancer, diabetes, measles 
and smallpox all were dependent on animal research.  In fact, virtually every medical 
advance made over the last century that has reduced suffering or saved lives—
whether it be humankind or animals—would likely not have occurred without the 
assistance of laboratory animal research.  
     
Medical Advances in MS Resulting from Animal Research     
Each of the disease-modifying drugs used to alter the underlying course of MS—
Avonex, Betaseron, Rebif, Copaxone, and Novantrone—were developed from leads 
provided by research into complex immune system processes in laboratory animals. 
      
New possibilities for repairing the damage to insulating myelin on nerve fibers in 
MS—the best hope of recovering functions lost to the disease—have sprung directly 
from responsible animal research. 
     
Experimental treatments aimed at blocking abnormal immune responses in MS are 
the result of studies with laboratory rodents with MS-like diseases. 
     
Without Animal Research... 
Cures for so many serious health problems, including MS, heart disease, cancer, 
AIDS, sickle cell disease, schizophrenia and Alzheimer's disease, would be out of 
reach. 
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The National Multiple Sclerosis Society is proud to be a source of information about multiple 
sclerosis. Our comments are based on professional advice, published experience, and expert 
opinion, but do not represent individual therapeutic recommendations or prescription. For specific 
information and advice, consult your personal physician.  
 
To contact your chapter, call 1-800-FIGHT-MS (1-800-344-4867) or visit the National MS Society 
web site: www.nationalmssociety.org. 
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