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WVU IACUC POLICY: 

Forced Swim Test 

 
The classical Porsolt forced swim test (FST) was developed as a rodent screening test to screen candidate 

(human) antidepressant drugs. It is based on the assumption that an animal will try to escape an aversive 

(stressful) stimulus. Other uses of water baths for memory or exercise are not covered by this policy. If 

escape is impossible, the animal eventually stops trying and gives up. In the typical FST, the animal is placed in 

a cylindrical container of water (although other water containers can be used) from which it cannot escape. 

Most animals will attempt to escape by actively swimming. When the animal stops swimming and floats on the 

surface of the water it is considered to have “given up”.  An animal that gives up relatively quickly is thought to 

be displaying characteristics similar to human depression. The validity of this test stems from the finding that 

physical or psychological stress (which can induce depression in humans) administered prior to the test causes 

animals to give up sooner and treatment with an antidepressant drug will increase the time an animal spends in 

swimming escape attempts. The fact that the purpose of this test is to induce depression, any animal that 

participates in a forced swim test must be categorized as a pain category E. 

 

Important considerations 

 

1. Species used 

a. Rats and mice 

 

b. Impaired swimming ability due to musculoskeletal or other abnormalities will affect performance in this 

test. 

 

2. Water depth and temperature 

a. The water must be deep enough so the animal cannot touch the bottom with its tail or feet. A depth of 30 

cm is commonly recommended, although less depth may be adequate for mice. 

 

b. Water temperature must be between 24 and 30⁰ C2
. 

 

c. Animals need to be wiped off and placed in a dry, warm environment after removal from the water. 

Absorbent towel(s) may be placed in the holding cage to collect water dripping off the animal and a 

heating source directed over or underneath the cage may provide warmth. Towel-drying or blow-drying 

animals may be stressful in animals that are not handled much, and rough handling can cause injury. 

 

3. Water changes 

a. Urine and fecal material will accumulate in the water and contribute to bacterial contamination and 

growth. The container needs to be emptied and disinfected after each day’s tests. Deviations from this 

need to be approved by the IACUC. 

 

b. Fecal material should be removed after each animal with a small mesh net. 
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4. Test procedures 

a. A wide range of test session durations have been reported (4 - 20 minutes)
 1
. 

 

b. Animals must be observed continuously during the swim test. Any animal that sinks below the surface 

must be removed from the water immediately
2
. 

The number to testing sessions per day need to be stated in the PI’s protocol and approved by the 

IACUC. 

 

Alternative tests: Tail-suspension test and others
1,2,3

. 
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