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INSTITUTIONAL ANIMAL CARE AND USE COMMITTEE 

Policy #16 
TAIL SNIPPING AND TAIL BIOPSY OF RODENTS 

 
In concurrence with 

TTUHSC El Paso Assurance #D19-01056 
and Federal Regulations and Guidelines 

 
Purpose: 

The purpose of a tail snip is to obtain a small amount of tissue and/or blood from a rodent to prepare DNA 
for genotyping or other analysis. The technique involves the removal of the fleshy tail tip, thus avoiding the 
bony vertebral segments. A tail biopsy, which is a more invasive procedure, involves the amputation of the 
tail between bony vertebral segments. 

 
Both procedures usually lead to bleeding at the site. A tail snip is easily performed on mice ≤21 days. When 
≤2mm length of tissue is collected from these young mice, the procedure does not cause the animal undue 
pain or distress because the vertebra in the distal tail tip are not yet calcified1, 2. By analogy, this procedure 
is similar to human ear piercing, which does not require the use of anesthetics nor analgesics. When a similar 
procedure is performed on older mice (>21 days), or when >2mm length tissue is collected, this constitutes 
a tail biopsy because the tissue removed will likely contain calcified vertebrae1, 2. A tail biopsy is considered 
to be a painful procedure and requires the use of anesthetics and analgesics, unless scientifically justified 
and approved by the IACUC. 

 
1. Guidelines for Tail Snips (collecting ≤2mm tissue from mice ≤21 days) 

A. A tail snip is easy to perform and does not cause pain or distress. The use of anesthesia is suggested 
but not required. 

 
B. Tail snipping should be performed using sharp scalpel blades, scissors or razor blades. The length of 

tissue collected should not exceed 2mm. 
 

C. If tail snips are performed on multiple animals using the same scalpel or razor blade, the use of each 
blade should be limited to 5 animals/blade. (Be aware that cross-contamination of DNA samples may 
occur when using the same scalpel or razor blade on multiple animals. Cleaning the surgical material/tools 
between use on each animal with 70% ethanol is often used to prevent contamination.) 

 
D. Bleeding from the sampling site may stop spontaneously, but if it does not stop, adequate hemostasis 

may be achieved by applying brief pressure on the stump with gauze or a cotton ball, and/or application 
of a cautery pen, styptic pen or silver nitrate to the site. 

 
E. In most cases, the IACUC recommends that tail snipping for genotyping be performed on animals that 

are 10-14 days old. If genotyping must be performed after weaning, the weaned animals must be moved 
to an IACUC-approved experimental protocol. Genotyping that occurs after day 21 of age must include 
analgesia, as in some strains, tail vertebrae have ossified. 

 
2. Requirements Specific for Tail Biopsy (mice >21 days old and/or >2mm tissue collection) 

A. Removal of tail segments including amputation between bony segments is considered to be a painful 
procedure and requires general anesthesia with or without analgesics. If anesthesia and analgesics are 
contraindicated, the investigator must provide adequate scientific justification and obtain IACUC approval. 
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B. Alternatives to tail snips and biopsies should be considered. Small quantities of blood from distal veins 

(e.g., saphenous vein) or skin samples from ear punches may be used for analysis, and PCR assays 
using cheek swabs and hair bulbs have also been described3-6. 
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Related policies 

 
Investigators must comply with all other institutional policies at TTUHSC El Paso and Federal Guidelines. This list 
includes, but is not limited to, the following: 

 
IACUC Policy #4: Pain Categories for Experimental Protocols 
IACUC Policy #9: Rodent Surgery 
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