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Lab Handbook


Template


A lab handbook reflects the operations and expectations of your lab. While certain topics (e.g. EDI) can be addressed at the departmental or university level, the PI has overall responsibility for how a group is run. Describing your lab's identity enables existing and new members to support the smooth running of daily operations, understand what is expected of them, and similarly what they can expect as a group member. This document provides a basic template for creating your lab handbook, separated into different sections and questions to define your lab’s identity. 
· The WIN Lab Handbook Team





How should I use this document?
Use this document to form the basis of your own lab handbook. Read the different section headings, and answer the proposed questions to form the handbook text. Discuss with group members to create answers most relevant to your lab.

Some questions seem less relevant to my lab, and there are a few important topics that have not been covered. How should I address this?
There is no single prescriptive format for a lab handbook. Some questions may be more or less relevant to your group, and you likely have your own ideas as to what a lab handbook should contain. Please use this template as a guide, rather than a strict set of topics and questions, adjusting as you see fit. 

For some topics, I have very similar expectations to what is written in the example lab handbook. Can I use that text?
You are welcome to copy sections and edit pieces of text from the example lab handbook, written by the WIN Physics Group. Remember that your group will hold itself - and you - accountable to the content of your handbook. While we are delighted for others to base their own handbook on our text, it is crucial that you do so after careful reflection and discussion with your group. 

Section 1: Introduction 
Welcoming new members to your group

Questions
1. How will you make new starters feel welcome?
This will be the first piece of text that new starters to your group will encounter in the lab handbook. Write a short statement welcoming them to the group, and give a brief, high level overview of your group's work and ethos.

2. How should new starters navigate this document?:
Do you expect all new starters to read the entire lab handbook? Do you have an anticipated time period for them to read? For example, “We expect all new group members to read the lab handbook in the first month”.


Example: Welcome to the WIN Physics Group! We are a team of researchers based at the Wellcome Centre for Integrative Neuroimaging (WIN) at the University of Oxford. We wrote this document to ensure that all new members of WIN Physics and the wider research community have an insight into how our group operates. Here, you will find detailed information about life as a group member, what we expect from our researchers, and the support we can offer to your research development. 
We hope this document serves as a useful resource throughout your time at the WIN. We expect new members to read this document by the end of your first month of joining our lab. If you have any questions or concerns, your PI or line manager will be very happy to discuss. We welcome feedback that you may have on this document, and how we can continue to improve researcher experience across the academic spectrum


Section 2: Roles & Expectations 
Defining the responsibilities of researchers. What to expect from them, and what they can expect from you.
Questions
1. How is your group structured?
Briefly describe the structure of your group in terms of roles: for example, PI(s), early-career researchers, students, and other roles specific to your group.

2. How does each role interact with the group?:
Ensure that everybody in your group is aware of the significance of each role. Describe the responsibilities of each role, how they interact with the group, your expectations and challenges each role creates. This section is crucial to establishing healthy working relationships and understanding, particularly for those who have never experienced the reality of certain other roles.
Example topics for Students: Day-to-day as a student, Challenges for students, What can more senior members expect from students? How can more senior members help students?

3. Are there any key interactions between your group and other persons/departments/facilities?:
Describe any important external interactions fundamental to the operation of your group. What do these roles provide for your group? What are your expectations of your group members in these interactions?
Example topics for Core Staff: What can group members expect from core staff? How should group members interact with core staff? How should group members recognise scientific contributions from core staff?

Example from WIN Physics: 
Roles & Expectations
Our group consists of Students, Early Career Researchers (ECRs) and Principal
Investigators (PIs). Here, we describe the responsibilities of each role, challenges they
may face, what you can expect from them, and in return what they can expect from you.

Students

Who do we mean? Anyone actively working toward a research degree, including Masters and DPhil students, and both Oxford-enrolled and visiting students.

Day-to-day: Students are responsible for much of the research in our group. The vast
majority of their time is dedicated to their own research project, but they also do other
“research adjacent” work. A week typically includes: supervisions, one-to-ones with
other group members, general lab meetings, and educational activities.

Support for students: Students are trained professionals and their ideas should be
taken seriously by the entire group. Students can expect to meet with their supervisors
regularly in a supportive environment.  They should feel empowered to point out
mistakes made by group members or admit when they do not understand something.
Supervisors should provide regular feedback and encourage students to develop their
own ideas to progress their project.

Expectations of students: Students are an integral part of the wider lab and frequently
play a crucial role volunteering to help with tasks the group needs to function.
Supervisors can expect students to provide regular updates on their progress, and
participate actively in group activities. Students are expected to recognise that their
research is a form of training and struggles are a part of the learning process.

Challenges: Navigating a first major research project is a difficult task. To be
successful, students must also develop “soft skills” including effective communication
and time management. Unexpected difficulties are part of the research process 
learning how to cope with setbacks takes experience, fortitude, and patience. These
stressors can be exacerbated by additional factors throughout the degree, including the
isolation of leading a research project, difficulty navigating work-life balance, and distance from long-standing support networks.

Early Career Researchers (ECRs)

Who do we mean? Postdoctoral researchers and junior fellows

Day-to-day: The ECR stage is marked by a transition to increasing independence.
ECRs spend the majority of time on their own research, whilst also collaborating on a
broader range of projects. ECRs often have several further responsibilities, including
sitting on committees, student supervision, and teaching. ECRs may also be asked to
stand in for PIs when required, and help with or lead grant applications.

Support for ECRs: ECRs can expect senior group members to dedicate time to their
career development, alongside practical advice and feedback on their progress. Senior
members should create opportunities for ECRs to take on increased responsibility, grow
independence, and interact with the wider research community. Where ECRs are
involved in supervision, students should take ECR guidance seriously, respect other
demands on their time, and ensure their contributions receive appropriate credit.

Expectations of ECRs: Having recently navigated a PhD/DPhil themselves, ECRs can
provide valuable support to a student’s career development. ECRs often have more
time than senior group members to guide students in their research, can advocate on a
students behalf, and often know who to approach when particular issues arise. PIs can
expect ECRs to facilitate the dissemination of expertise in the group, and support
students by providing crucial constructive feedback.

Challenges: Transitioning to increased independence places considerable
responsibility on new ECRs. The role is often accompanied by changes in research
group and/or topic, which requires adjustment. ECR positions are inherently transitional,
and this stage in a researcher's career is often accompanied by growing personal
commitments (e.g., starting a family). Managing a diversifying workload, the uncertainty
associated with fixed-term contracts, and reduced supervisory support can be difficult.

Principal Investigators (PIs)

Who do we mean? Senior academics leading research groups, often with a faculty title.

Day-to-day: Research is a core component of any PI’s job. Most senior PIs engage in
research projects via supervision and collaboration, typically directing multiple projects
in parallel. In addition, PIs shoulder numerous responsibilities that are not directly
research related, including committees, group logistics, leadership in large-scale
initiatives, and teaching. PIs must often switch their work context from hour to hour and
regularly spend entire workdays in meetings on disparate topics.

Support for PIs: Students and ECRs can help PIs by reliably completing tasks they
have agreed to handle. It is helpful to learn to distinguish which decisions need PI
input, and which can be acted on independently. Flexibility in scheduling can be a great
help for a PI who has multiple demands on their time. Finally, it is helpful to understand
how PIs communicate to help foster an effective working relationship.

Expectations of PIs: Students and ECRs can expect PIs to provide support and clear
communication of expectations. PIs should play an active role in the research being
undertaken, whilst offering guidance and mentorship on a broad range of research and
career topics. PIs should advocate for more junior researchers, often acting as a
“sponsor” to identify opportunities for career advancement. Students and ECRs can
expect their PI to make time for regular supervision meetings. PIs should support group
members  during career transitions, including to other institutions or outside academia.
 
Challenges: PIs find themselves managing conflicts at short notice, and handling
delicate situations that may impact many people. Busy PIs will regularly receive >100
emails per day and send nearly as many. As a result, short emails are easier to respond
to, and terse responses from PIs are more likely to reflect efficiency than criticism.
Whilst delays and mistakes can be interpreted as carelessness, they are often simply a
consequence of navigating everything that requires attention. Nevertheless, PIs should
remain open to feedback that their challenging workload is leading to problems for
group members and be open to discussions around improving group management.

Core Staff

 We expect group members to always treat core staff with respect, and to value their
 time and high degree of professional expertise. Core staff are highly trained individuals,
 often with unique expertise not held by members of the WIN Physics Group. When their
 contributions go beyond what would be considered conventional ‘support’, they should
 be recognised appropriately (for example, co-authorship on an upcoming publication).









Section 3: Research Group Culture
Describing expectations surrounding interactions and behaviour
Questions
1. How does your group interact?
Describe how your group interacts both professionally and socially.
Example interactions: Shared lab spaces, Weekly meetings, Social gatherings

Oncology Example
Our group interacts regularly through both day-to-day work and a few organised activities. We share lab and office spaces, so we aim to communicate clearly and be considerate when planning experiments or using shared equipment. We meet once a week to discuss research updates and any issues that need collective input. From time to time, we also have informal social catch-ups, such as coffee breaks or the occasional lunch, which help us get to know one another and maintain a positive working atmosphere.

2. What are your expectations for conduct in the workplace? 
Highlight your expectations for members to create an inclusive environment in both professional and social situations. Describe what members should do if they experience/witness inappropriate behaviour. Note that some aspects of expected workplace conduct are specified by the university: it is a good idea to link to these in your handbook.
Example topics: Conduct in meetings, Work interactions, Social interactions, Inappropriate behaviour, 
Example resources: Harassment advice, 

Oncology Example

All members of the group are expected to contribute to a professional, respectful and inclusive working environment, both in formal settings such as meetings and in informal or social interactions. Everyone should communicate courteously, listen actively, and ensure that all colleagues feel valued and able to participate. Behaviour that excludes, demeans or disadvantages others is not acceptable. If you experience or witness inappropriate behaviour, please speak to the PI, a departmental Harassment Advisor, or another trusted contact, and make use of the university’s reporting and support routes. Further guidance on expected standards of conduct can be found in the University’s policies on respectful behaviour and harassment.

3. What are your expectations surrounding working arrangements? 
Describe the working arrangements for group members. This should include your expectations surrounding working hours and working from home. Highlight any specific responsibilities shared between group members (e.g. cleaning a piece of equipment). Note that many researchers find vague statements to be unhelpful and/or to implicitly communicate expectations for long working hours.
Example topics: Working hours, Working at the office vs home, Group responsibilities
Oncology Example
Our working arrangements are designed to support both productivity and well-being. Group members are expected to work their contracted hours and to be on site when laboratory or collaborative work requires it. Working from home should be agreed with the PI to ensure good coordination. We avoid vague expectations around “long hours”; if additional time is ever needed for an experiment, this should be discussed in advance so it can be planned safely and fairly. Shared responsibilities—such as keeping equipment clean or maintaining communal areas—are divided across the group, and everyone is expected to contribute. Open communication about availability, deadlines and workload helps us work smoothly together.

4. How do you support the wellbeing of group members?
Describe your expectations for group members to maintain a healthy work-life balance and support each other's wellbeing. Define what benefits group members are entitled to through the department or University.
Example topics: Setting targets, Working hours, Work-life balance, Mental wellbeing
Example resources: University work-life balance
Oncology Example
We aim to create a working environment that supports the wellbeing of everyone in the group. Members are encouraged to maintain a healthy work–life balance, set realistic goals and speak openly with the PI about workload, deadlines and any concerns. We look out for one another and promote a culture where it’s acceptable to ask for help or take a break when needed. Group members have access to a range of departmental and University wellbeing resources, including occupational health, counselling services and mental health awareness training. We expect everyone to use these supports where helpful and to contribute to a considerate, respectful atmosphere that allows colleagues to thrive both professionally and personally.

5. How does your group engage with EDI initiatives?
Describe how your group and the department engage with EDI initiatives, and how PIs will support members on these topics. Identify resources available to group members.

Oncology Example

Our group is committed to actively engaging with the department’s Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) initiatives, including ongoing opportunities within the Oncology Belonging and Culture Programme. All members are encouraged to contribute to departmental activities and, where possible, participate in the Belonging and Culture Committee or related projects. PIs will support team members in accessing relevant training, events, and resources, and in raising EDI-related concerns or ideas. Every member of the group shares responsibility for fostering an inclusive, respectful and welcoming environment in which all colleagues can thrive. Resources, guidance and further opportunities for involvement are available through the Oncology intranet pages and departmental communications.

Example topics: What is EDI?, Building a Supportive Environment
Example resources: University EDI resources & training

6. How should group members support the lab?
Highlight your expectations surrounding being a good lab citizen to support the day-to-day functioning of the lab and your colleagues' research. Describe how members should balance between being a good citizen and progressing their own research. 
Examples of good citizenship: tutoring on a departmental program; answering your colleagues' questions; volunteering on projects; organising group meetings; sharing resources appropriately.
Oncology Example
We expect all members of the group to contribute to the smooth day-to-day running of the lab and to support colleagues where possible. Good lab citizenship can include answering questions, sharing resources fairly, helping to organise meetings or volunteering for departmental activities such as teaching and serving on a committee. These contributions strengthen the group and the wider community, but they should be balanced with the need to make steady progress on your own research. If you ever feel that citizenship tasks are becoming excessive or affecting your work, please discuss this with the PI so responsibilities can be shared appropriately. Our aim is for everyone to contribute in a fair and manageable way.


Section 4: Developing as Researchers 
How the group supports your development as a researcher, and your expectations surrounding best research practice
Questions

1. How do you support the career progression of group members?
What should group members do to develop skills to support their career progression? What opportunities are there to achieve this? How do you support each group member’s career development?
Example topics: Developing your CV, Career progression
Examples for strengthening CV: Publications, committee activities, outreach, invited presentations, securing funding, conference proceedings
Oncology Example
We encourage all group members to take an active role in developing the skills and experience needed for their future careers. This may include building a strong CV through publications, presenting at conferences, contributing to committees or outreach, and applying for funding or training opportunities. The PI will meet with each member regularly to discuss career goals, identify relevant development opportunities and provide guidance on how to progress. Group members are also encouraged to make use of departmental and University training in research, teaching, leadership and professional skills, and may liaise with the Training Development & EDI Manager for additional support in identifying and accessing suitable training. Our aim is to ensure that everyone has the support, time and opportunities they need to develop a career pathway that suits their ambitions.
Recommended resources: Professional Development Planning for Researchers | University of Oxford 
Researchers' Toolkit — University of Oxford, Medical Sciences Division
Researcher's Trailmap | University of Oxford
Researcher Hub | University of Oxford

2. What are your expectations for best research practices?
Define your expectations for best research practices and resources available to support your group members in this area. Explain the importance of good research conduct, be explicit about which actions are considered mandatory, and how to address irresponsible conduct by a labmate.
Example topics: Open science, Reproducible research, Research conduct
Example resources: University research misconduct guidelines

3. How do you expect group members to collaborate?
Provide an overview of the costs and benefits of collaboration, how you expect group members to engage with collaborators, and how to get the most out of collaborations. Similarly, describe the support more junior researchers can expect from more senior researchers in your group in the context of collaborations with external colleagues.
Example topics: Why collaborate? When to collaborate, Setting expectations

4. What are your expectations surrounding travelling and conferences?
Describe how group members can get the most out of conferences. Define your expectations for behaviour and interactions when representing the group. Consider how to support group members who do not wish to travel for personal reasons.
Example topics: Conferences - The basics; Planning & what to expect; Looking out for labmates; Travel administration & logistics
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