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How to become a good lab manager

BY ELIZABETH SANDQUIST

 you over ool you wero unproparod for a caroer a5
1o head of a research ab?

‘You chos th rasearch profession bacaus you wero
fascinated wih the world around you and waréed to
discover on a molecular leve he ways n which o axits.
Addionaly, you wanied the faedorm fo chocse your own
fied of ressarch and study wha inerests you most

You ong to be at the heart of the lab — drecting
xporiments, analyzing data and wriing papers — but
You ind yoursalf caught up i othar tasks — ordor-
ing reagents, dealing with a roubled graduato studont,
aftending yet another commitce moating, anyihing but
banch rascarch.

You have found that baing the hoad o theab s mora
than just making big discoveres; it s about maraging a
small businoss. Lab-managoment skis, whio usod overy
day by sciontists, aro not dirocty taught to young scon-
tists. Rather, hey are earnad sacondhand. Wi much
is 0 bo learned from this folow by-axample approach,
has fs mits. We have al heard horor stories of principa
Investigators with poor ladarship and organization sk,

but how can w keep rom
of hesa stories?

xming a character in ono

Lab management can and should be
learned in a more directed manner
“Laboratory managers ara ofen promoted fom the ranks
of the fochnical staf,” says Rodnoy Forsman, tho immed:
ato past prasident of ho Clirical Laboratory Managemant
‘Association and an assistant professor omoritus at the
Mayo Cinic Cologe of Medicino n Fochestor, Minn. f an
incividual has the capacty 1o oar the scienco of labora:
tory mecicine, they can loarm tho nocossary managomant
ki, gven the desiro and apituce fo do so

Managemant skl aro imporiant for scionco carcers
of all typos. Whethar you work a tho bench o away, the
bty to organizo your work and supaIviso thosa undor
you's crtal

Managemant can ba dhided into four main catogoris:

1. Planning alows 2 ab manager to know whera the
tab’s going

2. Organizing s aso an imporiant b for a lab man-

ager as ho or sho determines who doas which profect
and tochriquo, manages the timelnas and budgats for
multiple projects, and kesps curent wit research nthe
fods.

3. Loadership is exramely mportant for 2 ab man
agor, s it ofton sats tho envronmant and paco of the ab.
‘Good leadership can nspi ab members toward produc-

ity and creativiy and hoip members work logethar.

4. Controlling aab invoives tho ovaluaton of b,
mombers’ and projecs’ progress and tho abity o coroc
probloms as thoy arso.

Planning: considering the big picture
With al he rosponsioiiesthat lab management enfas
is Gasy to mako suro the T getcrossed but 0 oso sigh
ofthebigger goa

*Salfavaroness is vl intime managemerti s 5o
asy to bofove that you aro being productve when you
aro meray being busy,” says Kathy Bk, author of At

ho Hoim: A Laboratory Navigatr,” a book tht nstucts
ow investigators i b managermert,“Being atle to
stand Back ity assoss your fectvencss s hard,
but s he only way fo make every day count

A common suggastion from the experts interviawed!
Was 0 have a ve-yoar siategy. In sty by Monsey
& Compary, i succasshul, hrivng kb wtized thoo- to
o-yoar pans.

Wil b membors nood tochrical skis o complete
indivicual experiments, it s the b manager's job to
ensur that al experimens aro aimed foward a common
oal. The abifty o 505 the igger picture alows b morm
bers o ovaluato a rojocts progress and determine fufur
projocts, manuscrpts and grants. A fve-yoar plan alows
Vouto gauge tha progress of your resoarch and keep it
goatorented.

Once you know where you want your research o be,
vou can plan experimens much moro afient. This
becomes especaly mportant when a ab s managing
mutilo gants ofvaring lengths. Havig a ong-term plan
o s hapful for tonure-rack faculty 50 they can stay on

do and achiovs the roquiraments neoded fo fonure
inthe appropriato tims

*Parhaps scieniss dor't creeto e year plans
because they don't think they nod to: Thoy aro over
whoimed with deal and frust tha, athey ke cao o

ho day-to-day detals, he path wil amerge. It usualy
ossn, I just bocomes mora obscured with endless
tasks,” Barker says.

‘Simiary,  mission satement can guido a b and keep.

Top 10 lab-management tips.
1. You can loarm management skils.
2. Havea fve-yoar pan for your b,
3. Sot cloar tandirds and expecations.

4. Oplimizo your managemant styo for oach lab
momber.

5. Liston o you lab members.
6. Wak around the kb caly.
7. Loam when to say no,

8. 80 progarod whon

small amounis o frea

tima bocoma avaliabl.

9. Gat to know the

poopo at your nstitution
who can help you.

10. Calobrato succasses.
with your s,

it on track. *A misson statement helps o ramind the P1
of what bar pricrtos are,” Barkar says. It s hard o keep.
Your 6yes on the prizo with a the porsonna, funding

and agminstrative decisons that have to be made daly.
Rominding yoursof that you mission s, say, chidron's
hoaith o tho montoring of young sciontists haps you 1o
recognize what tasks wil hap you fuflyour pians and so
bo mors productie.”

Wte @ mission staterment that wil he you and your
Iab mombrs remomber, whon things go tough, why you
ar0 in scence and why your project i important

Ao, sciontits love 10 ask questions, but sometimos
that can lead rosearchars down rabbit holes. A mission
statoment can uide you in @xpariment planning 5o that
fime is not wasted pursuing frvl o tangentia rescarc

Organization: more than a clean desk
Organizaion takes a number of formsinlab manage:
ment. Time, pooplo and your physica ab space must bo
orgarized and orderyfor research to run smoohiy. Tera
over wil bo enough tme n the day fo completo a he
tasks you hope to accompish, so t i mportant o know
when to say o

Whio an open relatonship wih b membersis ancour-
aged, somelims you noed to cose your offca door With
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1 and oxporonce, you should devalop tho abifty to
battor know what roquasts willholp you n your rasoarch
‘and caroar and which ones wil mpada you,” Barker says.
You gat battr at looking nto the futurs 10 500 hat you
might gat no immediste benaft 1o agraaing 1o ba on @
ortain committaa but that in sx months you might gana
hanco at moro graduato students or a battor eatonship
with an adminstrator”

Lab mostings aro a great way to halp keep 3 0roup o
paopi organizad and focused on thalf goas. Meatings.
Wit the wholo group alow lab mombors and tho P1 1o
ramain nformed of @vents within tha ab. They also can bo
2 good forum for brainstorming and troubleshooting

“The Mckinsay & Company study of successu labs
k50 found that op labs have roguiar b mootings, both
formal and informal. One-on-one moatings aso are impor-
tant for both the ab member and the P, a3 axpermants
and issues can be discussed in greater dotas

Howovr,lab mostings can bocomo an naficint uso
of timo i they a not organized. Having a mosting agenda
can kosp convorsations on track and aved the nood for
mutiplo mostings about a singossus. Focords ofab.
meatings also can bo used o Measu fesearch prograss.

Leading by design
Many of the scieniss and managers nfenvawed nofod
rat ot all successiul leaders aro the same. Th frs siop
tovard reaching your eadorship potanta i o rocognize
vour eadershp syl Mt resources axist onino tat
alow you o rocognizo an anayzo the way you oad.
Then you can focus on the strengts and weaknasses of
ha oadrshipstylo an work fo mprove

Addtionaly, you can compars the type ofeader you
actually arotothe kind you would e fo bo I s advania-
Goous to dentiy a successiul mentor who can not oy bo
2 model for your behavior but a souning board fr issues.
Youmay not havo dalt wihproviusty.” Forsman says
“The mentor shouid have exparince beyond the labora-
tory aspocialy in deaing with organizaiona protocol and
Koy indivicuais outsido the laboratory.”

on Lorsch, formery  professor of biophysics at the
Johns Hopkins Univrsity School of Medicind and now
iroctorof tho Nationl Insitut of General Modical Sci-
ences, suggests thatyou optimiza your managermen
Syl for cach lab member. “You cannot movate or help
veryons in the samo way.” e says. “For @xampio, soma
peopio respond wal 0. ot ofafteiion. Oher pacpio ke
1o ave mora imo to thirk about data o their naxt expar-
ment batween discussions with their P You need fo bo
ablo to mockiato your syl o opiimizs i for each person
in your ab.

s

Resources for lab managers
Tako 2 ook at he folowing
st o resources for mora
informaion and tips on man
aging a successiul, tiving
b,

= Ginical Laboratory
Management Associfion
Body of Knowladge for Med-
al Laboratory Managarent.
Ve cima.org (2010)

« Howard Hughes Medical
Instuto and tho Burroughs.
Welcom Fund. Maling the
Fight Moves: A Practcal
Guide fo Scientic Managemant for Postdocs and
Now Faculty.ite:/fwew.rhmi.orgrasourcos/it
‘management/moves i 2006).

= University of Houston Bauer College of Business
Exccutive Education programs: itp:/Daueruhodu/
execuive-oducaton’

« Barker, K. At the Holm: Leading Your Labora-
fory” 2 ed). Cold Spring Harbor Press 2010,

= Boards, M. “The secratof igh produciiy i the
rescaroh ab.” Mckinsay & Company (2009

= Mendsly, a o0 reference manager and PDF
organizer: wewmendaloy.com

= LabGunu, Wl based research and laboratory
management software: wwwlabgur com

=10t Loaderstip Report: htp:/wwiopt com/
loadrstip-raport php.

Fichard DoFrark, an associate professor of manage-
ment at the University of Houston C.T. Bauer Cologo o
Businoss, omphasizos the mportance ofab mombers
Knowing you ara nvolved and avalable, Ono way to
achious i i to walk around. Every day, mako an ofort
o wak around the b and vist with each lab mermbr.
These conversations do not have {0 ba in dapth;rather,
this mothod allows you tostay up to dto on daly acti-
tios and shows that you aro opon and inteastod n your
1ab members’ work.

On a rlated note, many people emphasized tha lab
managers shouid walk tho talk. In other words, do what
you say. This acton builds trst and respect from col-
loagues and folow sciontss. I you desia students 0 bo
i thoab ffom 8 105, they aro far moro kel 1o 0o so f
You are also ther from 8 o 5. Lorsoh gves an exampe

r2013

* gve 2 practics alkfor my group for very new lectire
| make and ask them for and take) thair foacback. That
Way, whon | mako them givo practcs taks and gat oed-
back, they know | am ot asking thom to do something
nat I don't do.

Most o the axperts amphasized the importance of
listoning. A good loador not only dirocs ab mombers and
ol them what to do, but ho or sha also stens fo s or
her empioyees.

“Mako 5ur0 you aro ot the parson doing most o tho
taking at lab mosting,” Lorsch says. °If you aro, thoro s
problom.” Instoad, ho suggests that you empower senior
members of the staf fo teach and mentor furior members

Taking timo to lsten s aso important bocauso a ot can
0 gained from your lab membars. Ono way to do tis s
10 organizo brainsiorming sessions. “This gots creatity
fowing, ompowsrs paop 1o think abou now ressarch
iroctions or thamsalves and the fast of the group, and
ofton ganerates good doas,” Lorsch says. Not only doss.
s mako lab mombers foo approcatod, but it aso pro-
Vides thom vith a earning @xperionco. Most importanty,
it gives you a diferont perspoctive on your esoach than
Youwoud have ifyou workod i solaton.

Lastl, know when to reax and have fun. Taking ime
10 olobrato as alab i great for morako and can act as an
incentive 1o each ab goals. Scienco s ful of cisappoint
ments, and perseveranca is essentil for suvval. Taking

10 10 rolax and onfoy your accompishmonts wil gve ab
members and you the energy to contin. *Have a sense
of humor,” Lorsch says. “This i probably tho most impor-
tant adice | can ghve.”

Controlling: making sure
your employees succeed
Managing aab means that thero aro times when trings
o wrong and you are expocted fofi

*Managers often ament that a protdems coma n on
two foa, iich highights the importance of haning your
peoplo sils” ays Forsman

Ono of the bast ways o pravent ssues with employees
isto bo clar about standards and expectations fom tho
star. Every lab member comes fom a ifeont back-
Ground. Most of he ssues rise from  lack of commurica:
jon about expectatons. Without clear expectations, you

cannot expact lab mambars to do somathing st how
You ko . It s oqualy important forlab standards {0 bo
maintainod, o thoy wil not bo ollowed.

DoFrank and Lorsch both suggest moliating b
mombers through rowards rathor than foar. “"Wren pooplo
ar0 doing wol, mako sura you toll them 50,” Lorsch
Says. "Whan things aro going Sowy, mako suro you gve
encouragoment along with adic.” Poopio aro more kaly
010 productive and croato high-qualty work when thoy
ar0 happy and working toward a goal rathor than foar-
ing punishmont. As Barker puts i, “sharo inforosts, no
issues.” Thesa rawards do not need 1o ba signifcant or
monetary; what mattors s that thay are shosr.

Lasty, ryto gve lab mombers a sense of control over
theirwork. Many grad studonts want to have labs of thor
own ono day, and exporimant planring i a skl thoy nood
toloam now. Adcitionaly, a sanso of pride and ownarship
can 9o along way to mofiats employoos whi fresing
You o spond timo on ot issuss.

1fyou Gon't have your own tab yet, bogi learing about
Iab managemont now. Whio you may not run a whol lab,
your boss wl givo you smaler tasks to manago. Tho abi
ity 1o manago a it wil bing opporturito to oad larger
fuur projects.

Many of the fochniques for managing a ab aso can
o usad on a porsonal lov for caroer developmont.
“Bocass tho graduato school-postdoc-assstant-profos-
sor-otc. patfway s 50 apparontly scripod, it may appoar
that tho path ahoad s sold and paved and dossn' nood
50 much porsonal nput,” Barker notes. “The system and
the busyness can bl ona into complacancy, but he lob
s grown 50 much bigge than the traiing propares tho
Pifor

“Tho key 10 eturning 1o the work you ove, sience, s
tomanago your iab wal trough planning, organization
leacing and controling. 1t may take soma work, but the
Payoffwil b rawarding o you and your lab members.
Romermbr: Ifyou can learn sciance, you can lear lab
management

Etza00in Sancst plzzboin omoBTE
01 agracka studont a tho ety o Narh
Daola psung D, Doty a1
molocuar bology. Fobow ™ on Tar a
oo te sty

Online Extra

Managinga lab s a ot o running a small businoss. To ear how businoss skls can hop your
1ab succood, chack out the atc “Tha business of running a lab” at ht:/bitHLNNGY.





