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Maintaining a comprehensive and well-documented lab notebook

Maintaining a comprehensive and well-documented lab notebook is important for several reasons.  By recording all thought processes, observations, and analysis, a researcher can better keep track of their process of investigation and experimentation and organize important comments and interpretation of results.  Additionally, fellow colleagues and other scientific peers rely on detailed experimental documentation to ensure that procedures are repeatable.  Writing should be legible and details extensive so that others can understand exactly how data were collected.  Finally, a lab notebook should be written in a legally and scientifically accepted format in order to ensure that any research with patenting potential can be supported in the future.  

Here are some tips to keep in mind for keeping proper lab notebook technique:
· Use a notebook with stitched binding.  Loose leaf, spiral binding, glued bindings, and ring binders are not acceptable since it is too easy to simply remove pages.
· All pages should be numbered, and a table of contents should be kept in order to facilitate searching past experiments.
· All entries must be recorded in permanent ink.

· Entries must be dated and should be signed after data is entered.

· All data must be recorded directly into the notebook, including any notes and calculations.  This enables others to understand why certain values were used and whether there were any calculation errors.  Include descriptions of experimental set-up, detailed experimental parameters, materials used, calculations, and equipment details (brand, model number, sensitivity, and serial number).  Sketches may help to explain experimental set-up.
· Never record “rough notes” such as calculations and raw data in a separate location with the intention of later copying a condensed and easier-to-read version into the lab notebook.  This defeats the purpose of keeping a lab notebook since others cannot follow all of the researcher’s work step by step, and there is always a temptation to remove unwanted observations or incorrect calculations.

· Include detailed notes on all discussions, E-mails, conference notes, reference papers, and other thoughts concerning experimental goals.  The notebook should not only record all results, but explain the rationale behind different experimental set-ups and hypotheses.

· Record the names of any people providing assistance.

· Have a witness who is knowledgeable of the research background sign and date entries after they are entered.

· Any errors should be corrected by drawing a single line through the incorrect data.  Do not scribble out, white out, or tape over any incorrect entries.  Corrections should be initialed and dated.
· Cross out any blank space on pages with a large ‘X.’  Empty gaps should not be left for filling in at a later time.  All entries should be chronological.
· Computer files, such as pictures, can be printed and glued into the notebook in order to keep all information in one place.
· Note any mistakes or problems with the procedure so that any odd results can be explained later.
· Never remove any pages.  This may viewed as a suspicious removal of data.

