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What is a growth-oriented lab environment? 

A growth-oriented lab environment recognizes that everyone is on the same team, meaning each person’s success 

contributes to the success of the whole lab. In such an environment, well-being, growth, and achievement are valued. Features 

like open communication, trust, and supportive leadership allow individuals to focus, innovate, and collaborate effectively. 

Unhealthy dynamics, on the other hand, can harm individuals, drain energy and 

resources, and create pressures that may lead to mistakes or unethical behavior. 

When people feel supported, safe, and respected, they do their best work. 

Understanding the features of a growth-oriented lab helps leaders and members 

create a space where everyone feels included and valued, while also enabling 

teams to work efficiently, solve problems creatively, and reach shared goals. 

 By fostering both personal well-being and collective productivity, a growth-

oriented lab lets everyone thrive while advancing the lab’s mission. 
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About This Toolkit 

This toolkit is designed to help you explore the features of a lab culture that promote growth, well-being, and collaboration, as 

well as the features that can hinder potential, create barriers, and harm well-being. This toolkit organizes these features into 

five overarching themes:  

1. Communication & Feedback: For reflecting on how information and feedback are shared. 

2. Support & Well-being: For reflecting on mental, emotional, and physical safety. 

3. Growth & Development: For reflecting on scientific, professional, and personal advancement. 

4. Culture & Community: For reflecting on your sense of belonging, relationships, and fairness. 

5. Structure & Clarity: For reflecting on goals, roles, and expectations.  

This is a comprehensive resource, so don’t feel pressure to explore everything at once. You can read sections, digest, and 

return later. 

By providing a clear framework of values and practices, this tool empowers you to reflect on your own environment, identify 

what supports or limits your ability to thrive, and better understand the impact of workplace culture on both individual and 

collective success. 

How to Use This Toolkit: A Framework for Reflection 

1. Explore the Features of a Lab Environment 

● Focus on the first two columns in the tables that follow. 

● These columns outline features of a growth-oriented lab and describe what each looks like in practice. 

○ As you read, ask yourself: 

■ "When have I experienced this feature in a lab setting?" 

■ "When have I experienced its absence?" 

■ "How did the presence or absence of this feature affect my ability to work, learn, and thrive?"  
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2. Compare the Underlying Values and Beliefs 

● Now, compare the values in columns three and four. 

● The third column highlights the values that support growth-oriented features. The fourth column shows the 

rationalizations that often justify limiting practices. 

○ Consider: 

■ "How do these different sets of values show up in decisions and everyday interactions?" 

■ "Which values feel most familiar from labs I have been a part of?" 

3. Reflect on the Bigger Picture 

● Looking at both sets of values helps us recognize the practices that build trust, collaboration, and well-being, and those 

that may unintentionally create barriers. 

○ Think about: 

■ "How do these cultural choices affect both individual and collective success?" 

■ "How could shifting toward growth-oriented values prevent dynamics that drain energy or hinder productivity?" 

Taking the time for this reflection can provide valuable insight into the kind of supportive, empowering environments where 

you, and others, can do your best work together. 
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1) Communication & Feedback: 

Feature What This Looks Like in a 

Lab 

Values of a Growth Culture  

(Explicit & Aspirational) 

Rationalizations of a Limiting 

Culture (Implicit & Unspoken) 

Open 

Communication 

Regular lab meetings where 

both successes and failed 

experiments are discussed. The 

PI shares updates on funding 

and project status. People feel 

safe asking "simple" questions. 

Transparency, Trust 

 

"Open communication builds 

trust and accelerates discovery 

for the entire team." 

Control, Secrecy 

 

"If everyone knew about the funding 

issues, they'd just panic and lose 

focus on their work." 

 

"I'll decide what they need to know." 

Constructive 

Feedback 

Feedback on research and 

writing is delivered kindly and 

regularly, focused on 

improvement. 

Growth, Support 

 

"Feedback is a gift that 

accelerates learning and 

improvement." 

Criticism, Avoidance 

 

"If I'm too nice, they won't 

understand the gravity of the 

problem. Successful labs aren’t 

nice." 

 

"I don't want to hurt their feelings, 

so I'll just avoid giving feedback 

until the annual review." 

Healthy Conflict 

Resolution 

Interpersonal or scientific 

disagreements are addressed 

directly and respectfully, with 

mediation if needed. 

Resolution, Respect 

 

"Addressing conflict 

constructively leads to better 

science and stronger teams." 

Avoidance, Aggression 

 

"If we ignore it, it will probably blow 

over." 

 

"All this 'communication' is soft stuff. 

We're here to do science, not talk 

about our feelings." 
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2) Support & Well-being: 

Feature What This Looks Like in a 

Lab 

Values of a Growth Culture  

(Explicit & Aspirational) 

Rationalizations of a Limiting 

Culture (Implicit & Unspoken) 

Supportive 

Leadership 

The PI's support is not 

conditional on perfect results. 

They are supportive when 

experiments fail, when a grant is 

rejected, or when a trainee is 

struggling. Their belief in their 

trainee's value is steadfast, 

separate from their weekly 

output. 

Advocacy, Investment, 

Conditional Support 

 

"My primary responsibility is to 

the people in my lab; I succeed 

when they succeed." 

Transactionalism, Conditional 

Support 

 

"I'll support them as long as their 

data is good and they're 

productive." 

 

"Their personal struggles are not 

my problem to solve." 

Work-Life 

Balance 

Expectations around weekend 

work are clear and reasonable. 

Vacations are encouraged and 

respected. The culture does not 

glorify working past health. 

Well-being, Sustainability 

 

"Rested, healthy scientists are 

more creative, productive, and 

careful researchers." 

Grind Culture, Sacrifice 

 

"I was in the lab 24/7 when I was in 

their shoes. It's a rite of passage." 

 

"If you want to be successful in this 

field, you have to be all-in." 

Emotionally 

Safe 

Environment 

It's okay to show uncertainty or 

stress. The PI acknowledges 

the pressures of research. 

There is no tolerance for 

bullying or harassment. 

Psychological Safety, Care 

 

"You can't do creative, risky 

science if you're afraid to be 

wrong (or afraid of me)." 

Stigma, Toughness 

 

"This is just a high-pressure field. If 

they can't handle the stress, maybe 

this isn't for them." 

 

"I need to be tough on them to 

prepare them for how science is." 
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Safe Physical 

Environment 

Safety training is mandatory. 

The lab is well-maintained. 

Everyone feels empowered to 

call out unsafe practices. PPE is 

always used. 

Safety, Responsibility 

 

"A safe lab is a non-negotiable 

foundation for good science." 

Cost-Cutting, Complacency 

 

"Those strict safety protocols just 

slow us down. We've never had an 

accident." 

 

"It’s fine. It’s how we’ve always 

done it.” 

 

3) Growth & Development: 

Feature What This Looks Like in a 

Lab 

Values of a Growth Culture  

(Explicit & Aspirational) 

Rationalizations of a Limiting 

Culture (Implicit & Unspoken) 

Professional 

Growth 

The PI actively discusses and 

supports career goals. Funding 

is provided for conferences and 

training. Senior members train 

junior members. 

Development, Investment 

 

"My primary job is to train and 

develop the next generation of 

scientists." 

Exploitation, Control 

 

"If I train them too well, they'll leave. 

I need them to complete this 

project." 

 

"Their project is to do X. Getting 

training in Y is a distraction." 

Scientific 

Development & 

Mentorship 

Projects are scoped to be 

appropriate for a trainee's stage 

(e.g., a PhD project is feasible in 

5 years). The PI provides active 

scientific guidance, helps 

troubleshoot interpretative 

problems, and champions trainee 

Scaffolding, Intellectual 

Nurturing 

 

"My role is to provide the 

structure and scientific support 

that allows a trainee to grow into 

an independent thinker and 

Neglect, Sink-or-Swim 

 

"I don't have time to help them 

design experiments; they need to 

figure it out themselves." 

 

"They just need to take more 
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ownership of their research. project leader." ownership of their project." (...while 

providing unclear frameworks, 

inconsistent guidance, or vetoing 

their ideas) 

Empowerment 

and Autonomy 

Trainees are given gradually 

increasing ownership of their 

projects within a clear 

framework of expectations and 

support. Mentors provide 

guidance on experimental 

design and problem-solving 

while encouraging novel ideas 

and trusting trainees to manage 

their daily priorities. 

Scaffolded Autonomy, Trust, 

Guided Independence 

 

"We believe in granting 

autonomy proportional to skill, 

providing a safety net of 

guidance that empowers trainees 

to become confident, 

independent scientists." 

Neglect, Sink-or-Swim 

"I don't have time to hold their hand; 

they need to figure it out on their 

own." 

 

- OR - 

 

Micromanagement, Distrust 

"If I don't dictate every step, they'll 

make a mistake and waste time and 

resources." 

 

4) Culture & Community 

Feature What This Looks Like in a 

Lab 

Values of a Growth Culture  

(Explicit & Aspirational) 

Rationalizations of a Limiting 

Culture (Implicit & Unspoken) 

Respect and 

Inclusion 

All lab members are treated with 

respect. Diverse backgrounds 

and scientific perspectives are 

valued. Authorship and credit 

are assigned fairly and 

transparently. 

Diversity, Equity 

"Inclusion isn't separate from our 

science; it is a critical part of our 

methodology. A diverse team is 

equipped to ask better questions 

and challenge assumptions, 

leading to more robust and 

Conformity, Exclusion 

 

"I prefer a certain 'type' of student 

who just fits the lab culture without 

rocking the boat." 

 

"It's easier to manage when 

everyone thinks the same way." 
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impactful discoveries.” 

Positive Work 

Relationships 

Lab members collaborate, share 

reagents, and socialize. 

Conflicts are resolved through 

respectful, mediated discussion. 

Collaboration, Community 

 

"Science is a team sport. We are 

stronger together." 

Competition, Individualism 

 

"A little internal competition keeps 

everyone sharp and driven." 

 

"They need to learn to fight for their 

own resources." 

Recognition 

and 

Appreciation 

Contributions are acknowledged 

in lab meetings and in papers. 

The PI and peers celebrate 

milestones (a passed exam, a 

submitted paper). 

Appreciation, Motivation 

 

"Recognizing contributions 

boosts morale and fosters a 

collaborative spirit." 

Entitlement, Neglect 

 

"Getting a paper published is the 

reward. I shouldn't have to praise 

them for doing their job." 

Fairness and 

Justice 

Resources are allocated fairly. 

Authorship follows clear 

guidelines. Performance 

reviews are consistent and 

constructive. 

Equity, Integrity 

 

"An equitable lab environment is 

fundamental to maintaining trust 

and morale." 

Favoritism, Justification 

 

"I give the best opportunities to my 

star performer because I know 

they'll deliver." 

 

"Life isn't fair. They need to get 

used to it." 

Employee 

Involvement 

Lab members are consulted on 

new equipment purchases and 

policy changes. Journal clubs 

are led by trainee interests. 

Participation, Ownership 

 

"Involving everyone in decisions 

fosters a shared sense of 

community." 

Hierarchy, Paternalism 

 

"It's my lab and my funding. I'll 

decide what we need." 

 

"Getting everyone's input would 

take too long and be inefficient." 
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5) Structure & Clarity: 

Feature What This Looks Like in a 

Lab 

Values of a Growth Culture  

(Explicit & Aspirational) 

Rationalizations of a Limiting 

Culture (Implicit & Unspoken) 

Clear 

Expectations 

Expectations for work hours, 

communication, and data 

management are clearly 

outlined in a lab manual. 

Clarity, Support 

 

"Clear expectations prevent 

misunderstandings and let 

trainees focus on their science." 

Ambiguity, "Sink-or-Swim" 

 

"They should be able to figure this 

out on their own. It builds 

character." 

 

"If I have to spell it out, they will 

leave, which shows they're not cut 

out for this." 

 

 

Statement of Attribution & Transparency 

Visual Design: The graphics used within this toolkit were sourced from Canva under a Canva Pro commercial license. 

Content Development: The conceptual and textual development of this toolkit was a collaborative process between the author 

and ChatGPT (GPT-4, OpenAI), a large language model. The author provided the core vision, expertise, structural framework, 

and specific direction for the content. ChatGPT acted as an assistive tool in the following ways: 

● Iterative Expansion and Refinement: Generating multiple options for language, definitions, and descriptive text 

based on the user's core concepts and feedback. 

● Structural Reorganization: Proposing categorizations for the feature table to enhance usability and reduce cognitive 

load, as specifically directed by the user. 
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● Language Refinement: Assisting in tailoring the phrasing of values and rationalizations to ensure clarity and alignment 

with common lab experiences and terminology. 

● Drafting and Paraphrasing: Assisting in composing clear instructions and explanatory text that aligned with the user's 

goal of creating a reflective, rather than evaluative, tool. 

The final content, including all strategic decisions, editorial choices, and the ultimate selection of all language, reflects the 

author’s intent, expertise, and values. The AI served as a tool to explore phrasing possibilities and accelerate the drafting and 

editing process. 
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