
96 tips

96 tip
s



No result in sight
No tips in the box
Struggling with PhD plight
The clock tick tocks

96 tips to save you
Light through the cloud
To help you pull through
And do science proud!

Tipbox Team



1

Label your bottles – all of them.

You know why.



2

Don’t avoid company booths at events.  
 
Although some of them may look scary, 
there are plenty of great freebies to 
find – lab timers, t-shirts and sweets! 
Sometimes even great books like this...



3

Use a calculator. Your mind is  
not as good as you think.

Dr Matías Morín
IRYCIS-CIBERER



4

Label your western blot lanes.



5

Always walk and view each lab bench 
and areas of work at the end of each 
day. This will save you many hours and 
money due to a forgotten reagent, 
chemical or piece of equipment left in 
an improper state!

Sandra Clark
Lab Manager, Stanley Manne Children’s  
Research Institute



6

Get a mentor. Find  

someone you’re 

comfortable sharing  

and bouncing ideas  

off of.



6Get a handle
on Twitter

@vickyyyf @sopharthur 
@teatimesci @biotweeps 

@thewhitakerlab 
@humanproteome 

@realscientists @hymanlab 
@theluftiglab @phdforum 

@thebrainbabe @phdcomicsFollow 
@mad_phd @helena_LB 

@madS100tist @AdamRutherford 
@FryRsquared @garwboy 

@grrlscientist @upulie 
@skepchicks @SITP



7

LABEL EVERYTHING!

Eliza Loo

7



8

If you are working in a research 
department with shared equipment, 
booking your equipment in advance 
(at least a few days) is a must! Trust me, 
there is nothing worse than planning 
experiments and preparing samples 
only to find that the equipment you 
need is in use ALL week. 

Nicola Faramarzi
PhD Student, University of Westminster



9

Get along with your lab techs.  
 
You’ll be thankful when you 
need them most. 



10

Controls! Always use a positive and 
negative control where possible. 
Controls, controls, controls.

Denise Woolley
@ladyDvetinari 



11

There are more than two career paths.  
 
People often think the two routes into 
science are academic or pharma, 
however you could go into writing, 
journalism, teaching, communications, 
and many other roles!



12

Always rinse glassware with your 
reaction solvent before you start. You 
don’t want to end up with soap in your 
reaction mixture!

Spyridon Varlas
@s_varlas_chem 



13

Double check the direction of the 
current before you run your gel and  
nip out to the library/canteen/pub.  
 
More than one experiment has run  
right out the top of the gel and  
into the buffer because of a 
backwards-loaded gel.



14

Persistence is key in science. 
Experiments fail all the time because 
science is hard. Have a support system 
and do stuff outside the lab, so that you 
are able to get a break from it all  
and come back at it with a  
fresh outlook.

Dr Nafisa Jadavji
Carleton University



15

Make the most of your PI’s time. 

They may not always be around so be 
sure to ask all the questions you can 
when you’re with them.



16

Make sure your labels make  
sense to everyone (avoid codes).  
Also, document the location of  
sample/chemical storage for  
future users.

Meenakshi Prabhune
@minu_pr 



17

Don’t be scared of your lab meetings.  
 
It’s an opportunity to discuss,  
improve and troubleshoot  
your research. 



18

Always write your experimental details 
down. It is a MUST as I promise you, you 
will forget most of the details.

Marthe
@MartheHR



19

Share your research.  
 
It doesn’t have to be a paper, go to 
social media and share your work. More 
people than you think are interested.



20

Find a good bar with decent happy 
hours next to your lab. You will need  
it some days.

Fahrenheit
@laurie_gm



21

Bioinformatics holds answers.  
 
Approach that person that never 
picks up a pipette: the bioinformatics 
researcher. They are experts in Perl, 
Clustal and other such tools and can 
give you some interesting relationships 
to your protein targets using their 
complex algorithms.



22

Take part in activities outside of your 
lab. Research projects can be very 
consuming, making it easy to fall into 
isolation. Contributing to outreach 
projects, writing articles or doing 
book reviews opens up new 
networks, gets your name out 
there and keeps your work varied. 

Dr Stacey Bedwell
Lecturer in Psychology,  
Birmingham City University



23

Love your lab techs.  
 
They’re awesome.



24

Treat each experimental failure as a 
success; by eliminating a variable you 
are one step closer to uncovering  
the truth. 

Daniel Friedman
Postgrad, University of Manchester



25

Check out preprint servers.  
 
Get your work online and open 
access – check out bioRxiv. 



26

Keep stocked up. Order replacement 
consumables before you have run out 
of your current supply. 

Stephen Turnock
The Institute of Cancer Research



27

Write your introduction last.  
 
How can you introduce experiments 
and conclusions you haven’t written 
about yet?



28

Try to keep your workspace organized 
and neat. It will keep you focused  
and relaxed.

Purplelilac
@Thepurplelilac



29

If you’re in a fly lab, don’t 
drink the apple juice.   

If you know, you know.



30

Plan! Plan! Plan! Plan your day, your 
week, your month, your year. Having a 
clear vision helps you stay motivated.

Pooja Mukherjee
PhD student, Institut de Génétique et de Biologie 
Moléculaire et Cellulaire (IGBMC)



31

Give talks whenever you can.  
 
Even though this is potentially terrifying, 
you’ll find you never really know a 
subject as well as you can until you 
have to present or teach it. 



32

I always like to remind new lab members 
to keep sample tubes and tips in order 
and use them in order: 8 samples in a 
row = 8 tips in a row = 8 wells in a plate 
or strip tubes. No more losing your 
position if you get interrupted!

Cris M Brown
Research Laboratory Manager, Washington 
University School of Medicine



Centrifuge 
names

Bertha

Hank

Goliath

Mavis

King Kong

O’Reilly

The Enormity

Hercules



33

You are not alone.   
Never be afraid to ask people for help, whether that’s your PhD supervisor or your lab manager. No-one will judge you.



34

When preparing a thesis, start early  
and invest time in learning the 
advanced formatting function of  
Word (or whatever you’re using) to 
save time. And start using a reference 
manager program as soon as possible! 

Sunil Rajput
University of Alberta



35

Back up everything.  
 
And we don’t mean on your little flash 
drive, we mean get a 1TB drive and put 
everything on it, and put what you can 
in the cloud. If the lab burns down or 
explodes you’ll thank us. 

35



36

Don’t get advice from just one person. Use 
your labmates’ diverse talents to your own 
advantage (and give feedback, too).

Nessa Carson
@SuperScienceGrl

36



37

Check out /r/labrats on Reddit.  
 
It’s a great place to get advice or just 
read about the pitfalls of others.



38

Science isn’t life. It might feel like it 
sometimes, but it’s vital to remember to 
have a life outside of the lab. Burnout 
is a real problem in academia and 
research, avoid it by maintaining a 
clear work-life balance. Set out time in 
your schedule for non-work activities, 
and stick to it! 

Dr Stacey Bedwell
Lecturer in Psychology,  
Birmingham City University



39

Want to score brownie 
points with your team?  
 
Make up the communal 
buffers without being asked. 



40

Network, network, network!

Michelle Ware
Postdoc, University of Cambridge



The collected 
wisdom of

Lisa Jones



41

Don’t compare yourself to others. 
Everyone’s science journey is different,  
so focus on yourself and your journey.  
Too much comparison brings 
unnecessary stress.



42

Science doesn’t always work. Yes, it’s 
frustrating, but that’s the way it is. Hang 
in there, stay persistent. Imagine how 
happy you’ll be when you’ve got the 
experiment working!



43

Keep a lab work notebook then write 
it all up neat into your main lab book 
afterwards. Quick scribbles won’t make 
sense a few months later!



44

Write everything down, from anything 
you feel may have gone wrong to the 
location of items! You’ll never remember 
where things are when you’ve just 
started in a new department.



45

Play to your strengths. If you’re a 
morning person then start work earlier  
to maximize the most productive part  
of your day. If you’re totally not a 
multitasker, don’t even try doing different 
lab experiments simultaneously!



46

When doing PCRs, make a template on 
Excel of what’s in each well. As you put 
your reagents in, tick those wells off. The 
feeling when you realize you’ve done it 
all wrong is not an enjoyable one!



47

Manage your expectations. You 
can’t do it all, scientists are awesome 
but sadly we aren’t superheroes! 
Understand how much work you  
can take on without compromising  
your wellbeing.



48

Set yourself goals to stay focused and 
motivated. Focusing on the small, 
short-term goals will help you to get to 
those bigger goals much easier.



49

Don’t spill a load of radiation into a 
water bath. It ruins your day!



50

A timer for the lab is a necessity. You 
don’t want to be touching your phone 
mid experiment.



51

When you start working in a lab, check 
what times your swipe card is active 
between. You don’t want to find  
yourself stuck at 11pm with no one to 
save you…



52

Treat yourself! When you’ve achieved 
a goal, do something for you. Treats 
definitely help with getting the  
work done.

Lisa Jones
PhD student, University of Southampton 
www.inascienceworldblog.wordpress.com 

@inascienceworld

@lisa_inascienceworld



53

Social media is your friend.  

 
There are thousands of scientists out 

there ready to give you a thumbs up or 

help. It’s also a great way to get your 

work out there.



54

Communicate with the general 
population. Sometimes only those in 
your field get to hear about what you 
are doing. Writing blog posts, using 
social media and holding events for 
children are great ways to get your 
ideas heard. 

Dr Stacey Bedwell
Lecturer in Psychology,  
Birmingham City University



55

Go home.  
 
You don’t need to be in the lab running 
every conceivable experiment at 3am 
on a Saturday. Think. Plan. Run the smart 
experiments, not all the experiments. 



56

Go to the lab.  
 
It’s awesome having your own 
schedule, but your work succeeds or 
fails on your efforts. Get into a routine:

– Get to the lab for 9am
– Take a whole hour for lunch – 

preferably away from the lab
– Do some work
– Find time to read
– Have a tea break at 3pm
– Try to get out by 5.30pm

Oh, and don’t come into the  
lab on a weekend unless  
it’s essential.



57

Join committees, they give  
you great additional skills and  
a perfect opportunity to  
meet people. 

Michelle Ware
Postdoc, University of Cambridge



58

Find a good reference manager.  
 
Seriously, we know one guy who 
had his thesis references numbered 
in a separate document (all 250 of 
them!) and entered them all manually. 
Madness. Try Mendeley – it’s free.



59

In a conference, the right answer to 
the question, “Where are you from?” 
is not which country you were born or 
living in, it’s “[Name of PI]’s Lab”, unless 
you’re the PI…

Eliza Loo



60

Be flexible and work with your lab 
mates when you all want to use the 
same machines. Everyone’s research 
is important and it can all get done.

Dr Andrea H
@phd_fashionista



61

Keep common lab reagents in stock. 
 
Place an order if you open the 
penultimate vial/box of stuff, please!  
 
Signed,  
A grateful labmate 



62

Vortex the primers!

Majd Abdulghani
@12majd12



63

Health and safety is there for a reason.  
 
Okay, we aren’t your parents, but just do 
a quick search online of ‘lab accidents’ 
and you’ll understand this.



64

Look and learn. You are never too old, 
wise, qualified or experienced. Always 
keep an eye open for opportunities to 
learn some more.

Marlene Van Heerden
Lab Manager, University of Pretoria



65

Working non-stop will only make  
it worse.  
 
Everyone’s pulled crazy hours at one 
time or another, but time away from the 
lab or the keyboard will seriously help 
maintain your sanity.



66

Learn to move on and let go of things.  
I spent almost a year trying to optimize 
a protocol rather than looking for  
an alternative.

Soulless PhD
@Mad_PhD



67

Start your literature review. Now. Right now.  
 
You’re going to have to do this at 
some point so it’s worth building up the 
relevant reference material now – plus 
it’ll get you up to speed with what’s 
happening in your field. Boom!



68

Ask for help as soon as you need it – it’s 
unlikely anyone will mind. Otherwise you 
could lose days, weeks or even months!

Izzy Webb
@isabelwebb



69

Be the person to start  
“Cake Friday”. 

Or pancake Friday.

Just something on a Friday.



70

Plan meetings with your supervisor  
in advance. 
 
Have a list of points you want to discuss. 
Your mind will dutifully erase everything 
once you step into their office!



71

Label the side of your  
tubes and plates, never  
the lid. NEVER.

Fahrenheit
@laurie_gm

Make time for reading.  

 
It’s hard to find the time,  

but it’s super important.



72

Make time for reading.  

 
It’s hard to find the time,  

but it’s super important.



73

Don’t be afraid to ask 
yourself even the simplest  
of questions about  
your project.

Pooja Mukherjee
PhD student, Institut de Génétique et de Biologie 
Moléculaire et Cellulaire (IGBMC)



74

This may shock you, but other people 
work in your lab.  
 
Remember to use your lab etiquette: 
don’t start new tip boxes until you have 
to, don’t eat their food and don’t be  
too messy.



75

Research can be slow and 
repetitive; accept it.

Meenakshi Prabhune
@minu_pr



76

Remember Hofstadter’s law:  

it always takes longer than  

you think. Much longer.  

Plan accordingly.



77

Write down everything, even 
calculations. So if a result is weird, you 
can double and triple check what you 
did! Don’t rely on your memory.

Dr Andrea H
@phd_fashionista



78

Don’t mess with the gain, exposure, and 
contrast at the microscope.  
 
I know there’s a lot of background, and 
I know the signal is weak, and I know 
that if you tweak the settings it looks like 
a cover from Cell, but it’s not real data. 
Plus it’ll look different to the rest of your 
images and you’re making WAY more 
work for yourself in the long run!



79

Challenges are there to be overcome, 
and expect to come across many. 
Never give up. Always persevere. 

Sarah Marshall
Research Fellow, Hudson Institute of Medical 
Research, Monash University

Shoppi
ng lis

t:

*Whisky

*Choco
late :

-)–



80

Embrace failure –  
it will happen a lot.  
 
Every mistake is a lesson.



81

If you don’t enjoy it, don’t do it!*

Michelle Ware
Postdoc, University of Cambridge

*There may be a couple of exceptions.



82

When attending conferences, aim 
to meet at least 3 new established 
scientists in your field. Beyond 
expanding your collegial network, they 
may serve as peer reviewers or may 
provide helpful technical advice. 

Sunil Rajput
University of Alberta



83

Coffee breaks aren’t slacking off – 
they’re essential. 

Quick! Go grab one!



84

Trust your western blot positive and 
negative controls. 

Antje Garten
@antje_garten



85

Go to talks in  
your department.  
 

I know you don’t want 
to go back to lectures, 
but these are really 
helpful. You might just 

gain that bit of insight 
your own work needs. 

And meet other scientists 
doing interesting research 

while you’re at it.



86

Don’t worry about being too particular 
over details in experiment set-up. If your 
phenotype is robust, you will be able to 
reproduce it, and that’s the best kind  
of result! 

Eliza Loo



87

Write up as you go along.  
 
Don’t wait until you’ve 
nearly finished, it will be  
way harder!



88

Emergency showers are only  
for emergencies.



89

Search all the bibliography you can 
before you start working, this will save 
you a lot of time and effort.

Dr Matías Morín
Genetics service, IRYCIS-CIBERER



90

Get training.  
 
If you ever come across a flow 
cytometer workshop or a microscopy 
tutorial or even one on scientific writing, 
do it. No matter how loosely related it 
might be to your PhD.

90



91

Buy pre-racked tips, your time is too 
valuable to spend racking tip boxes*.
An extra half hour extra grant-writing 
time per week!

Bradley Elliott
@Brads_science

*If you’re in a lab lucky enough to offer them!



92

Presentations are a skill – you might not 
be brilliant at first!  
 
But with practice – and you’ll get plenty 
of it – you’ll get better and you may 
even come to rather enjoy it. Plus, you 
know, you gotta get your awesome 
work out there somehow!



93

Keep different colored markers and a 
pen, roll of tape, pipette bulb, and timer 
in your labcoat pocket. You never know 
when they might come in handy!

Dr Andrea H

@phd_fashionista



94

Wash your lab  
coat occasionally.  
 
Everyone will thank you…



95

Balance the 
ultra-centrifuge. 

 
In the name of 

all that is good, 
balance the 

centrifuge!



Hashtags you 
should care 

about

#scicomms

#phdchat

#phdlife

#cellfie

#stem

#lifeinthelab

#scientistswhoselfie



96

Some of your best ideas  
happen outside of the lab.  
 
So don’t spend all of your  
time there!



So, what did you think? We hope  
there was at least one piece of  
advice that stuck. 

Huge thanks to everyone who 
contributed to this book. We couldn’t 
have done it without you! Literally.

We literally couldn’t have done it 
without you.

If you ever need us, we’re available  
at tipbox@abcam.com or you can 
speak to us on social:

 @abcamlive

 @abcam

 @abcam 



For the time between your 
experiments or the coffee 
breaks when you’re writing 
your thesis, we’re here to 
provide a little Tipbox  
sanity check.

tipbox.abcam.com
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