
Actionable item 
Annual lab check-in and communication protocol 
 
Short description 
This action item involves two complementary activities. 

1. Annual lab check-in: Once per year, mentors (principal investigators) should meet with each 

of their trainees (graduate students, undergraduates, post-docs, and lab/office staff) to 

discuss whether conflicts arose during the academic year, whether they were handled 

properly, and how to handle them in the future. 

2. Communication protocol: Once per year, each lab should meet in person to discuss whether 

their lab culture fosters a safe and supportive workplace environment. This includes 

developing (and in subsequent years, reviewing or modifying) a communication protocol that 

everyone agrees upon. 

 
Purpose 
The purpose of the annual check-in is to ensure trainees and mentors feel safe and supported by 

colleagues in their workplace. This means that all members of the lab do not feel threatened or 

intimidated by colleagues, their ideas are respected, their work is acknowledged professionally (e.g., 

agreed-upon authorships), and they are free from emotional abuse. 

 
When individuals with widely diverging backgrounds come together to work, the potential for conflict 

is great. The purpose of the communication protocol is to facilitate more effective communication 

among colleagues in a lab, reduce lab conflict, and provide a procedure for how to deal with conflict 

when it arises. 
 
Anticipated benefits 
Conflict is a normal and inevitable part of working life. When it is not well managed, conflict can 

damage communication, relationships, productivity, and morale. Completion of the annual check-ins 

and lab-wide review of the communication protocol will help members of a group navigate conflict 

more skillfully, and resolve it in a more timely and productive way. The communication protocol can 

serve as a tool for translating the Principles of Community (another action item) into real outcomes. 
 
Method for implementation 
Ideally, familiarity with the lab's communication protocol will pave the path for effective 

communication between mentors and trainees during the annual check-in. This one-on-one meeting 

is a bidirectional opportunity for mentors to provide feedback to trainees, as well as for trainees to 

discuss whether their needs are being met by their mentors. To avoid the discussion focusing on 

academic-related topics, we will provide an example list of questions for participants to answer and 

discuss (e.g., "Has your advisor ever pushed an inordinate amount of work on you without 

reasonable compensation?"; "Has your advisor/trainee ever said something that made you feel 

uncomfortable, even in jest?") 
 
Once per academic year, each lab should meet as a group to develop – and in subsequent years, 

review or modify – a communication protocol. The meeting place ideally takes place outside of the 

workplace, and the discussion does not address specific complaints or grievances. Instead, the 

purpose is to develop a protocol, a page or less in length, that will guide the actions of group 

members in the event of conflict. Each communication protocol is a product of the group that creates 

it. The protocol should recognize the various conflict management styles that may be represented 

within the lab group. Therefore, it should cross gender, cultural, stylistic, and status differences in a 

respectful and proactive manner. 
 



The meeting to develop the protocol should be broken into three subsections: 
1. Attendees think of the name of an individual who causes problems; facilitator asks if anyone 

has thought of their own name. Typically, no one has. This begins the process of self-

examination of how each person may contribute to problems in the workplace. This part of 

the discussion should include the question of what conflict is and what the stages of conflict 

are. 

2. Attendees respond to three questions: 

a. If someone is having a problem with you, how would you like them to handle it? 

b. If a co-worker complains to you about someone else, what should you do? 

c. If you have made an effort to follow what was developed in question (a), but can't 

successfully address the issue, what is your next step? 

3. Attendees break into smaller groups and discuss a series of questions that will form the 

basis of the protocol. We will supply labs with these questions. 

 
Example communication protocols will be distributed to the department to reduce the amount of 

time it takes for each lab to develop its own. Once the session is completed, the draft 

communication protocol should be circulated to the group for additional comment. The comments 

should be incorporated and the new protocol distributed, posted on the lab's bulletin boards, and 

provided to new lab members as part of their orientation. Everyone in the lab should understand the 

protocol and follow the agreed-upon procedures when conflicts arise. 
 
The protocol should be seen as an evolving document that will continue to reflect the needs of lab 

members as group turnover occurs. The process of modifying or reviewing the communication 

protocol may be repeated if a new project or collaboration develops in the middle of the academic 

year; after reorganization or change in leadership occurs; or to avoid serious problems snowballing 

from conflicts. 
 
Recommended incentives/disincentives 
We recommend that during annual faculty review, PIs receive feedback on mentorship. Part of 

getting "credit" for taking steps to improving mentorship should include whether they have developed 

a communication protocol during a group meeting with all lab members in attendance. Another part 

of this mentorship score should include whether the PI has met with each lab member once during 

the academic year to specifically discuss conflict. Further, we recommend that PIs describe specific 

strengths and weaknesses in their mentorship style, as gleaned from the annual meetings with their 

trainees. The PIs should be fluent in their mentorship style and able to openly discuss the ways in 

which they can improve their mentoring skills. 
 
To further encourage participating in communication protocol development and annual check-ins, we 

suggest that PIs who have not participated in either for two consecutive years be required to attend 

mentorship training on campus. Options for mentorship training are discussed in a separate action 

item ("Faculty mentorship training"). 

 
Timeline 
The communication protocol should be developed, modified, and reviewed at the start of each 

academic year. Therefore, we suggest distributing a short informational sheet outlining the purpose 

and approaches for implementing the annual check-ins along with a general communication protocol 

to the Biology All listserv before the start of the fall semester, 2017. This will allow labs to reserve 

time (likely during one of their weekly lab meetings) to adjust the communication protocol to fit the 

needs of their lab, and to plan ahead for the annual check-ins, which will likely take place at the 

conclusion of the academic year. 
 



Budget 
We do not anticipate departmental expenditure on this action item. 
 
Measurement of success 
The Faculty-Student Working Group conducted a "climate" survey in October of 2016 to gauge 

(among other things) the level of lab conflict in the Biology Department as reported by graduate 

students. We will continue to conduct this survey in the fall semester of each academic year. The 

survey is brief, using a Likert scale for easy quantification of responses, as well as opportunity for an 

open-ended response. The results are anonymous and non-lab specific, as the results serve only to 

compare the level of lab conflict from year to year. This will help us determine whether annual check-

ins and communication protocols serve to reduce lab conflict. Including open responses in the 

questionnaire will help us gauge whether changes should be made to either procedure. 
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