
 
 
Encouraging Communication and Team Spirit 

 
Helen Kelly  
 

 
For some time now Dr Lisa Martin, Animal 
Laboratory Facility Director, State University 
of New York at Buffalo, has been building and 
nurturing close working relationships among 
facility personnel and their clients.  

 

She told me that with good communication, investigators find it 
easier to make requests—say for customisable equipment, space, 
technical assistance—and to negotiate or compromise amicably 
where requests are difficult to meet. Lab personnel find it easier 
to achieve and maintain compliance, and to speak amicably with 
investigators when there appears to be a problem.  

The climate of mutual esteem opens the way for scientists to 
consult facility personnel, drawing on veterinary experience for 
questions about animal models, drug doses, and anaesthetic 
regimes—even brainstorming for ideas when things aren’t going 
well. And as morale improves, people work harder to prevent 
problems. The lab, Dr Martin told me, becomes a dynamic, 
interactive community. 

But how does a manager create such a culture when historically 
there is standoff at best? To change from prickly to team spirit, Dr 
Martin set out to create a win-win situation where people 
enjoyed good rapport and where she could nip problems in the 
bud, create a positive view of the lab, and make scientists feel 
welcome. 

Here are Dr Martin’s tips for getting started, and some benefits to 
everyone along the way. 

http://www.alnmag.com/


TIPS ON GETTING STARTED AND BENEFITS ALONG THE WAY 

Whenever Possible, Meet Each New Investigator within the First 
Week or Two  
Often the first encounter between the facility director and 
investigator is a meeting to discuss a problem or complaint—by 
either party. It can often be an unpleasant first encounter not 
least because it symbolises a culture: we/they, separate entities 
sharing a space impersonally, sometimes sensing undercurrents of 
mistrust. Make it your business to meet every new investigator in 
the first weeks.  

Discuss their project needs and the ways you might help and 
support the investigator as he or she gets the project up and 
running.  

This enables you to establish a rapport long before any problem 
has arisen. A few one-on-one moments pays dividends when the 
going gets tough. 

Commit to a Policy of No Surprises and Follow Through 
Let everyone know that you follow a policy of no surprises, and be 
unfailingly consistent in that regard. Whether it’s introducing 
newly-developed procedures, or fees, increasing per diems, or 
preparing for upcoming construction disruptions, make sure 
people know well in advance.  

When investigators are knowledgeable and prepared, even about 
unfavourable news, their reaction is less likely to be harsh and 
they are more likely to accept and adapt to inconveniences. 

Work Together  
Where you can, and have the time, collaborate and publish with 
the investigators. Opportunities arise fairly frequently when you 
resolve unique problems in the facility or problems associated 
with an investigator’s project. Consider publishing your situation 
and resolutions, and include the investigator for knowledge and 
expertise in writing.  

By publishing together you create a win-win that benefits both 
careers. And, you create a bond—and friendship—that endures 
throughout your careers. 



Promote the Lab Animal Facility as a Winning Department 
Celebrated for Team Spirit 
Keep staff informed about the nature of the investigations and 
the results. There is convincing research to show that people feel 
respected and engaged when they have the larger picture of the 
organisation’s work. Some people appreciate email newsletters 
and others welcome an announcement on a cork board, but 
everyone seems to value learning first hand. Dr Martin 
established a monthly In-Service Training series. Each month an 
investigator is asked to give a short talk on his or her work.  

Investigators find it complimentary and take up the offer, and they 
are glad they did when they see the appreciation and take 
unexpectedly interesting questions. 

Let the scientists know when you make changes that benefit the 
research teams in the facility.  

Tell the scientists about infrastructure improvements, successful 
results after inspections from regulatory agencies, newly 
developed policies that will make their life easier— anything that 
allows the scientists to devote the biggest part of their energy to 
the research. 

By developing an image of your facility that is proactive, state of 
the art, and well respected, the investigator is likely to have a 
positive attitude about the facility and the quality of service that is 
provided. 

Remain Objective  
On a personal level, don’t be drawn in to arguments. Don’t take 
accusations personally. Instead, take the high road. Acknowledge 
concerns or anger. Offer to learn more and help to redress the 
situation.  

Shine as a mature person. 

Train your Staff in Customer Service 
Reinforce that you are a service provider and investigators are 
your customers, and each person’s job is to help customers 
succeed.  

The scientists in a laboratory are often lifelong customers, so 
customer service is paramount. 



Be Succinct  
It is a fact of life that people scan, and sometimes ignore or 
delete, emails. You want to be read, so become known as 
someone who keeps notices succinct and to the point, and invite 
feedback.  

Investigators will come to trust that email from you is worthwhile, 
and they will develop the habit of reading what you send. 

Admit your Mistakes 
Be proactive in taking responsibility immediately and publicly. 
Correct mistakes and let the investigator know that they have 
been rectified.  

Your example will be the model for your employees in their work 
with clients, and will pave the way for investigators to do the 
same when it’s their turn to say I’m sorry. 

REAPING REWARDS  
When the people you work with are virtual strangers, there’s a 
certain formality that makes everything less efficient; there’s 
room for each to feel superior to the other; and, there’s 
opportunity on both sides to presume attitudes and time for 
unexamined assumptions to seem like truth. In such a setting 
investigators may resort to working on their own, eliciting advice 
from other sources, conducting research in the lab at night or 
weekends—especially if they see the IACUC and the lab animal 
facility as one body—as the police, if you will—and expect that 
interactions will be confrontational. 

But when you perceive yourself part of a team and your fellow 
team members as colleagues, you can be frank, and people work 
hard not to take frankness personally. That way, not only is it 
easier to present a problem; it is easier to hear about a problem. 
So whether someone wants to discuss space, equipment, changes 
to the lab room, she/he can make a request knowing it’s to a 
colleague rather than an adversary.  

And, when you have bad news to report—such as issues with the 
facilities (power disruptions, HVAC disruptions, construction 
noise/vibrations) alarms notifications, or closure of certain spaces 
for renovations— investigators will appreciate advance notice, are 
more likely to be understanding, and are more likely to do what 
they can to accommodate temporary inconveniences or even 
disruptions. 



“It’s a fact of life that our job includes collecting fees and ensuring 
compliance”, Dr Martin told me. “We have to manage such 
unpleasantness as raising prices, collecting outstanding monies, 
addressing noncompliance with protocols, and sometimes dealing 
with recurrent negligence. The enforcers are the bad guys, the 
antagonists.  

"Sometimes it’s been difficult simultaneously being colleagues, 
supporting research objectives and ensuring the utmost care and 
welfare for the animals. But with ongoing communication and 
hard-won highly-prized mutual respect, we’ve managed to 
establish a team and maintain the balance. 

“Clearly it was an investment and we had a learning curve. It’s 
been slow. Change isn’t easy. There’s one of me and 300 
investigators, so I didn’t win over every investigator. Yet overall 
the investment has paid dividends—in happy people enjoying a 
sense of excitement about research in our lab”. 

Helen Kelly is a Contributing Editor at ALN World. She divides her 
time between Boston MA and Sheffield UK. Contact Helen at 
HelenKellyLtd@aol.com. 
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