
ELNs for researchers and 
students 
A user perspective on ELNs in academic environments 





	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  	
  
	
  

h#p://www.labtrove.org	
  



Agenda 

!   A quick overview of usability considerations for ELNs 

!   Benefits of using ELNs for academic institutions 

!   Barriers to ELN use 

!   ELNs and capturing the right information 



https://xkcd.com/773/ 
Usability is about 

user goals





And making things 
easy to use!





Different users have different needs 

Undergraduates

 Researchers

 Supervisors





Who else might have needs? 

Collaborators



Future 
students



Project 
funders





Different	
  ways	
  of	
  organising	
  experimental	
  
informa;on	
  



Benefits to using ELNs in 
academic institutions 
What matters to users? 



Access 



Access to past experiment 
information and search 



Communication! 

For	
  when	
  you	
  can’t	
  meet	
  
face-­‐to-­‐face,	
  but	
  also	
  
facilitates	
  communica7on	
  
when	
  you	
  do.	
  



BlogMyData	
  Project	
  -­‐	
  Godiva	
  



Open	
  access	
  is	
  controversial	
  but	
  has	
  real	
  benefits	
  for	
  some	
  

Open Notebooks Mat Todd’s PZQ Project 
 



Students 



Training and standards 



Support	
  for	
  students	
  
with	
  disabili7es	
  



Undergraduate Advanced Crystallography Trial 

28% 

72% 65% 

35% 

Before After 

Attitudes towards ELNs 



Data 



Provenance & Citations 

DOI’s for Data 



Connecting physical & digital worlds 

Room Blogs 



Automa'c	
  data	
  from	
  Matlab	
  	
  

Computa'onal	
  processes	
  can	
  be	
  run	
  and	
  captured	
  



Flexible capture using mobile 
devices 



Organic synthesis trial 



Productivity 

•  Duplicate 
experiments 

•  Re-use for reports 
and theses 

•  Publication process 
•  Use of templates 
•  Encouraging 

standards across a 
group 



Barriers to adoption 

Anxiety 

Integration 
Costs 

Data 

Note-taking 

Access 



Anxiety 

Additional 
burden 

Bad 
experiences 

Reliability “Writing on 
paper is better” 

“Books don’t 
crash” 

Ease of use! 



Note-taking 
Doesn’t record 

the right 
information 

“Learning to write a paper notebook is an 
essential part of a PhD student’s training”  

“Cut and paste culture” 

Risk of semi-
automating note-

taking 

“Loss of observation 
skills” 





ELNs can provide a structured 
environment for recording 

information 

But is that 
good or bad? 



Templates 

•  Structured 
•  Provides 

cues 
•  Potential 

problems 



Photo credit: The University of Iowa Libraries 





Study findings 

Templates 

!   Give us information we ask 
for: reaction schemes, 
RMMs, results, details of the 
analysis 

!   Fewer observations and 
explanations 

!   Learning and theory 

No Templates 

!   Give more of the personal 
experience: observations and 
explanations 

!   Fewer reaction schemes, no 
RMMs, fewer results and 
analysis, much less learning 
and theory 



Unexpected findings 
A change in the style of reporting 

“What I 
Did” 

Do this 

90% used this 
style with no 
template 

More than half of 
those students 
switched to this 
style when they 
used the template 



Further investigations.. 

With different templates and Lego! 



Metadata 



LabTrove and metadata 

Automatic metadata 
and 
User-defined metadata 



Metadata Survey 

104 notebooks  
 



41 

A big proportion of our 
users are not really adding 

metadata! 

Metadata anxiety 

!   ‘Blank canvas’ effect 

!   Consistency 

!   Duplication 

!   Mistakes  

!   Inappropriate 
metadata 



What did we learn? 
!   Metadata has to be present to be 

useful! 

!   Common mistakes and “sense-
making” 

!   Tells us about the interests and 
needs of the communities 

!   Users will use predefined values if 
they are available 

!   A number of possible strategies to 
encourage better use (and user 
experience) of metadata in ELNs 



Further research.. 

What	
  are	
  the	
  right	
  ques;ons	
  ?	
  



Summary 

!   For ELNs to be useful they need to match the needs of 
users 

!   ELNs can bring benefits in academic environment 

!   But barriers to adoption need to be overcome 

!   Templates can be used to help enforce standards and 
produce high quality records but care is needed 

!   Strategies are needed to encourage better metadata use 
and curation by researchers 


