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The introduction of an electronic laboratory notebook (ELN) into the everyday work of a research institute - and
thus the step towards modern research data management (RDM) as demanded in today's research
landscape - is indeed associated with drastic changes in everyday life. The first hurdle in many cases is a
complex decision-making process. What do we really need? Functionalities? … keep it simple!
Once the decision has been made and potential software has been identified, the path to an operational ELN
with corresponding hardware is in principle simple and quick. However, the development path begins right
from the moment of installation and is a process that should not be underestimated in terms of time and effort.
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The implementation of eLabFTW, a widely used “free and open source system”, at the Institute of Functional
Interfaces (IFG) at the Karlsruhe Institute of Technology (KIT), is shown as an example of this process.
It consists of several fields of activity.

Concluding remarks
If the necessary activation energy has been raised here, the system can continue to develop
nearly spontaneously in a vital environment of an institute. However, such a process also requires
intensive care and continuous maintenance of the ELN system.
In turn, user feedback is needed to tailor adjustments that improve the system and thus provide
an important contribution to the overall implementation process.

As an example, which is, however, of central concern: one challenge is to develop motivating moments
for scientists to employ the system and use it efficiently. Only if the ELN's use brings appreciable benefits for
the individual users the implementation process will progress steadily.

A key factor here is the awareness that an ELN is both a support for individual research activities (1) regarding data management
and (2) planning of experimental work as well as (3) a platform for interdisciplinary exchange and teamwork. Below is a
selection of examples in which the use of eLabFTW provides prompt and substantial benefits to the user community.

(1) Data management: browser-based input tool

(2) Simplifies planning of experimental work, as directly 
linked to the laboratory infrastructure

(3) Platform for interdisciplinary exchange and teamwork
Example: “Structuring of thin film systems”
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Straightforward data input (drag and drop) with 
convenient structuring of the experiments (tags, ...)

Calendars are accessible 
from mobile devices
Manuals, safety instruct-
tions etc. for various lab-
oratory tools are available

When several people work on a project, data and procedures find 
a common place in eLabFTW (reporting, publishing).

Step 1 
Synthesis
of the
thin film 

Step 2 Structuring

Step 3 Analytics

Step 4 Theory


