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Previous research

How ordinary people  think and talk about law.

Narratives of legality that circulate in popular culture.

Increasingly too narrow focus on individual’s thoughts.

Too little attention to institutional and structural influences 
and supports.
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Current project:

Look inside organizations to find how competing normative 
orders shape interpretations and responses to law.

Is the law experienced differently in world of elite scientists 
than in daily lives of ordinary Americans?

In many ways, scientific spaces no different than most 
others: saturated with legal regulations.
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RESEARCH FINDINGS: 
Ethnographic observations showed
• Reproduce previous findings about regulatory compliance:   

Science looks like most cases of regulatory governance  and 
compliance: varied and inconsistent

• Two contributions to what we already know:

• Scientists recognize and respond to a different set of hazards and 
threats

• Interpreted regulations and compliance on basis of local expertise
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33 Safety events identified in fieldwork
Lab coat wearing during lab work
Lab coat wearing during lentivirus work (co-workers)
Lab coat wearing during tissue culture
Drawing blood from animals with mechanical pipette
Radioactive use and disposal log sign-up
EHS radiation work training
Radiation work supervision
Lab based radiation training
Using radiation room when pregnant
Tissue culture room clean-up
Biosafety cabinet clean up
Refrigerator clear up
Glove wearing when transporting human cells
Centrifuge use
Contact avoidance – surfaces/ co-workers
Signaling of hazardous dispersion and contact limiting

Storing and labelling misplaced chemicals
Chemical inventory management in common areas
Phenol vapor minimizing
Liquid waste minimizing
Isoproponol vapor minimizing
Clearing storage 18 inches or more below ceiling
Clearing obstructed corridors
General laboratory safety organization
General laboratory safety supervision
Chemical spill management by hazardous materials team
Lentivirus work supervision
Lentivirus work signalling
Lab based lentivirus work training
Tissue culture supplies planning 
Tissue culture signaling
Ethidium Bromide dispersion and contact limiting
Sharps disposal in dedicated containers

20Excluded events that were not about science but not laboratory practices, e.g. seminars, publications. 



Lab observations reproduced common findings about 
regulatory compliance: variation and inconsistency
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(4) 33 Safety events identified in fieldwork:
compliance varied

Consistent compliance
Radioactive use and disposal log sign-up
EHS radiation work training
Centrifuge use
Lentivirus work signaling
Biosafety cabinet clean up
Sharps disposal in dedicated containers
Chemical inventory management in common areas

Refrigerator clear up
Tissue culture room clean-up
Lentivirus work supervision
Lab based lentivirus work training
Radiation work supervision
Lab based radiation training
General laboratory safety organization
General laboratory safety supervision

Local practices, norms
Using radiation room when pregnant
Contact avoidance – surfaces/ co-workers
Tissue culture signaling
Signaling of hazardous dispersion and contact limiting
Ethidium Bromide dispersion and contact limiting
Phenol vapor minimizing
Liquid waste minimizing
Tissue culture supplies planning 
Isoproponol vapor minimizing 22

Case by case, discretionary compliance
Glove wearing when transporting human cells
Lab coat wearing during lab work
Chemical spill management by hazardous materials team
Lab coat wearing during lentivirus work (co-workers)
Lab coat wearing during tissue culture
Drawing blood from animals with mechanical pipette

Symbolic compliance 
Storing and labelling misplaced chemicals
Clearing storage 18 inches or more below ceiling
Clearing obstructed corridors



33 Safety events identified in fieldwork:
compliance varied

Consistent compliance
Radioactive use and disposal log sign-up
EHS radiation work training
Centrifuge use
Lentivirus work signaling
Biosafety cabinet clean up
Sharps disposal in dedicated containers
Chemical inventory management in common areas

Refrigerator clear up
Tissue culture room clean-up
Lentivirus work supervision
Lab based lentivirus work training
Radiation work supervision
Lab based radiation training
General laboratory safety organization
General laboratory safety supervision

Local practices, norms
Using radiation room when pregnant
Contact avoidance – surfaces/ co-workers
Tissue culture signaling
Signaling of hazardous dispersion and contact limiting
Ethidium Bromide dispersion and contact limiting
Phenol vapor minimizing
Liquid waste minimizing
Tissue culture supplies planning 
Isoproponol vapor minimizing 23

Case by case, discretionary compliance
Glove wearing when transporting human cells
Lab coat wearing during lab work
Chemical spill management by hazardous materials team
Lab coat wearing during lentivirus work (co-workers)
Lab coat wearing during tissue culture
Drawing blood from animals with mechanical pipette

Symbolic compliance 
Storing and labelling misplaced chemicals
Clearing storage 18 inches or more below ceiling
Clearing obstructed corridors



33 Safety events identified in fieldwork:
compliance varied

Consistent compliance
Radioactive use and disposal log sign-up
EHS radiation work training
Centrifuge use
Lentivirus work signaling
Biosafety cabinet clean up
Sharps disposal in dedicated containers
Chemical inventory management in common areas

Refrigerator clear up
Tissue culture room clean-up
Lentivirus work supervision
Lab based lentivirus work training
Radiation work supervision
Lab based radiation training
General laboratory safety organization
General laboratory safety supervision

Local practices, norms
Using radiation room when pregnant
Contact avoidance – surfaces/ co-workers
Tissue culture signaling
Signaling of hazardous dispersion and contact limiting
Ethidium Bromide dispersion and contact limiting
Phenol vapor minimizing
Liquid waste minimizing
Tissue culture supplies planning 
Isoproponol vapor minimizing 24

Case by case, discretionary compliance
Glove wearing when transporting human cells
Lab coat wearing during lab work
Chemical spill management by hazardous materials team
Lab coat wearing during lentivirus work (co-workers)
Lab coat wearing during tissue culture
Drawing blood from animals with mechanical pipette

Symbolic compliance 
Storing and labelling misplaced chemicals
Clearing storage 18 inches or more below ceiling
Clearing obstructed corridors



33 Safety events identified in fieldwork:
compliance varied

Consistent compliance
Radioactive use and disposal log sign-up
EHS radiation work training
Centrifuge use
Lentivirus work signaling
Biosafety cabinet clean up
Sharps disposal in dedicated containers
Chemical inventory management in common areas

Refrigerator clear up
Tissue culture room clean-up
Lentivirus work supervision
Lab based lentivirus work training
Radiation work supervision
Lab based radiation training
General laboratory safety organization
General laboratory safety supervision

Local practices, norms
Using radiation room when pregnant
Contact avoidance – surfaces/ co-workers
Tissue culture signaling
Signaling of hazardous dispersion and contact limiting
Ethidium Bromide dispersion and contact limiting
Phenol vapor minimizing
Liquid waste minimizing
Tissue culture supplies planning 
Isoproponol vapor minimizing 25

Case by case, discretionary compliance
Glove wearing when transporting human cells
Lab coat wearing during lab work
Chemical spill management by hazardous materials team
Lab coat wearing during lentivirus work (co-workers)
Lab coat wearing during tissue culture
Drawing blood from animals with mechanical pipette

Symbolic compliance 
Storing and labelling misplaced chemicals
Clearing storage 18 inches or more below ceiling
Clearing obstructed corridors



33  Safety events identified in fieldwork:
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Consistent compliance
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Case by case, discretionary compliance
Glove wearing when transporting human cells
Lab coat wearing during lab work
Chemical spill management by hazardous materials team
Lab coat wearing during lentivirus work (co-workers)
Lab coat wearing during tissue culture
Drawing blood from animals with mechanical pipette

Symbolic compliance 
Storing and labelling misplaced chemicals
Clearing storage 18 inches or more below ceiling
Clearing obstructed corridors

What distinguished these safety practices? Why some consistently followed and others not? Why new ones?



Scientists enact /use their expertise to identify and manage 
laboratory risks.

Assess:
what hazards exist
what is being threatened
what are the probabilities of limiting risk by following one

or another regulation or combination of rules/regs

)27



Example: Radioactivity Logbook
Record keeping for use and stores of radioactive isotopes: “I have 
used radioactivity, I have checked myself  and my equipment.”

“I'd like the person who last used the hybridization oven without signing up and left a 
radioactive spill in it to come and talk to me and Ally about how to use radioactivity.  I 
don't see any logged record of  radioactive use, which is a more significant violation beyond 
this lack of  regard for your colleagues.  If  I don't hear from anyone we'll talk about this in 
lab meeting tomorrow.”

“Contact can cause at most a burn. But the situation in which it was used … while I was 
concerned about the radioactivity, I was more concerned by the lack of  attention to hygiene. 
If  that person ends up being sloppy… I am very intolerant of  people making messes for 
others to clean.” 28



Laboratory hazards

Federal and state law recognizes and seeks to control:
threats to bodies
threats to the environment (e.g.OSHA,EPA,Clean Water Act)
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Laboratory hazards

Federal and state law recognizes and seeks to control:
threats to bodies
threats to the environment (e.g.OSHA,EPA,Clean Water Act)

Scientists recognize and seek to limit threats not relevant to law
threats to the experiment (contamination)
threats to scientific sociality (untrustworthy colleagues)
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Compliance varied by number and types of
risks experts attended to:

Consistent compliance
Radioactive use and disposal log sign-up
EHS radiation work training
Centrifuge use
Lentivirus work signaling
Biosafety cabinet clean up
Sharps disposal in dedicated containers
Chemical inventory management in common areas

Refrigerator clear up
Tissue culture room clean-up
Lentivirus work supervision
Lab based lentivirus work training
Radiation work supervision
Lab based radiation training
General laboratory safety organization
General laboratory safety supervision
Body, environment, experiment, sociality
4 hazards, legal regulations and local rule

Local practices, norms
Using radiation room when pregnant
Contact avoidance – surfaces/ co-workers
Tissue culture signaling
Signaling of hazardous dispersion and contact limiting
Ethidium Bromide dispersion and contact limiting
Phenol vapor minimizing
Liquid waste minimizing
Tissue culture supplies planning 
Isoproponol vapor minimizing
Threats primarily bodies and sociality,  no law 31

Case by case, discretionary compliance
Glove wearing when transporting human cells
Lab coat wearing during lab work
Chemical spill management by hazardous materials team
Lab coat wearing during lentivirus work (co-workers)
Lab coat wearing during tissue culture
Drawing blood from animals with mechanical pipette
All threaten body, varied effect on environment and 
experiment, range 1-3 hazards, legal regulations

Symbolic compliance 
Storing and labelling misplaced chemicals
Clearing storage 18 inches or more below ceiling
Clearing obstructed corridors
Environmental hazards, legal rules
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Conclusions - takeaways
•Selective and variable regulatory compliance enacts 
professional expertise:

• interpretations of  risk – what hazards exist, what is threatened, 

• probabilities for control by following regulation, expert procedure or 
combination

• Discretionary compliance is part of the technical, 
practical and tacit assemblage of local (and expert) 
culture.
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THE END.   THANK YOU!.
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