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Introduction to Experimentation

1.1 Overview: The Importance of Experiments in Science
and Engineering
Scientists and engineers devote valuable time and resources to experimental investigations. Why do experiments? In the ﬁrst place, scientiﬁc and technical advances
rely on the support that a critical experiment, or series of experiments, can offer.
New and established theories are tested through experiment. Devising and carrying
out an experiment that provides a thorough test of a theory or conﬁrmation of a
discovery may be challenging, but until such a test is undertaken, and the results are
conﬁrmed independently by others, the theory or the discovery is unlikely to gain
wide acceptance. Additionally, carefully performed experiments may reveal new
effects that require existing explanations to be modiﬁed or perhaps abandoned
completely.
The outcomes of the vast majority of experiments are usually known to only a
few people. However, some experiments are so groundbreaking and inﬂuential that
they attract international attention. An example of this is the detection of gravity
waves by a group of scientists in 2015.1 The existence of gravity waves, produced
for example by an exploding star or colliding black holes, is a prediction that
emerged from Albert Einstein’s general theory of relativity. It took dedicated teams
of scientists and engineers many decades to conceive and build instruments sufﬁciently sensitive to detect those waves. Those instruments have the potential to open
a new window on the universe, allowing previously hidden cosmic events to be
detected. The detection and analysis of such events hold the promise of new insights
into the working of the universe.
Experiments performed as part of a college or university laboratory programme or
project are unlikely to attract widespread attention. Nevertheless, they provide
opportunities to acquire knowledge, skills and understanding through investigating
the ‘real world’. Such experiments have distinct advantages over the idealised
descriptions and explanations of phenomena presented in textbooks: seeing
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See Castelvecchi and Witze (2016).
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something happen has more impact than reading about it. Making something happen,
as we do when we devise and perform an experiment, is even more memorable.
Experiments are not without their difﬁculties; some experimental techniques take
time to master and occasionally we are confronted with data that require careful
examination before we are able to draw out important features. In these circumstances a little patience and persistence go a long way.
In the process of carrying out an experiment, you may need to acquire proﬁciency
in the operation of instruments of varying degrees of sophistication. It is not the
purpose of this book to give instruction on the operation of instruments, but to offer
advice of a more general and, I hope, enduring nature. Speciﬁc examples and
exercises are included within the forthcoming chapters where these should assist
in illustrating a data analysis technique or reinforcing an important point.
An experiment may be required to assist in addressing several questions, some of
a general nature and others more speciﬁc. As examples:
• How does the energy efﬁciency of an organic solar cell depend on its
temperature?
• At what temperature does a new ceramic material exhibit superconductivity?
• How does the ﬂow of blood through a vein depend on the diameter of that vein?
• Has the speed of light changed since the universe was formed?
It is these types of questions that form the starting point for scientiﬁc investigations.
It is instructive to outline the stages through which a typical experiment develops.
Though the stages are presented here in a particular order, in practice there can be
much moving back and forth between stages as new ideas emerge, underlying
principles are more thoroughly understood, more sensitive equipment becomes
available and experimental skills are practised and improved.

1.2 Stages of a Typical Experiment
The Aim
This is the starting point of an experiment. What do we want to ﬁnd out? The clearer
and better deﬁned the aim of the experiment, the easier it is to do the planning
to achieve that aim. The aim may contain an idea or hypothesis that we want to
advance or test. However, it is not unusual to begin with a speciﬁc objective in mind
and while doing the experiment discover something interesting or unexpected. This
is part of the excitement of experimentation. If the outcomes of all experiments
were wholly predictable there would be little point in undertaking them. However,
we must be aware of the risk of becoming side-tracked and failing to complete the
original work.
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The Plan
Once the aim has been decided, a plan is devised for achieving the aim. Decisions are
made as to what equipment is required, which quantities need to be measured and
how they are to be measured.

Preparation
The preparation stage involves organising the experiment. Equipment is collected
and assembled. Safety issues are identiﬁed, and risks assessed and controlled for.2
This might consist of, for example, wearing the appropriate personal protection
equipment when dispensing a cryogenic liquid, or wearing safety glasses when
operating a laser. If the experimental technique or instrument to be used is unfamiliar, instruction should be taken from an experienced user. This avoids wasting time
and making avoidable blunders, as well as reducing the risk of damaging the
equipment (and possibly yourself!).

Preliminary Experiment
Once the equipment has been assembled, a preliminary experiment is often performed. This promotes familiarity with the operation of the equipment, indicates
which features work well and which need further reﬁnement and gives a feel for
what values to expect when the experiment is performed more carefully. The insight
that a preliminary experiment offers can sometimes lead to reconsideration of the
experimental method being used. It is fair to say that experienced scientists and
engineers habitually, and sometimes obsessively, seek ways to improve their
experiments.

Collecting Data
The data collection phase begins. Alertness and attention to detail at this stage tend
to reward the experimenter with a valuable set of data. There is little more frustrating than spending an afternoon collecting data only to discover that some omission,
such as neglecting to record the units in which the measurements were made, has
rendered the data unusable.

Repeatability
The experiment is carefully repeated to verify whether the ﬁrst set of data is
representative and can be reproduced one or more times. The repeated experiment
cannot be expected to generate exactly the same data. However, gross variations
between sets of data is a warning that further investigation is warranted.
2

Colleges and universities often devise their own laboratory safety guideline documents. An example
of general laboratory safety guidelines can be found at https://www.osha.gov/Publications/
laboratory/OSHA3404laboratory-safety-guidance.pdf
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Analysis of Data
When data collection is complete, a most important question is asked: ‘what do the
data tell me?’ If an experiment was performed with some hypothesis in mind, then
this will indicate what data analysis method(s) should be adopted. For example, in
an experiment to study the change in light intensity as the distance from the light
source increases, a prevailing theory may lead us to believe that there is a power law
relationship between intensity, I, and distance, d, where d is the distance between
the light source and the detector. The power law relationship may be written
I ¼ Ad n ,

(1.1)

where A and n are constants. The experiment would consist of measuring the light
intensity as the distance between the light source and detector is varied. From the
analysis of the data we would like to know how well equation 1.1 describes the
relationship between I and d.

What Do the Data Tell You?
Once the data have been gathered and analysed, it is time to ask whether they are
consistent with the initial hypothesis or whether the evidence is inconclusive or
even contradictory. For example, in the light experiment described above, do the
data provide us with enough evidence to be able to conclude that equation 1.1 is a
good description of the relationship between intensity and distance?

Reporting the Experiment
When the experiment is complete, it is time to communicate what was done and
what was found, in a clear and concise way. A report may be prepared describing
the important features of the experiment such as the aim, method, data gathered,
analysis method, discussion and conclusion.3

1.3 Documenting Your Work
An experiment may take as little time as an hour or extend over a considerable
period of time. During this time, procedures may be devised and revised, apparatus
assembled, data gathered and other steps taken, large and small, before the experiment is complete. Irrespective of the duration or complexity of the experiment, one
thing is certain: the better the record of what has been done, the easier the task of
presenting the work, perhaps in the form of a report to a laboratory supervisor.
A convenient way of documenting work is to use a laboratory notebook.

3

Report writing is discussed in Chapter 7.
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The Laboratory Notebook

A laboratory notebook, also sometimes referred to as a logbook, contains a permanent record of experiments performed. For many scientists and engineers the notebook is an indispensable element of experimental work. In it they record details of
an experiment, whether or not those details seem important at the time. Often it is
not until sometime later that it emerges which are the important entries and which
are of less value.
Notebooks are available in various sizes, but those with alternate pages of lined
paper followed by graph paper are convenient to use in situations in which graphs
need to be plotted. An alternative is to use a standard lined notebook and ﬁx in
graph paper as necessary. A hardback notebook, though more expensive than the
softback variety, is a good investment as it tends to be more durable. In addition,
there is generally less tendency for people to tear out pages from a hardback
notebook. Such an act is frowned upon in all circumstances.
Though it may be tempting to write notebook entries in pencil so that they can be
erased in the event of a mistake, a better option is to write consistently in ink. If a
mistake has been made, a simple strike-through line can indicate an entry that
should be ignored. This allows the entry to be read if it turns out sometime later not
to be a mistake after all.
Many laboratory notebooks are not models of neatness (mine included) but they
should represent a faithful record of what you planned, did and thought about while
carrying out the experiment.
An electronic notebook is an alternative to a paper-based notebook. Electronic
laboratory notebooks are increasing in popularity and have several attractive
features. These include easily making backup copies of the notebook, the option
of sharing the notebook with other people through the Internet and facilities for
quickly searching through its contents.
Whether you use a paper or electronic laboratory notebook, it needs to be intelligible to at least one person – you! However, there may be situations in which the
contents of the notebook form part of an assessment of an experiment or project
you have carried out. In this case you need to remember that the notebook is going
to be examined by someone else, so a logical layout of the account of the experiment is recommended. The order and description of elements that make up a typical
account of an experiment are given in Table 1.1.
It is useful to number the pages of the notebook and to include a contents page.
Page numbers are helpful when you want to refer to another piece of work in the
notebook, and are especially worthwhile when describing a series of experiments
covering several pages. For example, you might want to say ‘the circuit used is that
shown on page 27’.
As described in Table 1.1, the notebook is performing two functions. The ﬁrst is
to document relevant information concerning the experiment, and the second is to
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Table 1.1 Description of notebook contents
Notebook entries

Description

Date

Including this is good housekeeping and allows you to chronologically
connect the contents of your notebook to other parts of your work. For
example, it might be important to associate entries in your notebook with
data that you gathered and stored on a computer on the same day.
Leave the reader in no doubt as to what the experiment is about.
Though this is something that may have already been decided on your
behalf, it is so important that it bears repetition and should be given a
prominent place in your notebook after the title of the experiment.
For many experiments, a brief list of apparatus used is sufﬁcient. Recording
details, such as the accuracy of an instrument, as provided in a
manufacturer’s calibration certiﬁcate, is good practice.
A fully labelled diagram of the experimental arrangement is worth a page of
explanation and can assist in recalling the experiment long after it has
been completed. A simple line diagram drawn freehand is all that is
required.
If the method is given in the form of a set of instructions to follow, then the
instructions can be ‘cut and pasted’ into the notebook. It is possible that
you will have to depart from prepared instructions in some way or need to
add to them, perhaps for the purpose of clariﬁcation. Such clariﬁcations
or additions need to be documented in your notebook. If you devise the
method yourself then include enough detail so that you, or someone else,
could repeat the experiment.
It is usual to present data in tables, taking care to give each column in the
table a heading which includes the unit of the quantity measured. There
will be some uncertainty in every measurement you make.a An estimate
of the uncertainty can be conveniently located in the heading of the table.
Measured values are recorded directly into the notebook as they are made.
The temptation to jot the values on scraps of paper should be resisted, as
these are easily lost. Record the ‘raw’ data you collect. For example, do not
convert units ‘in your head’, such as voltage values from millivolts to
volts before recording them.
Thoughts or ideas may occur to you as your experiment proceeds, for
example on how the experiment might be redesigned to improve the
quality of the data. Such thoughts, as recorded in your notebook, can act
as a source of inspiration when you perform another experiment.
Importantly, comments recorded in your notebook may stimulate insights
which can be included in a report of the experiment.
Graphs are superior to tables for giving you ‘the big picture’ of the data and
are often the ﬁrst thing that someone examining your work will look at.
Graphs must be presented properly with title, labelled axes and units.b
If you need to make calculations based on your data, state the equation or
relationship you are using. Work through the calculation as fully as
possible in your notebook, making explicit the steps you have taken.

Title
Aim of the experiment

Description of instruments
and apparatus
Sketch of apparatus

Experimental method

Data

Comments/ Reﬂections

Graphs

Calculations
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Table 1.1 (cont.)

a
b

Notebook entries

Description

Summary/ Conclusion

A laboratory notebook is not usually the place where you will present a
detailed discussion of your work. However, at the end of the experiment it
is standard to include a brief summary. For example, if the aim of the
experiment was to ﬁnd the efﬁciency of a silicon solar cell, you might
report: Based on the observations made in this experiment, the maximum
energy efﬁciency of the amorphous silicon solar cell we studied was
(3.1  0.3)%.

We will consider uncertainty in measurement in Chapters 4 and 5.
We will consider graphing in Chapter 3.

present it in a clear way so that it might be reviewed or assessed by others. While
both functions are very important, as the length and complexity of experiments
increase, these functions tend to become separated and the role of the notebook
changes, with the emphasis remaining on making a faithful record of an experiment.

1.3.2

Example of Pages from a Notebook

If you are not familiar with laboratory notebooks, you might be curious as to what
the contents of a typical notebook look like. In Figure 1.1 I offer two pages from one
of my notebooks. The work relates to a study of the performance solar cells, the ﬁrst
stage of which was to make measurements on an amorphous silicon cell. The aim
was to establish the output power and efﬁciency of the solar cell when illuminated
by sunlight.
The pages shown in Figure 1.1 include details of the aim of the experiment,
equipment used, the method and some data. It also contains a question requiring
further investigation: has the increase in the temperature of the cells over the
duration of the experiment affected the output power of the cells? It is quite
common that, as an experiment is being performed, it inspires other questions that
deserve attention.
Writing a report is so much easier when all the details you require are in one
place – your laboratory notebook. It is unlikely that the notebook by itself will make
complete sense to others, but it must make sense to you as it is from the notebook
that a report which will be read by others can be prepared.

1.3.3

Documenting Open-Ended Experiments and Project Work

So long as experiments are short and reasonably self-contained, the approach to
presenting the work in your notebook described in Section 1.3.1 works well. But what
do you do if you are asked to devise an experiment requiring you to be responsible for
the aim and method as well as gathering data, assessing uncertainties and so on? This
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Figure 1.1 Example of pages from a laboratory notebook.

situation may well occur when doing open-ended experiments or when carrying out
a project. Though the section headings appearing in the left column of Table 1.1
remain helpful, it is unlikely that you will be able to ﬁll out the notebook in such a
stepwise manner. Despite this, concisely and clearly documenting open-ended
experiments and projects in a notebook is vital, as much of the information you will
draw on when reporting the work to others will reside in your notebook.

1.4 Comment
In some circumstances a laboratory notebook can be unexpectedly valuable. If you
are lucky enough to make a scientiﬁc discovery or technical advance, it is likely to
appear ﬁrst in your notebook. If, in addition, you are unlucky enough to be in
competition with someone who claims to have made the discovery or advance ﬁrst,
you might ﬁnd that your notebook becomes a vital piece of legal evidence to show
what you did and when. For this reason, it is common for experimenters in industrial or government laboratories to have the contents of their notebooks veriﬁed
regularly by a co-worker or supervisor. Beware, prosperity and reputation could be
tied to your laboratory notebook, so use it well and keep it safe!
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