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Our guide to organizing large iGEM Teams  
 

If there is one thing, we learned during our iGEM season, it’s that teamwork can be 
challenging, especially when a lot of people are involved. iGEM officially recommends 
a team to be the size of 8 to 15 team members or otherwise split up into two teams. 
 
However, the team of iGEM Vienna 2021 started off with 28 team members decreasing 
with time to finally 25 active members. As we were confronted with the challenge of 
such a large team our first idea was to split into 2 separate teams. Despite the 
advantages and recommendation by iGEM to form small teams we decided to form 
one big team and turn our disadvantage into our strength. The reason why this was 
necessary was primarily of financial nature. We knew of well-established sponsors, 
especially the university and associated organizations, who would be willing to 
sponsor only one team from Vienna. As a result, two teams would have to put lots of 
effort and energy into the rivalry, necessary to obtain sufficient funds. Additionally, lab 
space was limited and not enough for two separate teams.  
 
These were already good reasons not to split and stay together as one big team. 
Despite the conflict potential in such a big group, we were able to successfully manage 
our project and avoid conflicts.  
If you and your team are in a similar situation, we just want to let you know that splitting 
up is not the only option! 
 
In fact, we discovered that the size of our team also gave us unexpectedly high 
flexibility and freedom. But of course, it can also become quite a challenge, so think 
twice before you make a decision. 
 
This guide aims at helping future iGEM teams on how to organize and communicate 
in order to make big teams work. You can do it! 
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The 10 commandments of managing a big iGEM team: 
 

1. Establish defined structures  
 

2. Make sure that sub teams have the necessary number of members 

 
3. Clearly define responsibilities 

 
4. Do not put too much responsibility on a single person 

 
5. Set up a timeline from the start 

 
6. Set internal deadlines and make sure to keep them 

 
7.  Evaluate the team’s main interests & strengths right at the beginning 

 
8.  Focus on team building  

 
9. Establish clear rules and paths for communication 

 
10. Planning, planning, planning and even more planning 

 

 

1. Establish defined structures 
 

In big teams, one of the main pitfalls are unclear situations about who is supposed to 
do what. In order to avoid that, we assembled into sub teams very early during the 
planning of our project. Every team member could freely choose which team he or she 
wanted to be in and was also able to voluntarily participate in other teams besides 
their main one if they wished to. 
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Our organization chart: 

 
 

The sub team organization we finally chose was mainly the one we initially decided 
upon with minor changes only. However, we soon learned that remaining somewhat 
flexible regarding the respective responsibilities of the sub team is a must due to the 
unexpected challenges you typically encounter while working on a project. Certain 
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tasks are hard to assign to one team or the other, so clear communication is 
necessary. This was then mainly decided by the sub team leaders who were the most 
qualified to assess the teams’ free capacities and abilities.  Often, respective members 
of the teams in question formed a small unit tackling the newly arisen challenge. 
 

2. Make sure that sub teams have the necessary number of members 
 

It might seem trivial, but distributing the workforce equally is essential. According to 
our experience, a group size of about 4-5 “full-time” members is ideal for handling even 
quite demanding tasks. Nevertheless, to make optimal choices it is recommended to 
assess the expected workload of each sub team and try to adjust the number of people 
according to your assessment. 
An exception for us was the lab team, which had to be quite large (approximately 18 
people), especially due to our elaborate COVID-19 safety system. 

3. Clearly define responsibilities 
 

The clear assignment of duties and responsibilities is a key aspect of project 
management and thus, of every successful iGEM team. If not carried out reliably, 
uncertainties will arise, and tasks might not be completed or completely forgotten.  
According to our structure, the responsibility for every task initially lies with the sub 
team leader, who can then delegate it to other members of his team.  
 
It is often hard to estimate in advance how many people will be needed to complete a 
task. In that case the best way is to appoint a responsible person and determine in 
advance who else would be willing to help them.  
 

4. Do not put too much responsibility on a single person 
 

It is very important that every person can, without fearing negative consequences, 
admit that they feel overwhelmed and need help. Being brave enough to ask for help 
is not a sign of weakness but of strength. This rule is essential and must be 
communicated from the start.  
 
Something that proved very useful on various occasions was to have at least one vice-
leader for every sub team. For the wet lab team, we settled for two (co-)leaders due to 
the high workload from the start.  

5. Set up a timeline  
 

To get an overview, we highly recommend setting up a rough timeline very early in the 
development of the project. This will help you to get an overview and prevent missing 
deadlines or starting tasks too late. The first draft of the timeline can be refined and 
revised continually.  
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6. Set internal deadlines and make sure they are kept 
 
During an iGEM year, there are many deadlines to be met and especially in big teams 
it is easy to miss some of them. In some cases, it is also good to set internal deadlines 
that are earlier than required by iGEM, to avoid getting in trouble due to overloaded 
servers or last-minute problems. 
 
After a few incidents, we decided to appoint a person from the project management 
team whose main responsibility was to keep track of upcoming deadlines and 
reminding the responsible sub teams.  
 

7. Evaluate the team member’s main interests & strengths from the start 
 

In a big team, many different interests, personalities, and skills come together. 
However, to win a gold medal, you need to fulfil at least three of the gold medal 
criteria. For that, it is quite helpful to assess the overall strengths and interests of the 
team at an early stage of the project in order to decide which medal criteria to aim 
for.  
 
After settling for a project idea, we did a separate meeting to vote on our project 
goals and preferred gold medal criteria. That proved to be helpful because we could 
focus on the topics that were the most interesting to the majority of the team from 
the start and avoid spending too much time and resources trying to fulfil everything 
at the same time. 
 
NOTE: We can recommend actively working on 1-2 additional criteria, just in case 
that one criterion you initially aimed for does not work out. 
 
8. Focus on team building  
 

People within the same sub team will get closer to each other but keeping up the team 
spirit in the whole team often requires extra effort and additional meetings. 
Organize meetups for the whole team and make sure sub teams stay in contact! 
 
We kept general weekly meetings until the start of the lab work and then bi-weekly 
meetings of the project management team and the sub team leaders to distribute 
tasks and keep everyone up to date. Additionally, we occasionally met outside of iGEM 
to get to know each other. If such a meeting is planned, every team member should be 
invited! 
 

9. Establish clear rules for communication 
 

In a large team it is likely that conflicts will arise sooner or later. This mostly happens 
between individual people, but discontent might spread and cause grave problems for 
the whole team. 
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It is very important that rules for communication in general, but especially for 
expression of dissatisfaction are established from the start and clear to everyone. 
Conversations should always be respectful, but criticism must be possible, and 
conflicts solved as soon as possible. 
From the start, we appointed a member of the project management team as a 
mediator that – in case of conflict or troubles - every team member could come to and 
confide in. The mediator can then help, talk to other people involved or try to arrange 
a conversation to solve the problem. 

10. Planning, planning, planning and even more planning 
 

Organizing and coordinating a big team is a lot of effort. This is something that every 
team member needs to be aware of from the start. 
If not planned correctly, the additional workforce might not compensate the additional 
work needed for coordination. You need to always think a few steps ahead in order to 
keep track of deadlines, upcoming tasks and long-term goals. 
It is therefore crucial that several people - mostly (sub) team leaders - focus primarily 
on organizing and harmonizing the actions of the whole team throughout the whole 
process. If you do not have enough people willing to do that, you might want to 
consider splitting up. 
 

 

Final remarks 
 

These are the key points that made our large iGEM team work. Retrospectively seen, 
we made a lot of right choices from the start but some of these things we would now 
be happy to have known earlier. We hope that this guide might help some of you 
making the right decision for your team and avoid some mistakes that we made.  
 
Thank you for your interest! 
 
Your BOKU Vienna iGEM Team 2021 
 

 


