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The Pagliuca Harvard Life Lab is the 
newest addition to Harvard University’s 
Innovation Labs ecosystem, a unique three 
lab environment focused on supporting 
Harvard students and alumni in their 
quest to create ventures that improve the 
world. Located on Harvard’s Allston, Mass. 
campus, the 15,000 sf, two-story building, 
designed by national architecture firm 
Shepley Bulfinch, creates much-needed 
space for life sciences ventures that have 
a connection to the Harvard University 
community.

The mission of the Pagliuca Harvard Life 
Lab is to provide students, faculty, post 
docs and alumni with a fully-equipped 
wet-lab environment and resources 
needed to take their ventures to the next 
stage of development. The Life Lab’s 
curated community fosters connections 
among industry, investor, government 
and academic stakeholders. It offers lab 
bench space at a subsidized rate and 

access to shared equipment, along with 
venture-specific training, mentoring and 
programming. The design provides a lab 
space and infrastructure combined with 
shared equipment for a wide range of life 
science exploration. 

Liberating the Write-Up Station to 
Foster Collaboration
Collaboration and flexibility were the 
main drivers in Life Lab’s planning. To 
achieve both, the space challenges the 
traditional connection between the lab 
bench and write-up station. The second 
floor of the Life Lab offers eight write-up 
stations, while all office and co-working 
spaces are located on the first floor. An 
open interconnecting stair is positioned in 
the lobby and serves to provide a visible 
and direct connection between the two 
distinct workspaces, encouraging scientists 
to spend time out of the lab interacting 
with and mentoring other students and 
colleagues. 

There are many other benefits to this type 
of approach. The design also limits the 
increased air exchange requirements to 
only areas specific to laboratory work, 
which leads to significant energy savings. 
From an operational perspective, having 
a clear separation of office space and 
lab space by floor increases safety and 
security in terms of credentials and access 
to the lab space. Finally, all food and 
beverage consumption is clearly confined 
to the office and collaboration spaces on 
the first floor and away from the labs.

The second-floor wet lab area is designed 
to accommodate work focusing on, but 
not limited to, biotech, genome, drug 
development, vaccines and medical 
devices. It’s made up of 30 benches 
organized around a shared fume hood 
alcove with equipment benches along 
the perimeter. Additionally, teams have 
access to two tissue culture, microbiology, 
dissection and microscopy rooms. 

View between lab spaces across open stair with visibility to first floor. 



Flexible and reconfigurable seating on first floor encourages impromptu meetings and greater 
collaboration.

An adjacent suite of six lab benches with 
a dedicated fume hood alcove and tissue 
culture room is provided for larger teams. 
All teams have access to shared tissue 
culture rooms and storage space.

On-Demand Ordering, Shared Spaces 
Save on Storage
Harvard University partnered with 
LabCentral to manage the Life Lab. With 
limited storage at individual benches—
each team is equipped with a six-foot lab 
bench and two shelves for equipment 
and supplies—LabCentral’s on-demand 
ordering through its cloud platform allows 
teams to request minimum amounts of 
supplies as needed. 

LabCentral provides a wide variety of lab 
supplies housed in four different kiosks 
at the core of the second floor. Scientists 
are issued an access card for the kiosks, 
which allows them to immediately obtain 
necessary supplies and pay for them later. 
Scanned items are totaled in a monthly 
invoice for each team. A supplier re-stocks 
monthly, adjusting materials and supplies 
based on what teams are using. 

Novel Design for an Innovation Lab
The Life Lab debunks the common 
misconception that modular construction is 
better suited for less technically complex 
buildings. The creation of the Life Lab 
leveraged the many advantages of 
modular construction, not least of which 
was the speed in which the facility was 
up and running. By synchronizing off-site 
and on-site work, the lab opened almost 
a year earlier than would have been 
possible using conventional stick-built 
construction. Perhaps most importantly, 
there was considerably less disruption to 
the surrounding campus community. 

New Lab Design Theory in Practice
As venture teams started to occupy the 
completed Life Lab, Shepley Bulfinch’s 
interest in the results of its intended 
connections and venture developments 
grew. To gain insight, the firm initiated a 
study to learn how people were interacting 
with the space. Simple infrared counting 
devices were installed to anonymously 
register the direction and number of people 
passing a doorway. These collectively 

allowed Shepley Bulfinch to study how 
much time people were spending in the 
laboratories (upstairs) versus the open 
co-working space (downstairs). After 
collecting data for two months, it became 
clear that users were spending time in 
the collaborative first-floor space. Further 
study will be required to verify these results 
since the data was collected while the 
building was not fully occupied. Shepley 
Bulfinch expects to rerun this study in the 
near future. 

Project team members include Shawmut 
Design & Construction, Construction 
Manager; SLB Group, Civil Engineer; 
LeMessurier, Structural Engineer; R.G. 
Vanderweil, MEP Engineer; Haley & 
Aldrich, Geotechnical Engineer; Reed 
Hildebran, Landscape Architect; Jensen 
Hughes, Fire Protection; NRB (USA), 
Inc., Structural Engineer (Modular) and 
Manufacturing; and Triumph Modular and 
NRB, Modular Contractor.
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