
Introducing the i-Lab
The Harvard Innovation Lab�—“Hi” 
in its cheery logo—was dedicated Novem-
ber 18. Located in Allston, it is adjacent to 
Harvard Business School (HBS), which 
not only paid to renovate and staff the for-
mer WGBH building at 125 Western Av-
enue, but is making the entire lab available 
to users throughout the University, and 
opening part of it to the surrounding com-
munity. The lab occupies the building’s 
first floor; the two upper floors have be-
come team-based classrooms and project 
spaces for HBS’s new first-year field-im-
mersion course (which involves students 
in hands-on business challenges and visits 
to host companies around the world this 
January).

In remarks before the ribbon-cutting, 
HBS dean Nitin Nohria called the facility a 
“promise” in two senses: a commitment to 
bring people together, and an expectation 
that great things can happen as people dis-
cover one another and advance their ideas 
“in this great cauldron, the i-Lab.” He saw 
the facility embodying “a wonderful spirit 
of ‘Why not?’ and ‘How about?’”

President Drew Faust noted that for 
375 years, Harvard had been innovating—
a continuous engagement with “ using 
knowledge to invent the future.” Today, 
she said, “ inspiration and aspiration” 
drove faculty members and students to 
work on problems like improving ma-
ternal and infant health. “Our history re-
minds us,” she said, “that the gap between 
the possible and the impossible,” between 
imagination and implementation, has been 
bridged regularly, and will be again and 
again in the future. In the new lab, Faust 
said, Harvard is “gathering great minds 
under a single roof, so they can become 
greater together.”

Mayor Thomas Menino hailed the lab’s 
community ties. Citing his city’s water-
front innovation district and large popu-
lation of talented young people, he said, 
“Boston’s a place where big ideas are born, 

because we have the talent to make those 
ideas a reality.”

In the facility’s �roughly 30,000 square 
feet of space, flexibly configured and fur-
nished, “People can try out their ideas and 
see if they are worth putting to use,” says 
Joseph B. Lassiter, M.B.A. Class of 1954 
professor of management practice, who is 
faculty chair of the lab.

The décor is contemporary entrepre-
neurial: exposed ceilings, ventilation, 
and wiring; bare concrete floors; surfaces 
coated with white-board paint to accom-
modate free-form recording of ideas; a 
kitchen stocked with refrigerated sodas, 
candy, and an adjoining large-screen TV 
with an Xbox Kinect game controller. 
There is a café for all-hours fueling, and a 
casually furnished lobby available to com-
munity users of the lab. Within the lab are 
a couple of dozen meeting rooms, a class-
room, and a workshop to build prototype 
devices. Furnishings include wheeled fold-
ing tables that can be rapidly rearranged, 
ceiling-mounted electrical connections 
on pulleys that can be similarly deployed, 

and so on—accoutrements selected to 
promote “structured spontaneity,” in the 
phrase of Gordon S. Jones, the lab’s profes-
sional director.

Lassiter emphasized that Hi’s name—
“lab”—was chosen deliberately. It is not a 
“center” or “institute,” he said in a conver-
sation at his HBS office (where products 
of his students’ businesses are on display). 
The point is not to create a new curricu-
lum or program, but to bring together and 
“accelerate” innovative and entrepreneur-
ial energies from throughout the Univer-
sity. The lab—an alternative to inflexibly 
configured teaching spaces—“gives a place 
for a lot of the work to take place.”

So far, he noted, 15 entrepreneurs and 
experts in residence (13 from among HBS 
alumni) have been chosen, from many vol-
unteers, to provide help in understanding 
venture finance, law, accounting, and sub-
ject-matter expertise. The lab’s workshops 
cover “tactical” subjects that complement 
course work—real-world knowledge, Las-
siter said, that entrepreneurs need to test 
their ideas and pursue those that appear 
worthwhile.

What distinguishes the Harvard lab’s 
approach from those of other institutions’ 
entrepreneurship centers? First, Lassiter 
said, faculty members are involved from 
the outset—not just alumni and external 
practitioners. Second is the nature of the 
lab itself: it is explicitly experimental; 
those who use it are “under no pressure to 
commercialize an idea” that proves inap-
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propriate for such development, or fails to 
hold interest. Third is the lab’s mandate to 
extend into the community—Allston and 
Brighton, whose residents will be invited 
to meet with small-business consultants, 
for example; and the world far beyond, 
wherever Harvard innovators are at work.

Together, he said, these traits make the 
lab “a fitting addition for an institution 
like Harvard.” One can read about the idea 
of bicycling, he said, but to master it, you 
have to get on the bike and practice. The 
lab, he hopes, will have a catalyzing role in 
accomplishing that, in part by “attracting 
the best students and faculty who regard 
innovation as central to their interests.”

Director Gordon Jones, �who sets an 
informal tone for the lab, brings to his 
task long experience developing both 
freestanding businesses and innovations 
within a corporate context—ranging from 
mosquito-control services to a portable, 
disposable tooth-brushing product.

During a high-speed tour, he rattled off its 
core programs and facilities: classrooms for 

teaching; the experts in residence, mentor-
ing for one to two days each a month; and 
the reconfigurable work spaces. Comple-
menting these assets are flexible programs, 
such as entrepreneurship challenges; af-
finity groups formed around student in-
terests (food-related entrepreneurship, for 
instance, or sustainable technologies); and 
i-Lab-originated programming. As users en-
gage, the lab will, in effect, assemble its own 
community where none now exists.

Unlike entrepreneurship centers else-
where, Jones said, the Harvard lab does not 
charge rent or extract ownership interests 
in user ideas. It is uniquely broad, and anti-
“silo”—not tied to just the business school, 
or engineering—and therefore welcoming 
of entrepreneurial ideas in any realm (so-
cial innovation for education, health policy, 
better governance, et cetera). The entire 
impetus, he said, is “student-centered, fac-

ulty-enabled, and 
faculty-autho-
rized.” The ap-
proach, echoing 
Lassiter’s vision, 
is of the “i-Lab as 
a farmers’ mar-
ket” where users 
can browse, not a 
program in which 
one enrolls.

When �the plans 
for the lab were 
announced in 
October 2010, it 
was described 
explicitly as a lo-
cus for “innovation and entrepreneurship” 
whether pursued independently or in con-
junction with courses, such as the joint 
HBS-School of Engineering and Applied 
Sciences (SEAS) offerings on commer-
cializing science. Teams competing in the 
annual HBS Business Plan Contest would 
have access to the resources, as would lo-
cal businesses and entrepreneurs. Faust 
said then that innovation was “of utmost 
importance and great interest to our stu-
dents and faculty, many of whom are in-
ventors and entrepreneurs.” At least four 
streams feed the expanding pool of inter-
est in innovation and entrepreneurship:

• M.B.A. pursuits. Although HBS is often 
perceived solely as a training ground for 
finance and corporate careers, the first-
year required curriculum includes a se-

mester course on “The Entrepreneurial 
Manager,” and the second-year elective 
curriculum includes, under entrepre-
neurial management, three dozen courses 
spanning a spectrum of subjects. Entre-
preneurship appeals to many M.B.A. stu-
dents.

• The rise of engineering. 
Further impetus comes 
from the rapid growth of 
the engineering and ap-
plied sciences, reflecting 
both the 2007 elevation of 
SEAS’s status to that of 
a freestanding school—
making it more visible to 
students and more attrac-
tive to faculty recruits—
and surging enrollments 
in exciting new fields like 
bioengineering. The Crim-

son reported that 12 percent of upperclass-
men are now pursuing studies in those 
fields. New courses like “Medical Device 
Design” have engaged SEAS students with 
Harvard Medical School (HMS) faculty 
members and hospital practitioners to 
work on practical problems and create 
workable solutions.

• The Zuckerberg factor. With the rise of 
Facebook and other successful enterprises, 
entrepreneurship has regained some of the 
appeal that it had in the late 1990s. When 
Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg ’06 
visited campus earlier in November on 
a recruiting trip, he met with President 
Faust and was greeted like a rock star by 
a crowd of camera-wielding students. And 
for the first time, an HBS-created course is 
aimed squarely at undergraduates: United 
States and the World 36, “Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship: American Experience 
in Comparative Perspective,” held on the 
HBS campus and co-led by Lassiter and 
Mihir A. Desai, Mizuho Financial Group 
professor of finance.

Students and innovators can 
configure their work spaces;  
the décor is contemporary 
entrepreneurial.

Gal Koren (left)
and Tuan Ho at 
work in the lab
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“There are people for whom the past is very vivid,” says professor of government 
Eric Nelson ’99. He is one of them. Stirred by a viewing of The Ten Commandments, 
he became “maniacally interested in ancient Egypt” as a four-year-old, tried to learn 
hieroglyphics, and went to the Metropolitan Museum of Art every week. (His own 
family history includes grandparents who survived the Holocaust.) Later, Nelson 
added a passion for politics and acquired some languages: he reads Greek, Latin, He-
brew, French, Italian, and German, and speaks French, Italian, and “embarrassingly bad 
Hebrew.” His passions and skills have fueled a virtuoso academic career as a political 
theorist: a summa cum laude history degree, a doctorate from Trinity College, Cam-
bridge, a stint as a Junior Fellow, and tenure at the precocious age of 32. His first 
book, The Greek Tradition in Republican Thought (2004), traces the “impact of the revival 
of the Greek language in Western Europe on the development of political theory,” he 
says. The Hebrew Republic (2010) argues that modern political thought grew not from 
secularization, but from sixteenth- and seventeenth-century encounters of Christian 
scholars with the Hebrew Bible and related sources; they saw the Bible as a political 
constitution written by God. Nelson also edited a 2008 edition of Thomas Hobbes’s 
translations of the Iliad and Odyssey; Hobbes, he says, “rewrote the poems so they 
would teach Hobbesian political theory.” An avid skier and opera fan, Nelson also 
collects old books. “There is something about holding a first printing of Leviathan in 
your hands,” he says. “It does give you a feeling of connectedness.”

E r i c  N e l s o n

• The competition. Finally, Harvard is re-
sponding to pressure from peer institu-
tions. MIT has a long, deserved reputation 
for fostering engineering-based business 
start-ups; its Entrepreneurship Center (di-
rected by Bill Aulet ’80) offers a wide array 
of events and programs for students and 
alumni, and is tied into dozens of manage-
ment and venture-oriented engineering 
courses. Stanford is perceived as having 
especially entrepreneurial DNA: its presi-
dent, John Hennessy, was a spectacularly 
successful entrepreneur, and is a director 
of the Stanford-born Google; it has risen 
along with Silicon Valley; and it is widely 
known for academic programs that foster 
innovation, such as its Hasso Plattner In-
stitute of Design (the “d.school”). Stanford 
is competing to establish a high-profile 
new engineering and innovation campus 
in New York City; and its Graduate School 
of Business recently received a $150-million 
gift to establish a Stanford Institute for In-
novation in Developing Countries, meant 
to help alleviate poverty.

Harvard’s development office has thus 
made innovation a major theme in emerg-
ing plans for the next capital campaign. 
Students and faculty members are taking 
note, too: Hi has scheduled a January trip 
to Silicon Valley to visit, among other fa-
cilities, the Stanford offerings and IDEO, a 
famous innovation consulting firm whose 
founder and chair, David Kelley, runs the 
d.school. IDEO partner Diego Rodriguez, 
M.B.A. ’01, a d.school founding professor, 
is one of the HBS/innovation lab entrepre-
neurs in residence. Harvard clearly wants 
to compete with some of the other leading 
academic centers of innovation and entre-
preneurship.

In concluding �her remarks at the dedi-
cation ceremony, President Faust invoked 
a different sort of Harvard innovator—
George Santayana, A.B. 1886 (summa cum 
laude, no less), Ph.D. ’89—quoting his 1908 
essay, “Hamlet”:

Imagination needs a soil in history, 
tradition, or human institutions, 
else its random growths are not sig-
nificant enough and, like trivial mel-
odies, go immediately out of fashion.

The soil of Harvard and of Boston, she 
said, had long provided, and would con-
tinue to provide, a suitable foundation for 
the fruits of the imagination now nurtured 
in the i-Lab to flourish.
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