
Why is there so much excitement about digital 
labs in 2019? 

Talking about research in the pharmaceutical space, 
the industry has realised that digital transformation 
has not only a huge potential for increasing our 
efficiency, but also increasing the quality of the work 
we are doing while also enabling innovation. The 
pharmaceutical industry is facing the challenge of 
declining overall productivity. Digitalisation of our 
labs has huge potential and is a huge opportunity 
for all of us to get drugs to the market much faster. 

Are there other large pharma companies looking 
into this area as well? 

I believe all big pharma companies have understood 
that data is one of our key assets. The specific 
approaches might be different, but in general, all 
companies seem to have huge programs to improve 
their data culture with data sharing as a key principle, 
and also to improve data management in terms of 
infrastructure and systems. The aim generally is to 
reach a highly integrated environment where you 
can access data much faster and much more easily 
than in the past. 

ENABLING EFFICIENCY AND INNOVATION 
WITH THE DIGITAL LAB OF THE FUTURE IN 
BIOLOGICS RESEARCH

What are your key priorities in the space 
currently? 

For our labs that generate complex biological 
molecules, one of our key priorities is to gain a much 
higher degree of automation in our processes. 
Automation in our definition covers both the actual 
lab and hardware side but also the automation of 
data flows. We are comprehensively analysing our 
processes and aim to identify those where you 
can get the most benefit of process harmonization 
and introducing robotics. At the same time, on the 
data side, we are introducing a new solution to 
automatize and optimise the data flow between 
instruments that we purchase and our fundamental 
data architecture. 

What are the recurring challenges that you 
come up against in your work? 

For us, people are really at the core of our digital 
transformation. I think a big challenge is to 
transform an organisation and instil the necessary 
mindset and principles that allow us to leverage our 
data by human scientists but more and more also 
by machine learning algorithms. We are therefore 
continuously looking for new ways to engage people 
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in understanding the value of digitalisation and to 
take them along in this journey to become a data-
driven organisation. That means finding the people 
with the right skill sets when hiring new people, but 
also developing people into being able to work with 
data on a very different level than before. 

On a system side, we are on the other hand facing 
a situation where we have already invested a lot 
in being electronic and becoming gradually more 
digital over the years. That has led to an already 
quite complex landscape but those systems are not 
necessarily all well connected. Therefore, it is often 
still difficult for scientists to access and integrate 
data as soon as it is spread over various systems.

What are the next steps for this research? 

From an informatics side, we are aiming to develop 
a system landscape that is highly connected and 
where you have as much automation as possible in 
getting data at the right place, without manual work 
by scientists. We are especially interested in topics 
around device integration and data flow automation 
and we are working together with partners now 
to develop solutions that fit our needs of a highly 
flexible research environment. 

You recently spoke at our PharmaTec series. 
What were the three key takeaways of your 
presentation? 

The one big takeaway is that if you want to become 
digital, it is really only partially about technology 
and systems, but even more so about people. You 
need to find the right people to develop new digital 
approaches to have an impact on our business and at 
the same time you need to focus a lot on the people 
who will be impacted by those digital solutions 
and invest significantly in change management. 
The second learning I wanted to share was that 
as part of these change management activities, 
we defined a shared and jointly owned vision for 
our lab of the future between our informatics 
organization and the business side and this has 
become a major success factor. Finally, especially 
new lab automation activities should always aim 
for an integrated view between both the actual lab 
hardware and the software world. Without excellent 
software solutions, the time gained by automating 
lab processes is lost again in manual copy and paste 

of data generated by the new instruments.  

Could you highlight a few trends you observe 
within lab informatics in 2019? 

For me, cross-industry collaborations such as the 
Pistoia Lab of the Future stream are a big trend 
and I hope to see even more collaborations like 
this happening. There is certainly a lot of interest 
between Pharma companies to exchange on 
joint technological challenges such as facilitated 
integration of devices from different vendors.

Does your company have any projects that are 
looking into LIMS? How do you see the growth of 
this area in the future? 

We have one project currently ongoing where we 
are looking at a new LIMS solution focused on 
sample management. For us, our ELN in the past 
was the workhorse of lab digitalization but this is 
currently changing with other dedicated solutions 
taking over tasks such as workflow automation and 
data processing. We will continue to use the ELN for 
experiment documentation and the LIMS system 
for sample management but we are rather aiming 
to introduce other solutions for capabilities that go 
beyond this.

Are there any technologies that you think are 
going to come to the market that you and your 
team are excited about at the moment? 

I am currently most excited to explore possibilities 
and solutions on how we can embed AI technologies 
into our lab workflows and I am sure many other 
companies are interested in this as well. We still 
have many steps where lab associates have to make 
certain decisions based on data that they get back 
from instruments. Many of those could potentially 
be done in an automated way based on learned 
data from the past and we are curious to explore 
and test solutions for this. 

At the same time I see more and more examples 
and also commercial solutions that are based on 
semantic technologies to integrate various data 
sources covering structured and unstructured data 
and we are also very excited to explore the value of 
such solutions for us. 
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