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A city is a complex system. At URBAN-X, we seek to continuously 
improve this system by investing, connecting and guiding pioneering 
solution-driven companies. 

Each URBAN-X startup tackles a specific urban challenge through 
technology and design. URBAN-X presents its latest cohort of eight startups 
that are dedicated to improving city life. Their solutions tackle issues such 
as air pollution, energy waste, traffic and mobility for the disabled. Together, 
these startups shape the future of life, work and mobility in cities. 

/ENGINEERING THE CITY AS A SERVICE.

FOREWORD. 
MAKE YOUR CITY.

URBAN-X second cohort of startups is once 
more reimagining city life. This year, the 
urban-entrepreneurs are putting humanity 
back into technology. This report presents 
URBAN-X startups within their own 
ecosystem, highlighting how each one of 
them is tackling a specific urban challenge 
from an innovative angle. 

This thought piece has been put together by 
the URBAN-X team with research support 
from Felix Keser and Adrian Dahlin.
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Visual impairment is a rapidly growing problem around 
the world as countries such as the U.S, China, Japan and 
European nations are transitioning from an era of demo-
graphic dividend to demographic deficit. In the U.S. alone, 
the number of people ages 65+ is projected to more than 
double from 46 million today to over 98 million by 2060, 
which will account for approximately 24% of the U.S. pop-
ulation. As life expectancy has dramatically increased over 
the last few decades, the risk of being affected by visual 
impairment will rise simultaneously. In addition to this, the 
explosion in chronic diseases such as diabetes and obesi-
ty in developed countries—particularly in the U.S. where 
three in four men are obese—has increased the risk of vi-
sual impairment. Old age and chronic illnesses will have 
a large detrimental effect on visual impairment, which is 
estimated to double in the U.S. in the next three decades.

Broadly speaking, 285 million people around the 

world are estimated to be visually impaired, out of which 
39 million are blind. In the U.S., these numbers are es-
timated to be 21 million and 3.4 million, respectively. 
According to the CDC, blindness and vision problems 
are among the top 10 disabilities affecting adults in 
the U.S. Reduced vision among adults has been shown 
to result in social isolation, family stress, and ulti-
mately a greater tendency to experience other health.

While governments have established national pro-
grams and regulations in response to the increase in visual 
impairment around the world and made eye care services 
more available, affordable and integrated, stronger lead-
ership and engagement of the private sector are needed. 
The rise of artificial intelligence and other technological 
advancements present ample opportunities to radical-
ly improve the lives of the blind and visually impaired 
by making autonomy, mobility and accessibility easier.

THE CHALLENGE:
reduced vision among 
adults results in reduced 
autonomy, increased 
social isolation and 
family stress.
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The rise of AI and other 
advancements present 
NEW opportunities to 
radically improve the 
lives of the blind and 
visually impaired.

BY THE NUMBERS—

/COHORT 02 REPORT.

285m
People are estimated to be visually  
timpaired worldwide1

1.4m
Children around the world are irreversibly  
blind for the rest of their lives

82%
Of people living with blindness are  
aged 50 and above

39m
People are blind worldwide

2x
The population of adults with vision 
impairment is estimated to double in  
the U.S. in the next 30 years2



 PAGE 11./02 ACCESSIBILITY WITH WEARWORKS /NOVEMBER 2017.URBAN-X.COM /COHORT 02 REPORT.

What inspired you to start WearWorks? 

We created WearWorks because we 
were all deeply fascinated by idea using 
the skin as a communications channel 
to deliver information. Kevin and Yang 
both worked with an inventor who was 
developing advanced haptics. Meanwhile, 
Keith was trying to create a new method 
of movement learning that combined 
motion capture and haptics. But there was 
a problem, there was no “haptic language” 
in existence, let alone one that could 
communicate information about movement 
in an intuitive way. So when the team came 
together it was clear that we wanted to 
explore the possibilities of using the skin 
to communicate information in an intuitive 
and non-obtrusive way. 

What is your main mission?

Our mission is to become the “Bose of 
Touch” while developing products that 
actually shift people’s lives in a meaningful 
way. With Wayband, our first product, we 
are achieving this by expanding the ability 
of blind and low vision users to move 
through their environment using only 
tactile information. 

How did being part of the URBAN-X 
ecosystem help you to grow and develop 
your initial idea/product and deal with 
the roadblocks you have faced so far? 

Our time there helped us to solidify a 
product direction focusing on navigation, 
find the experts and mentors to help us 
understand our product roadmap and 
development needs, and direct a team to 
develop our finalized application. 

URBAN-X also gave us access to EIRs 
(Experts in Residence) who built out the 
advanced electronics components and 
developed the firmware to communicate 
with the Wayband app. 

Besides the direct support and feedback 
about our daily business activities and 
development operations, URBAN-X 
connected us with a vast network of 
mentors, supporters, investors, government 
officials and leaders in the tech space. 

Being associated with MINI gave us 
credibility within the startup tech space. 
By the end of the program, we had a 
fully function prototype, support from 
major blind organizations, a powerful 
presentation pitch and deck, and a clear 
road map to face the upcoming challenges. 

“WE BELIEVE 
THAT CRADLE-TO-
CRADLE DESIGN 
THINKING AND 
PLANNING IS NOT 
ONLY THOUGHTFUL, 
IT IS THE MINIMUM 
STANDARD.”

—Keith Kirkland, Co-Founder  
of WearWorks

What are the main risks you are facing in 
the future and how can they be overcome?

One of our biggest risk is the assumption 
that, at scale, people will be want to 
purchase Wayband and trust it for their 
navigation needs. We are also facing 
the risk of competition swooping in on 
our space. A lot of larger companies 
with well-funded budgets may be able to 

THE SOLUTION.

WHAT.

WearWorks is a wearable haptics 
design company developing 
products  that communicate 
information entirely via touch. 
By utilizing the skin as  a 
non-intrusive communication 
channel, WearWorks’ vibration-
based  language creates new 
possibilities for information 
communication.

HOW. 

WearWorks’ first product 
explores way-finding. Employing 
a haptic  corridor and non-
visual interface, it’s creating 
independence for the blind and 
visually impaired to easily and 
effectively navigate the world  
around them.

TAGS 

Wearables
Mobility
Haptics

Social Innovation
Assistive Tech

Machine Learning
IOT

HEADQUARTERS

Brooklyn, NY. 
Founded in 2015. 

FOUNDERS

Keith Kirkland 
Kevin Yoo

Yangyang Wang

LINKS

wear.works
hello@wear.works

try our device and execute at scale at a 
greater capacity that we can and take our 
market from under us. We are mitigating 
these challenges by dealing with our 
users as much as possible: we have been 
working with the blind communities from 
the very beginning, therefore building 
trust. Moreover, to protect us from 
competitors, our patents, once filing is 
complete, will give us a foot hole in the 
tactile design space that has not yet been 
realized.  

This last November, blind ultramarathon 
runner Simon Wheatcroft completed 
the NYC Marathon with the help of 
your device - what does this mean for 
Wearworks? 

Simon’s run of the NYC Marathon has 
been equated to our version of Le Mans 
or Formula 1. We guided a blind runner, 
Simon Wheatcroft, 15 miles unaided using 
our technology. We set an impossible goal 
for ourselves. But we set that goal knowing 
that this race proves, without a shadow 
of a doubt, that our never-before heard of 
innovation can actually do what we

say it can do, navigate a blind user to an 
end-destination using only touch. Simon 
completing this race made history. This 
was the first time something like this was 
ever attempted in history and we plan to 
keep pushing forward to reach farther 
every year. We were featured in the New 
York Times, The Verge, as well as in several 
other media outlets. 

What’s next for WearWorks?

The NYC Marathon was the most rigorous 
testing ground we could have entered 
into for our first beta-product, Wayband. 
Now, after crossing the finish line and 
looking back at the experience on the 
moments of successes and failures, we are 
able to identify the best ways to fix the 
issue for a scale at large. At WearWorks, 
we take large challenges and make them 
into opportunities that will one day help 
people and awaken the problems that 
can be solved. We believe in setting new 
standards for what is possible.

A CONVERSATION WITH 
WEARWORKS
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DOPPLER LABS LOFELT

WAYFINDR

IN.SIGHT

SUNU

EYE-D

ORCAM

AIRA

OURA

AIPOLY

WEARABLE TECH & 
HAPTICS

BLIND AND  
VISUALLY IMPAIRED

WEARWORKS

COMPETITIVE LANDSCAPE.
BY THE NUMBERS.

$34b
Total Wearable Addressable Market by 20203

$19.55b
Total Haptic Tech Addressable Market by 20224

20.8m
People potentially navigate alone in cities6

2.81b
as defined by WearWorks

26m
  Blind & visually impaired5

WEARABLE TECH & 
HAPTICS

BLIND AND  
VISUALLY IMPAIRED

target market 

WearWorks finds itself at the intersection of two growing market seg-
ments: the wearable tech and haptics markets and the blind and visually 
impaired market. By bringing pioneering haptic technologies to support 
the blind and visually impaired, Wearworks is one of the first movers in 
this new market while simultaneously fulfilling an urgent social mission.
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INVESTMENT  
LANDSCAPE.

LOFELT 
(BASSLET)

DOPPLER LABS OURA WAYFINDR AIRA

LOFELT (BASSLET) Berlin, Germany San Francisco, 
California

Oulu, Finland London, UK La Jolla, 
California

DOPPLER LABS lofelt.com dopplerlabs.com ouraring.com wayfindr aira.io

OURA 11-50 11-50 11-50 1-10 11-50

WAYFINDR Founded 5/4/14 Founded 2013 Founded 2013 Founded 2014 Founded 2014

AIRA yes yes yes yes yes

TOTAL FUNDING €1.2M + 
undisclosed

$50.5M in 4 
Rounds

$7.59M in 2 
Rounds

$1M $15.34M in 3 
rounds

# INVESTORS 2 34 4 1 7

LAST ROUND Undisclosed seed 
8/10/16

$24M Series B 
7/18/16

$5.29M Series A 
11/30/16

$1M Grant $12M Series B 
on 05/ 16/17

INVESTORS Horizons 
Ventures (HK), 
Investitionsbank 
Berlin

Acequia Capital 
(Acecap), Dan 
Gilbert, David 
Geffen

Jaan Tallinn, 
Joi Ito, Lifeline 
Ventures

Google.org, 
Comic Relief

Lux Capital, 
Scott Belsky, 
Jazz Venture 
Partners, Larry 
Bock, Felicis 
Ventures, 
EvoNexus, 
ARCH Venture 
Partners, 
Arboretum 
Ventures

KEY PLAYERS 
TO WATCh.

COMPANY PROFILE. 
Doppler Labs creates wearable tech that makes 
computing more immersive and human, starting with 
what they call “hearables”. Each of the earbuds packs 
three MEMS microphones, which process the sound 
around the user and deliver it to their ear canals with 
zero latency. The technology used by doppler labs 
could make its way to the blind and visually impaired 
market, although its high price might make it less 
attractive for customers in this market.

LESSONS TO BE LEARNED.
While the wearable market has been embodied 
by products like smart watches that offer limited 
functionality improvements to the smartphones they 
are connected to, and do not give users a markedly 
evolved user experience, this product truly changes 
experience and immersion. A key take away from 
doppler lab’s success is the need to transform experi-
ence rather than simply enhance it when it comes to 
wearable technology.7

COMPANY PROFILE. 
Aira provides a visual interpreter useful to the 20+ 
million blind and visually impaired people in the 
United States. It pairs with wearables such as Google 
Glass or Vuzix, permitting your smartphone to offer 
real-time feedback on your surroundings via a human 
agent who can identify images caught on video. Aira’s 
intelligent platform leverages the convergence of 
technologies like miniaturized sensors, wearables, 
widespread bandwidth and human-assisted AI.8

LESSONS TO BE LEARNED.
One of Aira’s key assets is that it has truly answered 
to the needs of blind and visually impaired people 
by merging technology with human interaction. By 
enhancing existing assistance systems such as guide 
dogs or canes and permitting blind people to call Aira 
agents only when needed (which will start a live video 
stream with location data), the experience remains 
truly human. The limit is that the platform is highly 
dependent on Aria agents and limits autonomy of the 
user. 

DOPPLER LABS. AIRA.
FOUNDED 2013 

TOTAL FUNDING $50.5m 

EMPLOYEES: 11-50.

FOUNDED 2014 

TOTAL FUNDING $15.34m 

EMPLOYEES: 11-50.

**Crunchbase. 2017. Crunchbase. [ONLINE] Available at: https://www.crunchbase.com [Accessed 14 August 2017].
**AngelList. 2017. AngelList - Where the world meets startups. [ONLINE] Available at: https://angel.co. [Accessed 14 August 2017].
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The wearables and haptics market has 
attracted many new entrants that have 
launched horizontal products to compete 
with the Apple Watch or vertical solutions 
that target an underserved user segment, 
like the visually impaired. 

Horizontal products have more potential 
to scale quickly but risk failing to meet 
any real customer need (Google Glass) 
while vertical products require more 
domain expertise and can often charge a 
higher margin as there is less competition 
and more customer pain needs to be 
addressed.

WHY WEARWORKS?

Looking at WearWork’s competitive 
landscape provides insight into the kind 
of products that companies provide in 
the wearable tech and visually impaired 
markets. Wearwork’s vibration-based  
language is unique in its field and 
provides a level of independence that is 
unrivaled when it comes to haptic devices 
for the blind and visually impaired. 

MARKET INSIGHT. OPPORTUNITY.

Wearables have only just begun to pro-
vide actionable insights to users. Ac-
tivity trackers offer easy-to-gather data 
without really changing users’ lives, and 
their sales are slipping. Products like 
Here One (by Doppler Labs) and Oura 
represent the next wave in wearable 
tech. New entrants must make the value 
of their product clear.

The main risks Wearworks faces are the 
need to avoid tight safety regulations 
and HIPAA as well as the possibility that 
large players such as Apple start serving 
more niche markets such as the blind 
and visually impaired. 

?

FOOD FOR  
THOUGHT.
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