
How can local communities organize their 
knowledge to better inform development?
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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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Cities in the United States have, since World War II, lost 
a substantial share of their businesses to the suburbs, 
and their tax bases have suffered as a result. One re-
sponse to this trend has been to establish new local de-
velopment organizations, often a collaboration between 
the private and public sectors.1 One type of local devel-
opment organization is the Business Improvement Dis-
trict (BID). BIDs are “private local governments” that 
supplement the package of public services in certain ar-
eas through additional taxes paid by local businesses.2 

Another type of local organization is the Community De-
velopment Corporation (CDCs): nonprofit, community-based 
organizations focused on revitalizing the areas in which 
they are located, typically low-income, underserved neigh-
borhoods that have experienced significant disinvestment.23

Although these local development organizations gener-
ate positive impacts on commercial property values as 
well as sanitation and management of neighborhoods, 
there is considerable variation in the impact across BIDs 
and CDCs of different types.24 Part of this variation comes 
from poor centralization and the lack of efficient systems 
to gather, analyze and share neighborhood knowledge.  

Furthermore, the U.S. is at a pivotal point in terms 
of infrastructure and real estate development. Mass 
urbanization needs to be as participatory as possi-
ble to engage different communities in the creation of 
neighborhood developments. This means involving not 
only local citizens and governments but also real es-
tate and urban developers in order to create a dialogue 
between businesses, the public sector and citizens.

THE CHALLENGE:
Neighborhood knowledge 
is DECENTRALIZED and no 
WAY exists TO Collect and 
Analyze IT. 
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The extent of real estate 
development that the U.S. 
needs to plan for over 
the next 30 years is on 
the scale of rebuilding 
the entire city of New 
York SIX times.25 

BY THE NUMBERS—

4,600 1,000

2.8m $134m

/COHORT 02 REPORT. /JULY 2017.

CDCs in the United States BIDs in the United States

Real Estate licensees in the United States Invested in NYC Neighborhoods  
Annually through BIDs

1,088,940
Number of Buildings in NYC

$1.2t
Spent on construction in the US annual  
rate as of July 2017
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“WE LOVE WORKING 
WITH BIDS AND THEY 
LOVE US BECAUSE 
THERE CURRENTLY IS 
NO PRODUCT BESIDES 
OURS THAT CATERS 
TO THEIR SPECIFIC 
NEEDS.”

—Star Childs, Co-Founder  
of Citiesense 
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A CONVERSATION WITH citiesenseTHE SOLUTION.
What inspired you to start Citiesense?

Citiesense started as a student project 
while I was at grad school. After spending 
four years as a city planning consultant, I 
saw that there was a disconnect between 
the planning and development processes 
and people on the ground. I met Carl at 
Yale, and he came on board after seeing the 
opportunity for BIDs as a customer group. 
From the product’s start as a user-friendly 
GIS mapping tool, to its current evolution 
as a neighborhood knowledge platform for 
BIDs, we have always strived to create a 
tool that puts people at the forefront of any 
urban-scale decision making.

What is your mission?

The mission of Citiesense is to enable the 
city building process to be more directly 
driven by the everyday activity of people 
on the ground.

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

URBAN-X enabled us to build relationships 
with an amazing cohort of like-minded, 
city-focused startups. The program was 
an intensive 12-week period of learning, 
building, and growing our companies 
together. Every startup needs to do a lot 
with a little, and so to have that network 
to rely on to share experiences, ask advice, 
commiserate the lows and celebrate the 
highs-- whatever the case may be, that's 
been the real lasting value. 

What’s next for Citiesense?

We’re working with some of the 
connections we made during the URBAN-X 
program on connecting a broader spectrum 
of IoT devices to the Citiesense platform. 
We're also working on strategic revenue 
and client growth within our current 
market of NYC. 

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

Having recently crossed the milestone of 
being cash-flow positive, the first thing is 
to maximize product feature clarity. This 
helps us to minimize adoption risk. At the 
same time, we are one week into August 
and it's already our biggest month for sales, 
so by validating and improving the unit 
economics we are reducing risk around our 
business model.

The real estate market is at a pivotal 
period right now as the way we work, 
live and travel in cities is being entirely 
reinvented. What is the key advantage 
that will permit you to compete with 
the more established players in the real 
estate analytics field? 

We are hyper-focused on neighborhood 
managers like BIDs as our market entry 
point. We love working with them, and 
they love us because there isn't currently 
a product besides ours that caters to their 
specific needs. 
 
The real estate market has historically 
been slow to change, but in our view it is 
also highly pragmatic; if a new solution 
delivers results, people use it. 
 
Every neighborhood is unique. Citiesense 
reflects that reality and lets BIDs collect, 
enrich, and analyze the key data streams 
that matter most to their specific 
neighborhood. 
 
At the same time, all neighborhood 
managers share a common goal; to attract 
more people to live, work and shop in their 
area. This is the measure of success, and 
our platform is uniquely tailored to help 
them all achieve this by organizing all local 
knowledge for the neighborhood level.

WHAT. HOW. 
Citiesense creates data-driven 
maps and dashboards to help 
real estate  professionals, 
local stakeholders, and leaders 
of neighborhood Business 
Improvement Districts (BIDs) 
make smarter development 
decisions for their communities. 

The startup’s knowledge 
management platform organizes 
the most accurate information 
about neighborhoods in cities – 
such as storefront vacancy, sales, 
foot traffic, and more – to better 
inform local market demand and 
neighborhood dynamics.

TAGS  

Commercial Real Estate 
Neighborhood Transparency  
Data Management Software 

HEADQUARTERS 
New York.  
Founded in  

New Haven, CT  
in 2015. 

FOUNDERS

Carl Cornilsen  
Star Childs 

Volkan Unsal

LINKS

citiesense.com
info@citiesense.com
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COMPETITIVE 
LANDSCAPE.

1,200 BIDs 
TOTAL ADDRESSABLE US MARKET

2.1m FIRMS26

TOTAL ADDRESSABLE US MARKET (US REAL 
ESTATE LICENSEES)  SOURCE: IBIS WORLD

4,600 CDCs 
TOTAL ADDRESSABLE US MARKET

4,600 CDCS 
TOTAL ADDRESSABLE US MARKET

$16.8m TOTAL 
ADDRESSABLE MARKET
AS DEFINED BY CITIESENSE

$5.5m TARGET  
MARKET
AS DEFINED BY CITIESENSE

CUSTOMER  
TYPES.

MEMBER365

COURBANIZE

MINDMIXER

URBINT

COSTAR

LAVAMAP

NEIGHBORHOOD SCOUT

GEOPAL

ESRI ARGIS

CARTO

TOWNSQUARED

REAL ESTATE
DATA AGGREGATION.

COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT.

MAP-BASED DATA
MANAGEMENT.

CITIESENSE.

LOCAL DEVELOPMENT 
ORGANIZATIONS 

real estate 
investors

Citiesense finds itself at the intersection of three growing markets: the data aggregation, the map-based data management
and the community engagement markets. This permits Citiesense’s local insights to appeal to a wide range of users, from local 
governments and local development organizations to property and business owners as well as real estate investors.
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INVESTMENT  
LANDSCAPE.

COURBANIZE CARTO
MINDMIXER (BY 
MYSIDEWALK)

NEIGHBORHOOD  
SCOUT

HQ Boston New York City Kansas City Rhode Island

WEBSITE courbanize.com carto.com mysidewalk.com neighborhoodscout.
com

EMPLOYEES 1-10 51-100 51-100 1-10 (subsidiary)

FIRST FUNDING/ 
FOUNDING DATE

2013 2012 2010 2008

VC-BACKED Yes Yes Yes Yes

TOTAL FUNDING $1.37m $31m $23.2m 
in four rounds

$1.17m

# INVESTORS 2 5 4 1 known

LAST ROUND $360.5k debt 
10/31/16

$1.93M seed 
11/25/13

$17m 
9/2/14

$571.46k 
5/1/10

INVESTORS Techstars, Borealis,  
Right Side Capital

Accel, Earlybird, 
Kibo, Salesforce, 
Vitaminak

Dundee, GovTech,  
Nelnet, Optimas

Slater Technology  
Fund

KEY PLAYERS 
TO WATCh.

COMPANY PROFILE. 
MindMixer is a virtual town hall platform, connecting 
citizens with local organizations to build stronger re-
lationships between civic places and the people who 
engage with them on a daily basis. It services over 
1,200 community clients, from city and county gov-
ernments to higher education institutions and design 
professionals.27 MindMixer is owned by MySidewalk, 
which also offers performance analytics tools for city 
governments.

LESSONS TO BE LEARNED.
MindMixer’s success lies in  its high level of customi-
zation and flexibility for clients, through a continuous 
redesign and update of its features to maximize ef-
fectiveness for users. Through its client management 
dashboard, MindMixer maintains a high level of com-
pany engagement with client communities, providing 
regular training and client management interaction.28 

COMPANY PROFILE. 
CARTO makes geographical data visualization and 
analysis accessible to non-specialists through its 
web-based drag-and-drop analysis tool CARTO 
Builder, that comes with a variety of data sheets from 
public platforms. The company’s customers vary from 
data visualization enthusiasts to financial services 
(that utilize the tool to predict risk of investments) 
and telecom industries. 

LESSONS TO BE LEARNED.
Carto’s easy-to-use and design-friendly platform has 
been very successful in attracting specialists from all 
sectors who do not have coding skills. The incredible 
efficiency gains that result from using the tool – a 
10,000-row database in CARTO Builder requires 
about 1 min 30 seconds to analyze29 – is a feature that 
its clients particularly enjoy.

MINDMIXER. CARTO.
FOUNDED 2010 

TOTAL FUNDING $23.2M 

EMPLOYEES: 51-100.

FOUNDED 2012 

TOTAL FUNDING $31M 

EMPLOYEES: 51-100.

**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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ESRI dominates the geospatial technology 
market. Their ArcGIS Business Analyst 
app is used by governments, real estate 
investment firms, and the consultants  
who work with both.  

While there are some well-established 
players in either real estate data 
aggregation or map-based data 
management, only a few combine these 
two services with community engagement 
methods. This is Citiesense's key 
advantage.

WHY CITIESENSE?

Citiesense’s robust city data and efficient 
data management platform makes it a 
potential game-changer in the real estate 
tech space. Indeed, real estate is the 
sector that has increased its spending on 
technology the least and is only seeing a 
small number of new companies entering 
the market. 

MARKET INSIGHT. OPPORTUNITY.

Most technology startups providing spa-
tial analysis for real estate are targeting 
homebuyers, not real estate investors 
nor local development organizations. 
This presents an opportunity for Citie-
sense to serve a missing market.

?

FOOD FOR  
THOUGHT.
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