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Dream. Innovate. Build.

India’s startup successes are mostly about software firms such as Flipkart and Ola, and rarely about hardware product companies.
J Vignesh spoke with product entrepreneurs who have been there and done that for lessons the industry can tap into

en the founders of elec-

tricscooter maker Ather

Energyand medical diag-

nosticsfirm AchiraLabs

had not much more than
concepts of their eventual products, they
turned tofamiliar environments for di-
rection. For Tarun Mehta and Swapnil
Jain, that was their almamater, the
Indian Institute of Technology, Madras;
and for Dhananjay Dendukuriof Achira
Labs, it was his employer.

“Wereached out to one of our pro-
fessorsinengineeringdesign atIIT
Madras and told him we wanted to build
abattery and maybe afull vehicleand
putinalot ofengineering effort doing
that. Heimmediately offered to support
us100%,” said Mehta, chiefexecutive
of Ather Energy that is set toroll out its
S340smartelectricscooter this year. “If
we hadn’t had that support, our start-
ing would have been 10x harder and 10x
longer.”

Dendukurigot support from Connexios
Life Sciences, where he was alead scien-
tist; the company incubated his micro-
fluidics startup so he could tinker and
experiment with developing a low-cost
diagnostics device.

That’slesson 1 onbuilding a product
startup, anarea whereIndia hasa woe-
fully poorrecord. Unlike software ideas,
even simplistic ones, that can find ready
backers, products have to climb a steep
arctoprove their worth in amarket not
known for its manufacturing prowess.
Products havetoevolve frombeinga
concept toaphysical prototype and un-
dergo various iterations before they can
hitthe market. And then the market has
towant the product. Which is why get-
tingthatfirst persontobelieve in your
idea and give you the space to experi-
mentiscritical.

Product entrepreneurs should gain in-
depth understanding of the problem that
they want to solve and its magnitude,
and determine how it can be solved best.
Niche problems might seem exciting but
may not earn your startup the money it
will need tosustain.

“Wenever started to become a medical
device company. Wefelt that the magni-
tude of preventable blindness wasreally

high. Then we went

o about understanding
Unlike soft- thelimitations. Why
wareideas, istheresuchahigh
evensimplis-  prevalence of prevent-
ticones, that ableblindness?” said
canfindready K Chandrasekhar,
backers,prod-  CEO oflow-costeye
ucts have to screening devices
climb asteep maker Forus Health.
arctoprove “We were then con-
theirworthin  yinced that technol-
the market ogy isthe only way

we cansolve this
problem.”

Thenextstepsarefindinga core team
andraisingfunds, because developinga
productrequires money. While seeking
funds, have a working prototypeready.
“Asahardware company, one of the
trump cards that one has istobeable to
show a prototype—an actual, tangible,
physical thing. The impact that a physi-
calproduct has isunparalleled. You
cannot do the same by making presenta-
tions,” said Ather’s Mehta.

Since the product startup sector is
only pickingup now, finding core team
members might need time along with
foresight and ingenuity. Find people
who are as passionate about the field you
are workingon as you are. Dendukuri
of Achira Labs went to various colleges
todeliverlectures and took in members
who seemed passionate about microflu-
idics. “Iwent to IIT-Delhito give a talk.
Somebody there was doinghis Ph.D in
microfluidics. He attended the talk and
then he stayed back to ask questions
and now he’s been with me through the
entirejourney,” said Dendukuri. “The
other important pick we made was
through ascientific adviser.”

Dendukuri offers more suggestions:

CONCEPT TO MARKET

1. Prototype: After decidingon a
problem to solve, build an initial
version of the concept that you can
demonstrate at conferences and to
investors

2. Research: Is there a market for
your product? What is the scope
of opportunity? Who are the likely
competitors?

3. Build core team: Hire people
with expertise in specialized
domains

4. Raise funds: Get investors to
believe in your product

5. Update prototype: Keep
innovating and rectifying defects in
earlier versions

6. Build vendor network: Find
vendors aligned to your vision

7. Decide price: Pricing has to suit
the market while not undercutting
topline

8. Go to market: Develop a steady
distribution network

Scout for Indians abroad who
mightbe seeking interesting
options at home to come back to.
Non-resident Indians working
abroad come with interesting ex-
pertise and cutting-edge knowl-
edge, hesaid. Also, hire
consultants oradvisers

from the first generation

ofhardware companies =

asthey will have experi-
enceinmanaginganen-
tire productlifecycle.

Findingtheright ven-
dors for different com-
ponentsisachallenge
ofitsown. Understand
the sourcingecosystem and
reach out to vendors who can
understand your vision and will
want to be involved for the long
haul.

AKkash Gupta, chieftechnology
officer of robotics enterprise
GreyOrange, holds one advice
from the company’s experienced
Germany-based cofounder
Wolfgang Holtgen close to his
heart—thereisalot of difference
between cheap and economical.
“There isabigdifference between
acheap product and a viable
product. Viable products cater to
the market, not the cheap. This
was drilled into us by Wolfgang.
Alotof our supply chain is from
Germany, Taiwan and Japan, so
itis possible to make products
which have really good compo-
nents and still be viable enough,”
Guptasaid.

Itiscritical togetthe pricing
right. Chandrasekharreached out
toexperts intheeyecare indus-
try todetermine the pricing for
Forus’sophthalmicimagingde-
vices. “We were able tounderstand
what would beatypical priceacus-
tomer would be interested (to pay)
and we gotaparticular price point.
That price point was definitely
not very profitable for ustosell at
that point of time, but then we went
aboutannouncingitatthat price
point, which helped us tomake in-
roads into themarket,” he said.

Finally,asall successstories go, it
istheunderlyingpassion thatcan
take you through the arduousjour-
ney of buildinga product startup.

“Istarted the company pretty
late. Before thatI wasintoracing.
Wenamed the team as Tork and
remained in that space for four-
and-a-halfyears. And thenIThad
abit of free time (when) I builta
prototype,” said Kapil Shelke,
founder of Tork Motorcycles, a
Pune-based maker of electric mo-
torcyclesthat isbacked, among
others, by Ola cofounders Bhavish
Aggarwal and Ankit Bhati. “The
perception of electric motorcycles
wasnot good then. SoI wanted to
build and show that it is possible.
It worked well.”
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Bengaluru: While in school, haven’t you want-
ed to try the ‘out of bounds’ chemicals in the lab
without blowing stuff up? Or try by yourselfthe
simple pendulum experiment to check if reduc-
ing the length of the pendulum could affect the
speed of motion?

Labinapp, a 3D virtual laboratory startup, is
making this possible for school kids by simulat-
ing science experiments. Focused on creating a
virtual learning environment representing sci-
ence laboratories, the Hubali-based startup says
it is solving a larger problem of lack of science
labs inschools.

Pavan Shinde, a computer science engineer,
cofounded Labinapp with his engineering col-
lege batchmates who were keen on designing
andbuildinggames. A videoreportthatsaid75%
of the schools in India do not have science labs
spurred the team into building a virtual science
lab platform using computer graphics.

“Students are generally interested in games
like Temple Run and Angry Birds. We wanted to

Children practise on Labinapp learning
module at a partner school

build a science experiment platform using simi-
lar computer graphics,” Shinde said.

The startup offers a license-based programme
thatincludesexperimentsin general science, phys-
ics,chemistry and biology for class9to class 12.

A 3D simulation makes a theory or concept
comealive for students, allowing them to experi-
ment, explore and visualize different possibili-
ties and learn from their outcomes in a safe en-
vironment.

(CTO, GreyOrange
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“It is one thing to learn what friction means
theoretically, but to observe how friction affects
asteel block on a wooden table or a glassrod on a
glasstable... imagine the level of in-depth learn-
ingitprovides,” said Shinde.

For a biology experiment like frog dissection,
showingapicture of itsanatomy isnot sufficient.
UsingLabinapp, students can observe the dissec-
tion virtually.

“A practical experiment in a lab is only done
once. If a student has queries or wants to go
through the dissection process again before the
exam, Labinapp helps,” said Shivu Sarkar, pro-
fessorat SrushtiPU Science College in Dharwad,
Karnatakathathasatie-up with Labinapp.

The company has now pivoted from its initial
business model of partnering with schools, and
now partners with education technology provid-
ers and publishers to sell its content through a
licensing model. It has partnered with smart
classroom solution provider Tata ClassEdge
and Karnataka State Council for Science and
Technology.

Labinapp caters to 20,000 schools across India
and has more than 250 science experiments on
its platform.

“The team at Labinapp is solving a large-scale
problem in education by providing simulation
of science experiments to schools, especially in
semi-urban and rural areas. As investors, we
alsoliked the fact that their solution was largely
scalable in the ed-tech space,” said Srikrishna
Ramamoorthy, partner at Unitus Seed Fund.

In 2014, angel investor and founder of
ImagesBazaar, Sandeep Maheshwari, invested
Rs20lakh in Labinapp. The startupalsoreceived
seed funding of¥60lakh from Unitusand Madan
Padaki of Sylvant Advisors.
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tween a cheap
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funds

e If you are building an
entirely new product, it
is best to own the full
technology stack

e Get to know the support
and supply ecosystem in
your city

e Always know which part
of your technology is
patentable. Patent at least

There is a big in India
f difference be- e Outsource or own the
5 manufacturing process

o Keep a keen eye on the
materials you use

o Keep design simple,

Viable products robust and repeatable
cater to the o Hire people who have
market, not the got their hands dirty with
cheap similar work
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loT Startup Einsite
Raises Seed Round
from KPCB Edge

Bengaluru: The absence of a market-ready ‘smart’ solution
for industry verticals was the driving force for brothers Rajiv
and Anirudh Reddy to start Einsite. The California-registered
firm, which designs Internet-of-Things (IoT) based solutions
for the construction and mining industries from its develop-
ment centre in Hyderabad, has raised a seed round from KPCB
Edge. KPCB Edge is the early-stage investment arm of Silicon
Valley based VC firm Kleiner Perkins Caulfield Byers which
has backed technology companies like Uber, Amazon and
Snapchat, among others. “loT is very fragmented and usually
relies on customised solutions for each specific vertical which
long-drawn and expensive process which hasn't been tested
earlier. With our product we are focused on bridging the data
flow across locations in the verticals of highway construction
and mining,” says Anirudh Reddy, 23, CEO of Einsite and a
graduate of Stanford University who has previously worked
at the global construction company, Bechtel.

The current round of funding in the form of uncapped con-
vertible notes in the range of $100,000-200,000 will help
Einsite get its product ready for the market by early 2017.
“We have outsourced the assembly and manufacturing of the
product. Some of the modules and sensors are sourced from
China while the fabrication of basic chip-board and boxing is
donein India,” says Reddy. Being piloted with Gayatri Projects
in Hyderabad, Einsite is in talks with other construction com-
panies in India apart from a few clients in the Middle-East. The
company is indiscussions with other early stage investors to
scale up the production..
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ShabdaNagari
Mops Up
Bridge Round

Bengaluru: Hindi-language focused social
media startup ShabdaNagari has raised

an undisclosed amount in bridge round

from a group of investors including Yogesh
Chaudhary of Jaipur Rugs, Anirudh Damani
of Artha Energy Project, Abhimanyu Singh of
TaskUS among others.

The deal was facilitated through deal-making
platformah! Ventures.

“Competition in this space is scarce and still
catching up. ShabdaNagari has a number

of benefits on ease of access and usability,
five different input options for typing Hindi
on the platform,” says Amitesh Misra, co-
founder of the one year-old company which
has close to 10% of the traffic coming from
outside India. With close to 66 crore Hindi
speaking individuals in India of whom fewer
than 10% can effectively communicate in
English, the platform is targeted mainly at
Tier-2 markets.




