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ULI PERSPECTIVES

Proptech’s Growing Impact on the Built Environment

From Wireless Sensors to New Apps, Commercial Real Estate Is Changing

BY MINTA KAY AND
BEN HITTMAN
SPECIAL TO BANKER & TRADESMAN

buzzword for com-
panies,  products
and services driven

by both real estate and

technology, “proptech”
has emerged over the past

several years at a rapid

pace, captivating the tradi-
tional real estate industry.
As investor interest in the
proptech space continues
to intensify, leaders in the
real estate and technol-
ogy industries have made
a concerted effort to focus

that interest on those start-
ups with the greatest potential to make a tangible,
productive impact on the built environment.

The Urban Land Institute’s Boston/New Eng-
land Technology Council has been instrumental
in bringing those companies to the front of the
pack, in particular through its annual “Shark
Tank” Through this
question and answer session between proptech

competition. intensive
thought leaders and startup companies, ULI has
encouraged these up-and-comers to hone their
message, face tough truths about their products,
and become more valuable assets to the evolution
of the built environment.

ULTI’s 2018 “Shark Tank” Competition featured
a class of burgeoning startups that have since
emerged as exciting, thriving players in the prop-
tech world.

The team behind VentureApp in early 2018
announced its pivot into proptech with HqO, a
platform that allows real estate operators to eas-
ily provide tenants with, among other things,

curated amenities, quick access to building ser-
vices and community engagement opportunities.
The HqO team dove right into dangerous waters,
bringing its new product to ULI's 2018 Shark
Tank Competition just days after that announce-
ment.

What followed was a tidal wave of investor in-
terest. HQO announced a $6.6 million round of
seed funding from Accomplice and a consortium
of proptech leaders including JLL Spark, Navitas
Capital, DivcoWest and Pritzker Group Venture
Capital, in September of last year. Soon after, on

Feb. 8, HqO added to its roster of strategic inves-
tors, announcing the investments of Jamestown
and MetaProp.

Hardware Innovation Key

The growth of proptech is being driven not
just by new, interactive software-based offerings,
but also by innovative hardware intended to en-
hance not just the way we experience the built
environment, but also the way we create it.

Starry, the winner of ULI's 2018 Shark Tank
Competition, is hoping to give real estate owners
and tenants a simple, cost-effective alternative to
traditional fiber optic internet access by provid-
ing 5G broadband through its exclusive hardware
- including Starry’s state-of-the-art touchscreen
“Starry Station” router. Founded in 2014 by Joe
Lipowski and Chet Kanojia, formerly of Aereo,

Starry followed its win at ULI's 2018 Shark Tank
Competition by launching a Series D funding
with the goal of raising up to $125 million, ac-
cording to Pitchbook. If Starry closes on the full
authorized raise, it will have achieved a valuation
of $870 million.

Concrete Sensors, founded in 2014 by Bren-
dan Dowdall and Ryan Twomey, won ULT’s 2019
Shark Tank Competition by highlighting the con-
struction efficiencies realized through the use of
its proprietary wireless sensors, which are em-
bedded in concrete and relay strength, tempera-

ture and humidity data to software used by con-
tractors to evaluate their concrete foundations.
At its core, ULI's mission is to provide lead-
ership in the creation, use and evolution of the
spaces in which we live and work. By exposing
HqO and other companies to constructive, prac-
tical feedback from a cross-section of real estate
and tech leaders, ULI has helped turn these pio-
neering startups into positive contributors to our
collective experience in the built environment.
No doubt the industry is only beginning to real-
ize the potential breadth and speed of change to
come. 4

Minta Kay is a partner and the chair of the Global
Real Estate Industry group at Goodwin Procter. Ben
Hittman is an associate representing real estate and
proptech interests.
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