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Why IIT Bombay wants to become a more inclusive incubator for 
entrepreneurs 

http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/emerging-businesses/startups/why-iit-bombay-wants-to-become-a-more-
inclusive-incubator-for-entrepreneurs/articleshow/46939615.cms 

Purple Squirrel is not a very well-known startup. But it has one killer advantage that Ola Cabs, Housing.com, Flipkart and 
Zomato did not have. Although the four were founded by IITians, none were incubated in an IIT. 
 
More particularly, Ola Cabs and Housing.com were founded by IIT Bombay graduates, but they were not allowed entry 
into the institute's Society for Innovation and Entrepreneurship (SINE), which has been incubating startups for over a 
decade. Thus far, the doors of SINE were open only to product startups.  

Consumer-focussed or services startups like Flipkart and Ola Cabs were not encouraged. That's changed now. SINE has 
started welcoming services-led startups too. And, Purple Squirrel, which aims to be the Makemytrip for students and 
colleges searching for industry visit opportunities, is the first such startup to be incubated in SINE. 
 
"We've re-looked this criteria because we felt that, in many cases, these companies are also driven by strong technology 
and IP," says Ashank Desai, vice-chariman, SINE governing board. Several other services-oriented startups are now at the 
pre-incubation stage, adds Poyni Bhatt, chief operating officer of SINE.  

This shift in IIT Bombay's stance is a big deal in the startup world. "More people will be encouraged to follow 
entrepreneurship if they get support in the right stage of their life cycle," says Bhavish Aggarwal, co-founder, Ola Cabs, 
which is estimated to now be valued at $2 billion. "This will help to improve the success ratio of startups." That IIT 
Bombay is willing to relinquish its high ground of incubating only product startups and is now willing to start nurturing 
tech-driven services-oriented ventures too demonstrates how much the institute wants to make entrepreneurship an 
integral part of its DNA and culture.  

The institute has also kicked off a new programme in entrepreneurship leading to a minor degree, thanks to a million-
dollar donation from one of its alumni, US-based businessman Bharat Desai. The entrepreneurship programme has 
attracted a record 287 enrolments. The huge interest from the student community has been reciprocated by IIT 
Bombay, which has admitted all the students though only those in their second semester can pursue it as a minor 
degree. The programme is also being supported in other ways by its alumni. Rajen Jaswa, a serial entrepreneur from 
Silicon Valley, flies down every semester to teach at the programme.  

A founding member of The Indus Entrepreneurs (TiE), Jaswa also connects the class over Skype to other entrepreneurs in 
the Valley, says Milind Atrey, the professor representing IIT Bombay on the board of SINE, the business incubator on 
campus. This gives students the opportunity to interact directly with established entrepreneurs in their area of speciality 
and bounce-off any startup ideas they may have, adds Atrey.  

He, along with fellow professor, Anand Kurse, visited Stanford, Berkley and Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 
Boston to study the models there and adapt them to IIT Bombay before starting the course. IIT Bombay may not as yet 
have dorm room startups that can grow into billion-dollar businesses of the likes of Facebook but there are promising 
signs. The hostels on campus are buzzing with startup activity. "Nearly every hostel has one to two startup 
experiments," says Rishabh Gupta, a second-year student and co-ordinator of the entrepreneurship cell, which is run by 
students. Toshendra Sharma was doing his masters in computer science when he says he was seized by a sort of 
madness to start his own venture.  

"At that time, I had no idea about SINE," recalls Sharma. He leased premises in the upmarket Hiranandani Complex, 
located near IIT, to house his firm. The venture, which provided training in cyber security, did brisk business and 
employed a few dozen people, notching up revenues of `83 lakh in one year, before the high rents made it 
unsustainable, according to him. Sharma has since pivoted and his venture is now housed in SINE (see box). "In fact", 
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points out SINE COO Bhatt, "IIT Bombay is the only institute to have spawned a startup ecosystem around it." Like how 
Stanford University has Silicon Valley, Powai Valley, or Powai Hill as it is more appropriately called, boasts of a robust 
startup ecosystem. ET profiles an exciting bunch of startups being incubated at IIT Bombay now.  

Field Trips for Students 
 
This is the only services-based startup firm to be incubated out of IIT Bombay so far. Society for Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship's Poyni Bhatt describes it as the 'Makemytrip for industry visits'. Founded by IIT Bombay alumnus 
Aditya Gandhi and his friend Sahiba Dhandhania, the startup works with colleges to organise industry visits and other 
trips relevant to the curriculum. 
 
Given that there are over a 1,000 engineering colleges in the country and about 15 lakh students graduating every year, 
this means at least as many industry visits each year. Purple Squirrel also addresses the market in non-engineering 
colleges. The education institution has to fill out details such as how many students would like to visit, on which dates 
and which cities, along with the academic profile on the Purple Squirrel site. Purple Squirrel comes up with 
recommendations. So far, the startup, which has raised funding from India Quotient earlier and Matrix Partners last 
month, claims it has tie-ups with 450 companies and has organised two-to-three-hour mentored trips for over 8,000 
students.  

Nanotech Innovations: Nanosniff Technologies 
 
With five co-founders — two IIT Bombay faculty members, two IIT Delhi alumni who are serial entrepreneurs and one IIT 
Bombay alumnus —this startup works in the area of nanotechnology. It is in the process of commercialising an explosive 
detector that will work as an electronic nose by sniffing out explosives, says Nitin Kale, co-founder and chief technology 
officer. Recent trials at the High Energy Materials Research Laboratory, Pune, showed the device could detect 17 types 
of explosives. With the rise in perception of threats, Nanosniff expects to find a ready audience among malls, hotels and 
other establishments for its product.  

As compared to similar devices that cost around `25 lakh, Nanosniff's electronic nose will be available for less than a 
fourth of the cost, according to Kale. The company has raised angel funding from Priaas Investments. It has also received 
a number of grants for the other product it is working on, an instrument to detect heart attacks within an hour or two of 
occurrence. The company is now looking to raise another round of funding.  

Security Software: Wegilant 
 
Toshendra Sharma was doing his MTech in Computer Science at IIT Bombay when his enthusiasm to start a firm got the 
better of him. Wegilant started by offering cyber security training to organisations but quickly pivoted to offering a 
cloud-based security software suite for Android apps. Sharma's firm moved to SINE in August 2013, and attracted some 
high profile angel interest in September last year. 

 

It has angel investments from Ravi Gururaj who is part of the Harvard Business School Alumni Angels Association and 
also Nasscom's startup face, Gaurav Sharma of Yahoo and Vishwanath Ramachandran, earlier with SMS GupShup. 
Wegilant's product suite, AppVigil, competes with offerings from large enterprises such as IBM and HP and startups such 
as AppKnox. "In today's world, a company's face is nothing but an app," says Sharma. "Firms doing manual audits charge 
huge amounts. Our solution does a dynamic analysis of the app, running it a virtual environment to detect security 
flaws," he says. Sharma is now targeting large enterprises for its mobile reputation protection suite. The son of a fruit 
vendor, this is Sharma's second venture. Before joining IIT, he started Robosapiens, a venture selling robotic kits, with 
his brother, also an engineer.  

Sound Waves: Sensibol Audio Technologies 
 
Started by Preeti Rao, faculty at IIT Bombay, and a group of doctoral students who were part of her lab, this venture is 
funded by the Indian Angel Network (IAN) and has Rajan Anandan on its board.  
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The three-and-a-half-year-old startup licenses its patented audio signal processing technology to companies and has so 
far done deals with two music companies, mobile VAS firm Altruist, a radio channel and a pan-African music TV channel 
in partnership with Mahindra Comviva. The TV channel runs a karaoke contest across a number of African countries 
where callers can choose a song and then sing along with the music.  

The entire system is IVR-based and Sensibol's technology identifies the best singer by matching the song with the 
original. It uses algorithms to identify the perfect match. The technology powers Altruist's dating app, Friends Chat, 
where people call anonymously and are matched with a person of the opposite sex. It does away with the need for a 
human interface, thus maintaining the privacy of the caller. The service is live in 15 countries, says Ashish Yakhmi of 
SeniBol. The firm has recently raised more funding from IAN to finance its global expansion.  
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