
W ith a $50,000 grand prize, the 
TechCrunch Hardware Battlefield is 

one of the high-profile events at the 
annual CES conference in Las Vegas. This 
year’s winner was Siren Care, a wearables 
company that embeds electronic sensors 
into clothing in order to track changes in a 
person’s health. The company’s first 
product is smart socks that people living 
with diabetes wear to monitor 
temperature and detect injury in real 
time, since they often have nerve damage 
and are unable to feel pain. Ran Ma, CEO 
of Siren Care, was previously the CMO of 
Voltset, a Danish consumer electronics 
startup. She successfully ran the Voltset 
Kickstarter campaign, which raised 
$113,548 (192% of their goal). 

Q. You launched Siren Care into a category 
that already had some strong products. Did 
that worry you?
A. We do have competitors, which is great. If 
no one else is doing something similar, 
you’re either a crazy genius or you’re just 
crazy. So having competitors, that’s good. It 
tells me that I’m not completely crazy. 

In addition, we are thinking long term. 
Ideally we are developing technology that 
can generate a family of products, using the 
same personnel, the same expertise, and 
the same intellectual property.

Q. What is your long-term vision?
A. We’re about using cutting-edge smart 
fabrics to make products focused on health 
and prevention, about using different tech-
niques to integrate electronics into fabrics. 

We’re focused on taking wearables to 
the next level. We want them to be discrete, 
continuous, and we don’t want you to have 
to make a behavior change. We want them 
to fit into your life, so our socks are 
machine washable, machine dryable, and 
you don’t have to charge them. They are 
just like normal socks. That’s the next 
stage of wearables. 

Q. What lessons did you learn from your 
first product, the Voltset multimeter?
A. It opened my eyes to the possibilities of 
the Internet of Things and connected 
devices. Voltset really helped me learn about 
prototyping. It taught me that if you have an 

idea, you can make it. 
Another key lesson I learned: build a 

strong team. You’ll depend on them for 
solving problems. Once I knew the product I 
wanted to build, the next important step was 
to build a world-class team with expertise in 
the fields I was working in: textiles and 
electronics. Ultimately you want to have a 
team that can help you manufacture and 
ship hundreds of thousands of units. 

No matter your skill level, or engineering 
level, there are so many resources out there. 
The first prototypes may not be pretty, but 
that experience is going to help you. Making 
those first prototypes was really important 
because I now understand the product on a 
fundamental level, because I made it with 
my own hands.

Q. Tell me about your experience  
making prototypes.
A. I hand-sewed prototypes in my room. I 
bought conductive thread from SparkFun, 
and used an old Arduino. I took a soldering 
class at a hackerspace in San Francisco. I 
went in there and was like, “Can someone 
help me solder my sock?” 

The first couple were scary: wires coming 
off everything, the solder was terrible. I’d go 
to medical conferences to show it to doctors 
and they weren’t impressed. But I just kept 
working at it. The electronics got smaller, my 
app got better, the socks got smoother. 
Eventually the medical community started to 
buy into it. 

Q. It sounds like you had a lot of setbacks. 
What kept you going?
A. Going out and talking to potential 
customers, potential patients. We talked to 
nurses, care homes, doctors, wound 
experts. I went to a lot of conferences. I 
talked to diabetic patients about the product, 
and they would get emotional. People were 
so afraid of losing a toe or getting a foot 
amputated, losing their independence. Every 
time I felt like giving up, I just remembered: 
this is important.

Q. Do you think the game has changed now 
that sensors and prototyping tools are 
more accessible?
A. Yes. Sensors are getting smaller and 
cheaper every day, which is great for 

wearables and IoT devices. It allows more 
people to start making prototypes. That’s 
very important because when you have an 
idea that you’re having trouble explaining, 
you can get it into physical form and show it 
to people.

Q. You used crowdfunding for the Voltset, 
but went after venture capital for your 
second product. Why the change?
A. It’s different for every company. It’s 
important to think about what you want to 
build. Some of my friends’ companies are 
fine just coming off Kickstarter or 
Indiegogo, or they can survive on revenue. 
Other companies go the VC route because 
they need a lot of capital for R&D or 
manufacturing. We wanted to build a large 
company. We’ve spent a lot of time in R&D, 
figuring out technology and a road map for 
the future. So in our case, fundraising has 
been a priority, because we want to take on 
outside capital to grow faster.

Q. You’re launching healthcare products. 
Was the prospect of dealing with the 
FDA and other regulatory agencies 
intimidating?
A. Going the healthcare/regulator route can 
be challenging and complex, but there’s 
also some protection. If you do some 
research and consult with experts, you can 
unravel some of the regulations. Many FDA 
clearances aren’t that hard to get. Once you 
get that clearance, it’s good for you: you’ve 
built a moat around yourself. That means 
it’s going to be that much harder for people 
to copy you. 
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Ran Ma is developing  
smart socks to help  
monitor diabetic health

The first two prototypes had visible conductive 
thread, and unwieldy external electronics. 

The third prototype featured a snap-on case. 

The battery on the 
market-ready model 
is machine washable, 
and stays affixed so 

that it doesn’t get lost. 

 Visit makezine.com/go/siren-care 
to read the full interview.

DC DENISON is the co-editor of the 
Maker Pro Newsletter, which covers 

the intersection of makers and 
business, and is the senior editor, 

technology at Acquia.
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