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Hackathons across 3 continents – to disrupt and innovate for respiratory sufferers  

Mahmut Tuncer
 
, Precipitech  

Helena Nora Vitola (ProLung Experience), John Xin Zhan (Koala), Amanda Stenbaek (Breathe Better). 

 

Over 240 million people worldwide suffer from the devastating effects of COPD and millions more are affected by 
additional forms of respiratory difficulties. The challenges for patients can be daunting: panic associated with not 
being able to breathe; difficulty just getting out of bed; lack of energy; limitations of devices; social stigma. And 
limited treatment options and single-purpose devices too-often focus on just one piece of wellness treatment, 
without fully understanding or embracing the full set of needs of those suffering. Lack of media attention just 
exacerbates the problems.  

During two days in early June in San Francisco, at a ‘Crowdshaped’ event hosted by the COPD Foundation and 
Novartis Pharma with 50+ thinkers from across the globe, it became clear that, despite the number of technology 
solutions for respiratory patients on the market, most of them are closed and don’t work together - ignoring the 
systemic nature of respiratory diseases. Integrating different solutions under a common platform could make them 
smarter and help personalize treatment for patients, while creating new partnerships and business opportunities 
for the manufacturers. In order to explore what could be done, to spark novel ideas, spread the COPD message 
and empower innovators to be successful to improve the lives of respiratory sufferers; on Saturday 19th-20th we 
ran first-of-kind global event which took place simultaneously across three continents: at Imperial College London, 
UK; MIT Media Lab in Boston, USA and at Technion in Haifa, Israel.  

The teams at each event, while slightly different in composition, generally were composed of patients, physicians, 
engineers, designers and entrepreneurs. Thirty seven project teams were created: 14 at MIT Media Lab, 12 at 
Technion, and 11 at Imperial College. The UK respiratory hackathon brought together 65 creative and diverse 
participants. We framed the hackathons to allow teams freedom to explore solutions to the problems faced by 
respiratory sufferers; allow creativity, with some structured resources to hand to allow them to accelerate 
development of their ideas. Thanks to our sponsors we provided respiratory equipment and development kits; 
access to wide range of mentors and experts (including technical/device specialists, designers , and marketing 
user insight experts); and most importantly access to patients, carers, nurses, doctors and their stories.  

The outcomes of the event are open source to encourage open innovation. We have published on a public wiki 
page, shared insights across the three locations and framed the hackathons to empower the teams to develop 
businesses/organisations to realise their ideas and make a real impact. We encourage you to find ways to support 
the teams.  

The winning team showcased the Pro-Lung Experience; an immersive gaming experience that is designed to 
educate children about the dangers of COPD, targeted at the age group when they are more likely to consider 
taking up smoking. 

“We have created an immersive gaming experience for kids at a sensitive age when they tend to take up 
smoking. Pro-Lung Experience includes a breath-operated COPD simulator controlled computer game and a 
lifestyle board game explaining lung health through a visual language understood globally. The aim of our project 
is to prevent respiratory diseases, especially COPD, through well timed, engaging education. Analogue statistics 
show that it would also dramatically increase the funding to COPD research through the heightened awareness.”  

The runners up created a device called “Koala”, a low cost, unobtrusive way of monitoring a patient’s condition. 
This design could potentially save the NHS significant costs and give doctors more of an accurate way of 
checking patient progress. 

“[On Koala], the first unobtrusive symptom-tracking pendant that allows COPD patients and carers to monitor data 
and prevent exacerbations, at very low cost. This saves £millions on hospital visits and gives patients a better 
control of their disease. Koala gives feedback on respiratory rate, cough patterns, heart rate and stress levels, 
with no need for patient input.”  

The third-prize went to 'The Breathe Better Campaign' who developed a home test kit, a first step to identify 
people at risk of COPD. 

“Breathe Better is a multichannelled campaign incorporating advertising to raise awareness of COPD and a 
posted home test kit to identify people at risk of the disease. The home test kit includes an interactive tool, the 
'puffometer', which engages the user to think about their lung health, and a short questionnaire which can be 
posted to their GP or taken with them to an appointment. The idea is to catch COPD in its early stages to improve 
prognosis, and prevent those at risk from developing the condition in the first place.” 

Companies developing medication to treat sufferers of respiratory diseases should consider their products in the 
wider context of the user’s lifestyle; consider their broader needs and how these can be addressed. This is 
important to increase the impact of their products, increase patient engagement and brand loyalty.  Events like 
Crowdshaped and the follow-on hackathons provide an ideal framework in which these needs can be explored 
and addressed. 


