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By NICOLE SHELDON

NextCorp’s Luminate NY accelerator pro-
gram is well underway as the third cohort of 
10 optics and photonics startups work on the 
development and commercialization of their 
business. 

The Luminate program includes a six-month 
residency at NextCorps in Sibley Square, men-
torship, access to resources and $100,000 in fol-
low-on funding. On Demo Day, which is usual-
ly held in June but is TBD due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, the most promising of the 10 com-
panies will compete for up to $2 million in ad-
ditional funding.

“Early-stage companies working on optics, 
photonics and imaging (OPI) technologies face 
unique problems because of the need for ex-
pensive equipment and specialized expertise,” 
said Luminate’s managing director Sujatha Ra-
manujan. “Luminate is structured to provide 
them with access to the world renowned OPI 
resources that exist in the Finger Lakes region. 
The program also helps investors understand 
the nuances of these types of technology to 
increase consideration and funding, which is 
critical to helping startups progress.”

Leading up to Demo Day, the Rochester 
Business Journal will profile each of the 10 
startups in the cohort. 

First up is Rubitection, a company that spe-
cializes in early bedsore detection and manage-
ment tools. In 2008, Medicare ceased reimburs-
ing for pressure ulcers (PUs) acquired through 
facilities like hospitals. This stimulated a de-
mand for reliable early detection bedsore tools. 

According to Medscape, 60,000 people die 
annually from complications involving bed-
sores. Typical early detection of bedsores can 
be unreliable, and it involves a caregiver feeling 
and looking for changes in skin health. Early 
stages of bedsores also can be difficult to detect 
in people of color, but Rubitection CEO San-
na Gaspard and her team have developed the 
Rubitect Assessment System, which can detect 
skin changes regardless of skin color or the 
skill of the caregiver. The Rubitect Assessment 
System modernizes bedsore detection with the 
mission of improving patient outcomes and 
saving lives.

Rubitection was recently one of four finalists 
in P&G’s 2020 Innovation Challenge to find 
its next billion-dollar brand. It also took home 
second place in the health care category at the 
2020 SPIE Startup Challenge in San Francisco. 

Next up, Rubitection is headed to the SoGal 
Global Pitch Competition for women and di-
verse entrepreneurs.

Who is the target audience for Rubi-
tection’s solution?

Sanna Gaspard: Right now, we’re focused 
on providing nursing homes, hospitals and 
home care agencies with reliable, low-cost ear-
ly bedsore detection, prevention and manage-
ment. Long-term, we’re looking to be a hard-
ware-enabled data analytics company with 
products used both in and out of the home to 
enable a continuum of care. Our grand vision is 
to offer an all-around skin health and wellness 
tool that anyone can use to monitor chronic 
skin conditions like rosacea or dermatitis and 
other common wounds like diabetic foot ul-
cers.

What makes you stand out from the 
competition?

SG: We’re using a proven optical approach. 
There are several problems with the current 
available technology. Some solutions are sub-
jective, such as ultrasound, which still relies 
on someone to read and interpret it. Another 
option, a SEM scanner, measures electricity 
changes in the skin, but that’s susceptible to 
environmental changes like humidity or sweat. 
There are currently no accessible technologies 
in the space of broad skin health. There are 
solutions specifically for wound care, derma-
tology conditions and beauty, but there’s no 
general skin health tool. We will fill that void.

How did your team get started?
SG: I was in a rehab engineering course 

looking for a Ph.D. project that met three very 
specific criteria: It had to be something that 
was a common health care condition; it had to 
be an unmet need; and it had to be a problem 
that could be solved with technology. My pro-
fessor brought up the subject of bedsores to me, 
and my market research led me to realize it was 
a problem that checked my three criteria.

The final straw for me in terms of deciding to 
make bedsores my doctoral project was learn-
ing that it is a health disparity for people of col-
or. The manual test does not work on pigment-
ed skin, independent of ethnicity. I thought, 
“Now this just became personal. What about 
me one day? Or my mom? Or my brother? They 
might survive a trauma incident and then die 
from a bedsore.” In that moment, I decided to 
pursue developing a solution to this problem. 
Once I developed the technology, I eventually 
launched it out of the university I attended and 
convinced Yannick Heintz, our data scientist 

who I met in grad school, to join me on the 
journey.

What does it mean to you to be in Lu-
minate, and what are your goals?

SG: I went through another accelerator six 
years ago, but the structure was very hands-
off. At Luminate, it feels like a community that 
wants to help. I was encouraged by the oppor-
tunity to have the resources and support net-
work to get things done.

By the end of the program, I hope to have 
completed prototyping and gathered data 
through local nursing homes and hospitals, 
at which point I can raise money for product 
development and manufacturing. Being able 
to complete these milestones puts Rubitection 
in a stronger position to raise funding to grow 
the company. Other major goals are to formal-
ize corporate partnerships and identify team 
members in the area of business development, 
marketing, operations, engineering and supply 
chain management as we grow.

Looking back, what’s the smartest 
step you’ve taken so far?

SG: The smartest thing I have done is par-
ticipate in competitions and explore opportu-
nities outside of the Pittsburgh region where 
I launched the company. Doing competitions 
gave me access to funding and a lot of free mar-
keting and exposure, which sometimes brought 
investors and potential customers to me unex-
pectedly. I never anticipated that people would 
reach out because they read an article about 
Rubitection. Competitions have also helped me 
meet other fantastic entrepreneurs and build a 
virtual community where we continue to help 
each other. Exploring opportunities outside of 
Pittsburgh allowed me to expand my network 
with investors and potential corporate part-
ners.

What advice would you give to entre-
preneurs just starting out?

SG: First, you’re going to get lots of opin-
ions—good, bad and indifferent. You have to 
know the value of what you’re offering. Do the 
market research and pay attention to the mar-
ket trends so you know when to let an oppor-
tunity go and when to keep pushing. Second, 
budget your money carefully—it will get you 
through the hard times and help you avoid a 
financial crash. Third, be persistent. A “no” is 
just a reason to go to the next person, not to 
stop.
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