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By NICOLE SHELDON

Norwegian geo analytics company, Think Outside, has devel-
oped a product called Sknow, which provides deeper insight into 
snow conditions and protects skiers from dangerous avalanche 
terrain. Sknow can also be used to offer more reliable insights 
about the quality of water in the mountains. Think Outside is one 
of the 10 finalists in optics/photonics accelerator Luminate NY’s 
third cohort. 

Luminate is a six-month residency program at NextCorps. 
Companies in the Luminate cohort have access to mentorship, 
access to resources and $100,000 in follow-on funding. Funding 
for the $25 million program is provided through the Finger Lakes 
Forward Upstate Revitalization initiative. On Demo Day, which is 
usually held in June but has not yet been rescheduled due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the most promising of the 10 companies 
will compete for up to $2 million in additional funding.

“Even with the limitations of COVID-19, the startup companies 
in the third Luminate cohort are moving their technology develop-
ment and businesses forward at a strong pace — even those lo-
cated in other parts of the world,” said Sujatha Ramanujan, Lumi-
nate’s managing director. “This is the result of their commitment, 
along with their ability to use the experts and assets that exist 
within our region’s rich optics, photonics and imaging ecosystem 
to overcome challenges.”

Sknow is aimed at reducing avalanche accidents and deaths, 
while simultaneously improving knowledge and sharing about 
the snowpack. The Sknow device attaches to a ski to read snow 
layers, GPS position and skiers’ performance metrics to alert the 
user if a weak snow layer has been detected.

For every step the skier makes, Sknow generates a live digi-
tal snow profile to identify weak layers as well as localized ava-
lanched risk levels. Deborah Karlsen, Think Outside’s co-found-
er, offers more insight to Sknow technology. 

How did you and your team develop the concept for your 
product?

Deborah Karlsen: The concept of the Sknow product actual-
ly started from our love of skiing. In Norway, backcountry skiing 
(freeriding, ski mountaineering), which means skiing outside of 
the resort area, is very popular. In fact, this kind of skiing has ex-
ploded in popularity over the last five years, and now a quarter of 
all skiers globally participate in freeriding. 

Ski mountaineering is an amazing experience. You hike up the 
mountain and ski down, often on untouched powder; however, 
leaving the ski resort also means you are in avalanche terrain. 
Snow is built up in layers due to the many snow days throughout 
the season and most avalanches are triggered by a weak lay-
er buried somewhere in the snowpack. As the skier moves over 
the layer, it collapses and triggers the slide. With a background 
in geology, our CEO and co-founder Monica Vaksdal realized 
we could build a device to map the snow layers under our feet 
while skiing, and use machine learning to detect the presence of 
a weak layer. We worked on developing this technology for two 
years and word started to spread around Norway.  

How long have you been working on Sknow?

DK: Since 2018. After spending nearly two years working on 
our ski product, we are now shifting our focus and aim to launch 
the technology for other applications. These applications include 
snowmelt information for hydroelectric power production and wa-
ter supply management. 

Why does the world need this product?

DK: When we started developing the product there were no 
devices on the market for skiers that could measure the snow-
pack layers in real time. Skiers were going out blind into the 
mountains and triggering unnecessary — and often deadly — 
avalanches. In fact, 96% of all human-involved avalanches are 
triggered by a skier or someone in their party. Better information 
about the snow is needed. 

We’ve realized that this information isn t́ just important for ski-
ers, but for society as a whole, too. Snow significantly affects daily 
life and the economy in many U.S. states and countries around 
the world. Changes in snow precipitation have a considerable 
impact on water provision, hydroelectric power supplies, agricul-
ture, flood control, tourism, recreational activities and emergency 
situation management. Due to the impacts of climate change, the 
need for more accurate snow and water information is becoming 
more acute as historical data and trends are not as reliable. 

Who is the target audience for your product?

DK: Hydropower companies, water supply companies, re-
gional transport authorities responsible for avalanche manage-
ment, government agencies, energy traders, insurance compa-
nies and, of course, skiers.

What made you look to Rochester to further your prod-
uct?

DK: The need for insights about snow is a global problem, and 
one that is especially important to the U.S. Areas out west rely 
on snowfall for drinking water, so understanding the data better 
is a high priority for states like Colorado. Luckily, Luminate con-
tacted us when it saw we were a good fit for their program. The 
more we learned, the more interested we became in joining the 
competition. 

When we were accepted to the Luminate accelerator, we knew 
it was a great opportunity for us. Even though we are a Norwe-
gian company, both Monica and I are American citizens. We are 
excited to get a footprint back in America and connect with busi-
nesses and investors here.

Tell us about your experience being in Luminate.

DK: Our experience has exceeded our expectations. Lumi-
nate is a very professional program with highly skilled and en-
thusiastic team members and mentors. They provide excellent 
training and hands-on coaching and mentoring. We also find Lu-
minate’s headquarters at Sibley Square to be a great working en-
vironment. Unfortunately, our physical stay has been limited due 
to the COVID-19 outbreak and travel restrictions. The program is 
still running smoothly via video seminars, and it seems like every-
one has quickly adapted. We hope to be back in Rochester as 
soon as possible.

What are your goals for the program? 

DK: Our goals for the program are to solidify our business 
model, as well as raise awareness of our product in an effort to 
receive grants and funding from investors. We would also like to 
set up an American company and conduct pilot programs with 
hydropower and/or safety management organizations in the U.S. 
We think the connections and expertise of the Luminate team 
can help us achieve these goals. 

If Think Outside wins, what do you plan to do with the $1 
million in follow-on funding?

DK: Winning the $1 million would be a game-changer for us.  
This money would allow us to finish development, increase our 
staff and execute sales in a much shorter time frame. We are 
already in the process of establishing a U.S. entity in New York 
state. If we win, we will establish an organization in Rochester for 
data processing of the snow data, as well as sales and support 
staff. We would also hope to find a local manufacturer to produce 
our hardware products. This money would help us scale quickly 
and establish a solid presence in the U.S.    
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Think Outside developed Sknow technology to better identify snow conditions for 
freeriding skiers 
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Sknow technology attaches to a ski and 
provides real-time data to alert skiers of 
weak snow layers 

Sknow detects weak snow layers to protect 
skiers from deadly avalanches


