


BlackBerry (or the new version of the iPhone), with cur-
rent hot spots of activity designated in bright red. The 
user can then link to Google or Yelp, a website that offers 
information about a number of major cities, to see what 
the highlighted spots are. 

The program searches for patterns in people’s daily 
activity and then breaks the people into separate “tribes” 
by their interests and movements. One tribe, for instance, 
may start work in the financial district at 9:00 a.m., head 
home to the suburbs at 5:00 p.m., and go to a concert or a 
play on Friday and Saturday evenings. People in another 
tribe may roll out of their dorm rooms at noon, take a 
couple of classes in the next building over, go to their 
jobs at Starbucks, and then head to Monday’s hip-hop 
night at an area club. After a couple of weeks, Skibiski 
says, the program can answer the question “Where is 
everybody like me right now?”

“You can begin building up a sense of the rhythm of 
places, the rhythm of people,” says Pentland, the Toshiba 
Professor of Media Arts and Science, head of the Media 
Lab’s Human Dynamics Group, and another Sense Net-
works cofounder. In a test run, Pentland says, he found 
it easy to distinguish faculty from research staff from 
students, just from their patterns of movement. 

According to Pentland, the aggregate nature of most 
of the data also addresses concerns about privacy. The 
company doesn’t need to know what any one person is 
doing, just what people in general are doing. That, he 
says, should be an advantage over other location-based 
services as people become more concerned about how 
their personal information is used. Just to add a layer of 
protection, CitySense allows users to erase their data 
from the system at any time. The program will no longer 
be personalized, but it will still reveal where the popu-
lar spots are.

So far, CitySense is available only for San Francisco, 
but Skibiski expects to roll it out in other major cities in 
the near future. He won’t commit to particular cities or 
a specific timeline because the company is still finding 
its footing: Sense Networks launched its platform and 
announced its intentions in early June.

Skibiski’s core business plan is to sell information 
that the company gleans from studying these patterns 
to businesses that could use it. Hedge funds, for exam-
ple, look at economic data such as consumer-confidence 
surveys, which are based on questionnaires sent out 
monthly. But Sense Networks should be able to figure 
out how many people are going to retail stores, and how 
far they’re willing to travel to get there, which may be 
a better measure of consumer confidence. “You don’t 
want to ask them what they think; you just want to 
watch what people do,” Skibiski says. Using taxi pickup 
and drop-off data and past reports of hotel occupancy, 
the company can estimate current occupancy rates 
before the hotel publishes the information. Changes in 

the patterns of the Wall Street tribe—workers heading 
to the financial district earlier and leaving later, for 
example—may say something about the health of the 
economy. 

Annette Zimmermann, a senior research analyst for 
mobile devices at Gartner Research, expects people to 
find CitySense useful as a “real-time tour guide.” 
Gartner considers devices that offer location-based ser-
vices “one of the next big things,” Zimmermann says. 
But she’s far more interested in the plan to sell economic 
data. “This is information that businesses are always 
interested in and, given that it works, could be a power-
ful tool,” she says.

The idea for CitySense started back in 2002, when 
Skibiski, a software developer who has run a global 
hedge-fund conference for several years, approached 
Pentland with the idea that data being collected by mobile 
phones and GPS devices could be useful to economists. 
Pentland, who was already working on reality mining, 
connected him with Tony Jebara, who had earned his 
PhD in Pentland’s group that year and is now director of 
Columbia University’s Machine Learning Laboratory 
and chief scientist at Sense Networks. The three of them, 
along with current chief operations officer Christine 
Lemke, founded the company in 2003.

So far, Sense Networks has 16 employees and a num-
ber of patent applications in the works. Skibiski won’t 
say how much funding the company has collected from 
angel investors—no venture capital is involved—but he 
says that it’s somewhere in the range of $3 million to $10 
million. He’s also not committing to an exact time frame 
for selling information to businesses—the program is 
essentially in alpha testing, he says—but he expects that 
it will be at least three to six months before any deal is 
announced.

As for the future, he thinks that the technology has a 
lot of potential uses that haven’t even occurred to anyone 
yet. “You can see the value,” he says. “You’re not quite 
sure where to go with it.”
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For a graphical analysis 
of Sense Networks’  
patent position, go to  
www.ipvisioninc.com/
techinsider/08/08.

FUNDING
$3–10 million

patent strength
No core patents

time to market
Six months to one year
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