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Startup Saturday: Heelium footwear provides bamboo socks,
shoes to get rid of bad odour and prevents blisters

At Sheffield University in the UK, Prateek Sharma is a sports enthusiast, worked with Adidas on footwear research and gained deeper insights into the
business of sports shoes. Together with Siddharth Jain, another IIT Rourkee graduate, the two set up Heelium, a footwear company that focuses on
providing solutions to sportsmen.

Updated: Sep 13,2018 13:41 IST

Namita Shibad
Hindustan Times, Pune
When technology and sports come together, you can bet your jogging gets easier.

Prateek Sharma is a sports enthusiast, having played hockey for his school and college. So when he joined IIT Roorkee for
his masters, it was only natural for him to use his knowledge for the benefit of sports. “After completing my masters in
material science, I went on to study sports engineering at the Sheffield University in UK. I am a diehard sportsperson and
this field is of great interest to me,” said Sharma.

At Sheffield, Sharma worked with Adidas on footwear research and gained deeper insights into the business of sports
shoes. Together with Siddharth Jain, another IIT Rourkee graduate, the two set up Heelium, a footwear company that
focuses on providing solutions to sportsmen. Since they were working at the Venture Centre, a Pune-based business
incubator focusing on technology commercialisation, Heelium got its first tranche of funding of Rs 10 lakh from the
department of science and technology, under the Nidhi Prayas Yojana.

“Since I am a materials engineer, I came up with a solution for socks initially. Most sportsmen wear cotton socks that
hold in the perspiration and bacteria which cause a foul odour and even infections. So we created a fibre from bamboo.
This material is thermodynamically stable and keeps your feet warm in winter and cool in summer. It does not absorb the
sweat and keeps your feet odour free and keeps your feet free from blisters. This is especially helpful for long distance

runners,” said Sharma.
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“Cotton constitutes 3% of the world crop but uses 30% of pesticides, leaving a huge impact on the environment.
However, bamboo is eco-friendly and I feel we have yet to discover its uses. Bamboo truly is the green gold as stated by

finance minister Arun Jaitley,” he added.

Heelium developed the material in August 2017 and outsourced the production to a company in Mumbai. Heelium
provides the company with the materials and the design which is then manufactured according to the required
specifications. The bamboo socks were launched in late January 2018 and have already sold 1,000 pairs at Rs 399 a pair
through Amazon and Flipkart.

Heelium has also developed its own proprietary process that helps customise running shoes that helps avoid injuries.
The customisation involves getting customers’ measurements to produce custom shoes. However, their patented process
manages to do this customisation without any physical measurements. Clients only need to send images of their feet at
certain angles to receive a custom designed shoe according to their specifications.

Heelium has also built a proprietary material for the mid sole, which is where Sharma believes most injuries occur. This
gives his shoes an edge over the others. “We use a novel Polyurethane based material in the midsole that absorbs most of
the impact while running, walking and standing. We customise the insole based on the shape of the runner’s feet and
their running style which enhances injury prevention. The energy absorbed by the material reduces the stress and
reaction forces on the knee, heel and ball area drastically with tests showing over five times more impact attenuation
than most widely used ethyl vinyl acetate (EVA) based midsoles.The novel material has negative Poisson’s ratio
(Poisson’s ratio is a measure of the Poisson effect, the phenomenon in which a material tends to expand in directions
perpendicular to the direction of compression) and low density. When compressed in one direction, the material
compresses in the other direction too thereby densifying and absorbing more impact. We’re preparing to file a
provisional patent after some further testing,” said Sharma.

While the patenting process will take its own time, Sharma is also working on outsourcing the manufacturing of the
shoes. “We are in talks with a contract manufacturer in Delhi who makes shoes for Adidas. Our aim is to build a new
product every six to twelve months rather than get bogged down by the manufacturing process. We aim to market our

products and focus on newer materials, technologies and products that will help sportspersons,” he added.

Sharma sees this as a huge opportunity. “More than 50% of all runners are injured every year and impact force
experienced during running has been recognised as a major source of injury. Considering a runner’s foot strikes the
ground an average of 800 times per mile, imagine the periodic force cycle runner’s heel and knee goes through. Unable to
afford a high performance running shoe, they resort to buying an ill-fitting shoe leading to overuse injuries. In value
terms, the Indian running footwear market is estimated at Rs 5,000 crore with close to 700 marathons being organised
across India annually. In addition to this, consider the problems diabetic patients face with their feet. We are working
with physiotherapists and orthopaedic doctors to find solutions for this as well.”

The road ahead though, has its fair share of challenges. “This is an awareness driven market. So, generating general
awareness is our single biggest challenge. We also need to tap the right sales and marketing channels to facilitate the
awareness campaign and to ensure people have access to these injury prevention products, not just ours but even

competitors.”

Running it seems is going to get easier and safer.
What users say about Heelium Socks:

Pradeep Rathi:

I can’t believe that bamboo fabric can be so smooth and comforting! The added cushioning makes it much more
comfortable, safe and makes it a long lasting product. I had ordered this for my father, but now, my mother, wife and son

have also demanded a pair.
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Ankur Gupta:

I got the socks delivered before time and in good condition from Amazon with good packaging and a personalised
message. It also has complete information about the socks on the info card. This is my second pair and I am very happy
with the socks for two simple reasons:

1. The super comfort that it offers to the heel and toe with the adequate cushioning it provides. Ideal for using for

running and walking.

2. The sock is well ventilated at the top, which keeps perspiration to a minimum while still offering nice comfort to the
foot.

Mohnish Deshmukh:

The product is every bit as expected and described. The fabric is really nice and the craftsmanship is brilliant. A few
points to take into the consideration that I personally loved and would advocate for are:

1. The extra cushioning at toe and heel makes it quite comfortable while doing repetitive strenuous activities like
running. Being a runner myself, I found it very efficient

2. The elastic band situated midfoot protects the sock from moving around and holds it firmly in place and also provides
addition support to the sole of the foot when it’s stretched

3. The additional length at the back side of the sock makes the wearing the sock easy and efficient.
4. The fabric significantly reduces perspiration and doesn’t smell even after a long and rather physically active day.

Read more
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