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Hardware Innovations from

In the 1980s and 1990s, Japan defined global hardware innovation. Sony, Nintendo, Sharp, 
Panasonic, and Toshiba created entire product categories.

Let’s look at a snapshot of Japan in the 80’s and 90’s:

Since 2000, a new playbook has emerged: grassroots developer lead community growth. It is now 
more true than ever with AI.

The most valuable hardware companies of the last two decades didn’t start with glossy final 
products, they started with community-driven Developer Kits (also known as DevKits). Apple kicked 
off this concept. Many followed. From Oculus to Nest and DJI, early traction came from builders, 
not buyers. The formula is proven.

To lead the next era of consumer hardware, the path is clear: build for developers first.

1980’s to Present Day

Company Invention Year Industry Created

Sony PlayStation 1994 Home Gaming Console

Nintendo Game Boy 1989 Handheld Gaming Console

Sony Walkman Player 1980 Portable Audio

Panasonic Plasma TV 1997 Large Flat-Panel Televisions

Sharp LCD Display 1973 Modern Display Technology

Toshiba Flash Memory 1987 Solid-State Data Storage
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the playbook has evolved…

Why DevKits Work:

 Early product-market fit: Developers stress-test edge cases and co-create applications before launch.
 Ecosystem lock-in: SDKs create switching costs and app ecosystems.
 Capital efficiency: Crowdfunded DevKits (Kickstarter, etc.) derisk R&D before major scale ups.

Over the last two decades, a consistent pattern has emerged in the global hardware ecosystem: 
Developer kits come first. Mass markets follow. Billion-dollar exits follow them both.

In nearly every major hardware breakout of the last 20 years (Apple, Oculus, Ring, Nest, DJI, Roku, 
Sonos) early traction didn’t come from consumers. It came from developers.

And it’s not a coincidence. Open-source often wins.

Case study is Android: launched as an open ecosystem, now the dominant mobile OS globally.

Japan already builds world-class sensors, components, and manufacturing lines. Now it’s time to 
marry the strong hardware ecosystem with a developer-first platform strategy.

Since 2000,

The Proven DevKit Formula
1. Launch with a focused DevKit
2. Grow an active developer ecosystem
3. Scale into a consumer platform
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Year Founded Company Name Peak Valuation

2015 HTC Vive Multi-billion (HTC peak ~$18B, Vive part of it)

2013 Ring $1+ billion (Amazon acquisition)

2013 DJI (Phantom) $15+ billion (2018 estimate)

2012 Oculus $2 billion (Facebook acquisition)

2012 Pebble $1 billion (2015 estimate)

2012 Formlabs $1+ billion (2018 estimate)

2011 Nest $3.2 billion (Google acquisition)

2010 Sphero $1+ billion (2017 estimate)

2009 MakerBot $1+ billion (pre-2013 acquisition peak)

2008 Roku $10+ billion (public company)

2002 Sonos $1+ billion (IPO 2018)

1976 Apple $3+ trillion (as of 2024)

First Companies:
DevKit



DevKit Success Story
The First
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Early Developer Kit Version: Apple I, approximately 
200 units sold. A bare-bones circuit board with an 
exposed chip, targeting hobbyists.

  Initial Chipset: MOS 6502
        Chipset/Board Evolution: Transitioned to the Apple II with the same MOS 6502, then later  
  designed custom chips
        Customized Later: Built custom boards and A-series chips (e.g., A4 in 2010) for iPhones/ 
  iPads, optimizing power and performance

  Developer Ecosystem Tie-in: Promoted a DIY open-source approach

  Open-Source vs. Proprietary Balance: Fully open-source hardware design initially, shifted 
to proprietary with Apple II and beyond

  Time from Dev Kit to Launch: ~1 year (Apple I in 1976 to Apple II in 1977)

  What Niche/Timing They Nailed: Launched during the personal computing revolution, 
targeting hobbyists just as microprocessors became affordable

  Financing History:

        Seed Round Equivalent (1976): ~$250,000 from angel investor
        Lead VC: No formal VC; Markkula was the key angel
        Key Backers/Partners or Customers: Early sales to hobbyists via Byte Shop fueled growth

  Price Point: $666.66

  Market Category: Home computing

  Final Outcome: Evolved into the Apple II, selling millions; Apple’s 1980 IPO reached a $1.8 
billion valuation, now exceeding $3 trillion

Computing:
Apple I (1976)



in DevKit Launches
Recent Trends
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Early Developer Kit Version: 
Oculus Rift DK1, 7,500 units sold

  DevKit Goal: VR developers to build content and refine hardware.

  Initial Chipset: Custom VR hardware

        Chipset/Board Evolution: Relied on custom boards with third-party GPUs/CPUs  
  (e.g., Nvidia); no in-house chip design.
        Customized Later: Built custom boards and sensors (e.g., IR tracking for Rift) for consumer  
  VR precision.

  Developer Ecosystem Tie-in: Included an SDK to encourage VR content.

  Open-Source vs. Proprietary Balance: Proprietary hardware and SDK, with controlled APIs 
for ecosystem development.

  Time from Dev Kit to Consumer Launch: ~4 years (DK1 in 2012 to consumer Rift in 2016).

  What Niche/Timing They Nailed: Hit the VR resurgence post-2010, leveraging Kickstarter 
and affordable display tech.

  Fundraising History:

        Seed Round (2012): $2.4 million via Kickstarter; $16 million Series A led by Spark Capital  
  and Matrix Partners.
        Lead VC: Spark Capital (Series A)
        Key Backers/Partners or Customers: Andreessen Horowitz, Founders Fund; acquisition  
  by Facebook (2014) provided scale-up capital.

  Price Point: $300 (DK1)

  Market Category: Virtual Reality (VR)

  Final Outcome: Became a consumer product in 2016; acquired by Facebook for $2 billion in 
2014, with millions sold.

VR:
Oculus Rift 
(2012)
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Early Developer Kit Version:  
Pebble Watch (Kickstarter), 69,000 units sold

  DevKit Goal: Launched with an SDK to enable app development and community growth.

  Initial Chipset: STMicroelectronics STM32F205RET6

        Chipset/Board Evolution: Stuck with STMicro chips (e.g., STM32 series) through later   
  models; no custom chip design.
        Customized Later: Built custom boards and low-power displays (e.g., e-paper) for battery   
  life optimization.

  Developer Ecosystem Tie-in: Provided an SDK, building a strong community.

  Open-Source vs. Proprietary Balance: Hybrid model: open-source SDK for app development, 
proprietary firmware for hardware control.

  Time from Dev Kit to Consumer Launch: ~1 year (Kickstarter in 2012 to full retail in 2013).

  What Niche/Timing They Nailed: Pioneered smartwatches pre-Apple Watch, capitalizing on 
Kickstarter and wearable hype.

  Fundraising History:

        Seed Round (2012): $10.3 million via Kickstarter; $15 million Series A led by Charles River   
  Ventures (2013).
        Lead VC: Charles River Ventures (Series A).
        Key Backers/Partners or Customers: Kleiner Perkins, early retail partners like Best Buy   
  provided scale-up support.

  Price Point: $99-$150

  Market Category: Wearables

  Final Outcome: Sold over 1 million units; valued at $1 billion in 2015 before Fitbit’s  
2016 acquisition.

Consumer 
Electronics:
Pebble Watch 
(2012)
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Early Developer Kit Version:  
Nest Thermostat (initial batch), 10,000 units sold

  DevKit Goal: Prototyped with Arduino and later offered a developer API for integrations.

  Initial Chipset: Texas Instruments AM3703

        Chipset/Board Evolution: Moved to custom boards with TI chips, then integrated Google’s   
  ecosystem; no in-house chip design.
        Customized Later: Built custom boards and machine learning modules for smart  
  energy management.

  Developer Ecosystem Tie-in: Used Arduino (open-source) for prototyping; later provided an API.

  Open-Source vs. Proprietary Balance: Hybrid: open-source prototyping roots, proprietary API 
and hardware post-launch.

  Time from Dev Kit to Consumer Launch: Immediate consumer focus (~6 months from 
prototype to retail in 2011).

  What Niche/Timing They Nailed: Entered the smart home market as IoT gained traction, 
focusing on sleek design and energy savings.

  Fundraising History:

        Seed Round (2010): $2.5 million led by Kleiner Perkins.
        Lead VC: Kleiner Perkins.
        Key Backers/Partners or Customers: Google Ventures, Shasta Ventures; Google acquisition   
  (2014) provided scale-up capital.

  Price Point: $249

  Market Category: Smart home

  Final Outcome: Sold millions; acquired by Google for $3.2 billion in 2014, leading the smart  
home market.

Smart  
Home: Nest
Thermostat 
(2011)
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Early Developer Kit Version:  
Phantom 1, approximately 5,000 units sold

  DevKit Goal: Featured an SDK for developers to customize flight and camera functions.

  Initial Chipset: Texas Instruments OMAP3630

        Chipset/Board Evolution: Shifted to custom flight controllers (e.g., DJI N1), but no fully in-  
  house chip design; relied on TI and others.
        Customized Later: Built custom boards and flight stabilization systems (e.g., NAZA controllers)  
  for precision flying.

  Developer Ecosystem Tie-in: SDK spurred drone app development

  Open-Source vs. Proprietary Balance: Proprietary hardware and controlled SDK for  
flight customization.

  Time from Dev Kit to Consumer Launch: ~1 year (Phantom 1 in 2013 to mass-market Phantom 
2 in 2014).

  What Niche/Timing They Nailed: Captured the consumer drone boom with affordable, stable 
aerial photography.

  Fundraising History:

        Seed Round (2006): ~$100,000 bootstrapped; $30 million Series A led by Sequoia Capital   
  China (2013).
        Lead VC: Sequoia Capital China (Series A).
        Key Backers/Partners or Customers: Accel, retail partners like B&H Photo scaled distribution.

  Price Point: $679

  Market Category: Drones

  Final Outcome: Sold millions; DJI’s valuation topped $15 billion by 2018, dominating  
consumer drones.

Drones:
DJI Phantom 
Drone (2013)
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Early Developer Kit Version:  
Doorbot (Kickstarter), 10,000 units sold

  DevKit Goal: Prototyped with Raspberry Pi; later offered APIs for smart home integrations.

  Initial Chipset: Texas Instruments DM365

        Chipset/Board Evolution: Evolved to custom boards with TI chips, integrated Amazon tech   
  post-acquisition; no custom chips.
        Customized Later: Built custom boards and video compression modules for  
  efficient streaming.

  Developer Ecosystem Tie-in: Used Raspberry Pi (open-source); provided APIs for developers.

  Open-Source vs. Proprietary Balance: Hybrid: open-source prototyping, proprietary APIs and 
hardware for consumer scale.

  Time from Dev Kit to Consumer Launch: ~1 year (Doorbot in 2013 to Ring rebrand in 2014).

  What Niche/Timing They Nailed: Hit the smart security wave, offering affordable video 
doorbells as home surveillance grew.

  Fundraising History:

        Seed Round (2013): $1 million via Kickstarter; $4.5 million Series A led by True Ventures (2014).
        Lead VC: True Ventures (Series A).
        Key Backers/Partners or Customers: Kleiner Perkins, Richard Branson; Amazon acquisition   
  (2018) provided scale-up capital.

  Price Point: $199

  Market Category: Smart home security

  Final Outcome: Sold millions; acquired by Amazon for over $1 billion in 2018, transforming  
home security.

Smart Home: 
Ring Video
Doorbell 
(2013)
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Early Developer Kit Version:  
Roku Streaming Player with SDK, tens of thousands sold

  DevKit Goal: Included an SDK for developers to create streaming channels.

  Initial Chipset: NXP PNX8935

        Chipset/Board Evolution: Moved to Broadcom chips (e.g., BCM2835) in later models; no in-  
  house chip design.
        Customized Later: Built custom boards and streaming decoders for low-cost performance.

  Developer Ecosystem Tie-in: SDK enabled a vast content ecosystem.

  Open-Source vs. Proprietary Balance: Proprietary hardware and controlled SDK for  
channel development.

  Time from Dev Kit to Consumer Launch: Immediate consumer focus (~6 months from dev kit 
to retail in 2008).

  What Niche/Timing They Nailed: Pioneered streaming media players as cable TV declined and 
Netflix rose.

  Fundraising History:

        Seed Round (2007): $6 million led by Menlo Ventures.
        Lead VC: Menlo Ventures.
        Key Backers/Partners or Customers: Netflix (early partner), Globespan Capital; customer   
  adoption drove scale-up.

  Price Point: $99

  Market Category: Streaming devices

  Final Outcome: Over 60 million active accounts by 2023; market cap exceeded $10 billion.

Smart TV: Roku
Streaming 
Player (2008)
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Early Developer Kit Version:  
Form 1 3D Printer (Kickstarter), 2,000 units sold

  DevKit Goal: Aimed at makers and developers to experiment with SLA 3D printing.

  Initial Chipset: Atmel ATmega2560

        Chipset/Board Evolution: Continued with Atmel/ARM-based boards (e.g., STM32 in later   
  models); no custom chips.
        Customized Later: Built custom boards and optical engines for high-resolution SLA printing.

  Developer Ecosystem Tie-in: Open-source-inspired, fostering a 3D printing community.

  Open-Source vs. Proprietary Balance: Hybrid: open-source community ethos, proprietary 
hardware and software.

  Time from Dev Kit to Consumer Launch: ~1 year (Form 1 in 2012 to Form 1+ in 2013).

  What Niche/Timing They Nailed: Brought affordable SLA 3D printing to enthusiasts during the 
maker movement peak.

  Fundraising History:

        Seed Round (2012): $1.7 million via Kickstarter; $19 million Series A led by DFJ (2013).
        Lead VC: DFJ (Draper Fisher Jurvetson).
        Key Backers/Partners or Customers: Pitango Venture Capital, Autodesk partnership scaled   
  professional use.

  Price Point: $3,299

  Market Category: 3D Printing

  Final Outcome: Leader in SLA 3D printing; valuation surpassed $1 billion by 2018.

3D Printing:
Formlabs 
Form 1 (2012)
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Early Developer Kit Version:  
HTC Vive Developer Kit, 15,000 units sold

  DevKit Goal: Distributed as a developer kit with an SDK for VR content creation.

  Initial Chipset: Custom VR hardware

        Chipset/Board Evolution: Relied on third-party GPUs/CPUs (e.g., Nvidia); no in-house chip   
  design by HTC.
        Customized Later: Built custom boards and Lighthouse tracking sensors for room-scale VR.

  Developer Ecosystem Tie-in: SDK supported VR ecosystem growth.

  Open-Source vs. Proprietary Balance: Proprietary hardware and controlled SDK for  
VR development.

  Time from Dev Kit to Consumer Launch: ~1 year (Dev Kit in 2015 to consumer launch in 2016).

  What Niche/Timing They Nailed: Delivered room-scale VR as gaming and VR interest surged 
post-Oculus.

  Fundraising History:

        Seed Round (2015): Funded internally by HTC and Valve; no traditional seed round.
        Lead VC: N/A (corporate-backed).
        Key Backers/Partners or Customers: Valve partnership provided tech and scale-up support;   
  gaming community drove adoption.

  Price Point: $799 (consumer version)

  Market Category: Virtual Reality (VR)

  Final Outcome: Sold millions; bolstered HTC’s multi-billion-dollar valuation at its peak.

VR Headset:
HTC Vive  
(2015)
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Early Developer Kit Version:  
MakerBot Cupcake CNC, approximately 500 units sold

  DevKit Goal: An open-source 3D printer for hobbyists and developers.

  Initial Chipset: Atmel ATmega1280

        Chipset/Board Evolution: Continued with Atmel chips (e.g., ATmega2560 in Replicator); no   
  custom chip design.
        Customized Later: Built custom boards and extruders

  Developer Ecosystem Tie-in: Open-source platform to desktop 3D printing.

  Open-Source vs. Proprietary Balance: Fully open-source initially, shifted to proprietary with 
later models (e.g., Replicator 2).

  Time from Dev Kit to Consumer Launch: ~2 years (Cupcake CNC in 2009 to Replicator  
in 2011).

  What Niche/Timing They Nailed: Sparked the consumer 3D printing boom during the open-
source hardware wave.

  Fundraising History:

        Seed Round (2009): $75,000 from angels (e.g., Zach Smith); $10 million Series A led by   
  Foundry Group (2011).
        Lead VC: Foundry Group.
        Key Backers/Partners or Customers: Amazon, Bre Pettis’s vision; Stratasys acquisition (2013)  
  scaled production.

  Price Point: $750 (kit form)

  Market Category: 3D Printing

  Final Outcome: Sold thousands; acquired by Stratasys for $403 million in 2013, peaking above  
$1 billion.

3D Printing:
MakerBot 
Replicator 
(2009)
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Early Developer Kit Version:  
Sonos ZonePlayer, approximately 2,000 units

  DevKit Goal: Targeted audiophiles with a developer API for custom integrations.

  Initial Chipset: Texas Instruments TMS320DM320

        Chipset/Board Evolution: Evolved to ARM-based chips (e.g., Cortex-A series); no in-house   
  chip design.
        Customized Later: Built custom boards and wireless audio sync tech for multi-room sound.

  Developer Ecosystem Tie-in: API enabled a multi-room audio ecosystem.

  Open-Source vs. Proprietary Balance: Proprietary hardware and controlled API for integrations.

  Time from Dev Kit to Consumer Launch: Immediate consumer focus (~1 year from prototype to 
retail in 2002-2003).

  What Niche/Timing They Nailed: Pioneered multi-room audio as home networking and digital 
music took off.

  Fundraising History:

        Seed Round (2004): $15 million led by Redpoint Ventures.
        Lead VC: Redpoint Ventures.
        Key Backers/Partners or Customers: Index Ventures, Best Buy

  Price Point: $399

  Market Category: Smart Audio

  Final Outcome: Sold millions; market cap exceeded $1 billion post-IPO in 2018.

Smart Home:
Sonos 
Speaker (2002)
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Early Developer Kit Version:  
Sphero 1.0 (Kickstarter), approximately 1,000 units sold

  DevKit Goal: A robotic ball with an SDK for app and game development.

  Initial Chipset: STMicroelectronics STM32F103

        Chipset/Board Evolution: Upgraded to newer STM32 chips (e.g., STM32F4); no custom  
  chip design.
        Customized Later: Built custom boards and gyroscopic controls for precise robotics.

  Developer Ecosystem Tie-in: SDK targeted enthusiasts and educators.

  Open-Source vs. Proprietary Balance: Proprietary hardware, open-source SDK for core  
app development.

  Time from Dev Kit to Consumer Launch: ~1 year (Sphero 1.0 in 2010 to retail in 2011).

  What Niche/Timing They Nailed: Tapped into educational robotics and toy-tech crossover as 
STEM gained popularity.

  Fundraising History:

        Seed Round (2010): $1.2 million via Kickstarter; $5 million Series A led by Foundry Group (2011).
        Lead VC: Foundry Group (Series A).
        Key Backers/Partners or Customers: Disney (BB-8 partnership), Techstars; Disney deal scaled  
  consumer reach.

  Price Point: $129

  Market Category: Robotics / EdTech

  Final Outcome: Sold millions, including BB-8; valuation exceeded $1 billion by 2017.

Consumer Toys:
Sphero (2010)
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  DevKit Goal: Enable developers to build voice-enabled, AI-native applications on an open, local-
first platform, offering a fast, privacy-respecting alternative to Alexa and Google Assistant.

  Initial Chipset: ARM Cortex-A53 (quad-core) with onboard Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, and digital 
signal processing for voice.

        Chipset/Board Evolution: Transitioning to a custom AI-optimized board in 2026 featuring   
  OpenHome’s own quantized inference engine and ARM IP.
        Customized Later: Building a custom PCB with proprietary power-efficient architecture,   
  optimized for edge inference, privacy, and fast wake-word detection (<150ms).

  Developer Ecosystem Tie-in: Includes OpenHome Studio (no-code app builder), CLI SDK, and 
Voice SDK for building voice apps and personality-driven agents. Developers can deploy locally or 
to the OpenHome Cloud.

  Open-Source vs. Proprietary Balance: Hybrid: open-source voice runtimes, open SDKs, and 
public agent templates, combined with proprietary cloud sync, developer marketplace, and  
silicon design.

  Time from Dev Kit to Consumer Launch: ~18 months planned (DevKit 0.1 in 2025 → Consumer 
Launch in late 2026)

  What Niche/Timing They Nailed: Capitalized on the AI-native interface shift as developers, 
brands, and consumers demand an alternative to closed ecosystems. OpenHome offers 
interoperability, ownership, and speed—right as LLMs go mainstream on-device.

2025 Status Update
  Fundraising History: SoftBank Ventures Asia, Headline Japan, CEO of Hugging Face

  Price Point: $49 DevKit; projected $99–$149 consumer speaker

  Market Category: Voice AI / Smart Speaker / Developer Platform

  2025 Latest (In Progress): Over 10,000 developers building apps in OpenHome Studio as of 
mid-2025. Pilots underway with global brands. On track for 500K unit consumer rollout by end of 
2026, with marketplace monetization and OEM licensing deals in motion.

OpenHome DevKit 0.1, approximately 
10,000 unit production run

AI Hardware:
OpenHome 
(2025)




