
 

 

 

 
Shared Value Collaboration with Halo Smart Labs 
A case study of a global technology partnership saving lives and homes from fire  
 

Mutually motivated 
 

After a chance meeting at the White House in 2014, the 

American Red Cross and Halo Smart Labs, a socially 

conscious start-up enterprise based in North Carolina, 

negotiated a global partnership that has yielded 

tremendous value for both organizations. The open-

ended alliance demonstrated a new model of iterative 

collaboration that fully leverages each party’s unique 

strengths to solve a shared problem, advances their 

individual business objectives and drives the larger 

Internet of Things toward social impact.  

 

 

 

 

 

In this case, both desired to provide faster, 

more accurate warnings for household fires 

using connected sensors. Each recognized the 

potential to save lives, mitigate fire spread 

and speed response by providing auditory 

alarms, SMS notifications and GPS data in 

individual homes, throughout the at-risk 

communities and to firefighting teams.  
 

Motivated by his family’s own disaster experiences, 

Halo Smart Labs’ CEO Ben Stagg began the design and 

sensor corporation with a singular focus: to make the 

environment in, and around, every home in the world 

safer. Together with his business partner Chad White, 

Stagg developed Halo+ – “the world’s safest, smartest 

smoke alarm” – that combines weather alerts with the 

detection of smoke, fast-moving and smoldering fires, 

and carbon monoxide in a single unit for the US-based 

consumer market. Upon learning of the Red Cross’ 

global ambitions, they immediately recognized the 

opportunity to extend its value internationally as well. 

 

During the past century, the American Red Cross has 

also developed robust expertise in the area of fire 

safety. In the US, it helps families prevent devastating 

losses, primarily through two actions: checking or 

installing smoke alarms and practicing fire drills. The 

Red Cross also responds to fires, including one that 

occurred in Stagg’s mother’s home, and helps the 

survivors jump start their recovery. 

 

The daily occurrence of fires across the nation has taught the Red Cross how valuable early detection and warning is 

to saving lives. People often have as little as two minutes to evacuate a burning building, and sadly, seven people die 

and 36 are injured in home fires every day in the United States. Sophisticated sensing technology at an affordable 

price paired with credible, actionable training and guidance—in every community around the world—can 

dramatically change these outcomes.  



 

Uniquely accountable 

 
Responding to emerging community demand in Nairobi, Kenya for this type of product, the Red Cross began 

partnering with Halo Smart Labs to install and research 1,000 low-cost, smart sensors inside homes located in a 

densely-populated, informal settlement. Halo Smart Labs adapted its first-generation product to work in this 

challenging context under remarkable constraints to help the Red Cross prove a concept that could eventually scale 

globally.  

 

Within less than 60 days, the Halo Smart Labs team re-designed a custom prototype with the 

Red Cross, tested it in a mocked-up settlement, manufactured the sensors, shipped them and 

passed inspection in Kenya – an unparalleled logistical accomplishment for both organizations.  

 
Soon after this, the team at Halo Smart Labs again went above and beyond all partnership expectations to deploy 

engineers to help receive, set up and train local staff to install and use the devices. They donated their time and 

services to network the alarms, monitor and analyze the data, trouble-shoot any irregularities and issues, replace 

damaged or missing devices, and adjust the sensor thresholds. And as the demands and opportunities grew, Halo 

Smart Labs attracted other pro-bono partners, including those with wireless and solar connectivity specialties, and 

negotiated highly-competitive pricing and in-kind donations with other suppliers to help pioneer this new technology 

in collaboration with the Red Cross.  

 

 

  



 

“Without previous experience integrating unproven, 

emerging technology into our resilience-strengthening 

programs, the Red Cross needed a partner willing and 

able to drive the technological innovation and offer a 

user-centered prototype for our research. Halo was 

quick to meet the challenge,” said Abi Weaver, director 

of innovation at the American Red Cross. Rather than 

pursue its own path, the Red Cross depended on Halo’s 

deep knowledge of product development and ability to 

quickly and nimbly design a test sensor well-suited to 

the environment and to the community’s needs. “The 

startup’s immense flexibility and high level of 

responsiveness also allowed us to advocate for and 

make real-time, ongoing adjustments based on user 

feedback, which was critical to our iterative, 

community-driven innovation process,” she added. 

 

In addition to guiding in the area of technology, Halo 

Smart Labs assisted the Red Cross in testing 

assumptions about the users, such as household, 

community-wide and municipal-level preferences, 

demand and value proposition for early detection and 

warning. In return, the Red Cross leveraged its trust 

relationship with the settlement leaders to provide 

direct access for Halo Smart Labs to interact and learn 

from the target consumer and establish a long-term, 

living lab arrangement through which the business can 

continue to gain market and technology insights.  

 

Equally invested 

 
Unlike traditional philanthropic partnerships, the Red 

Cross was able to offer value to its business 

collaborator in other ways as well. The Red Cross 

brought a clear, community-driven vision, and a proven 

framework for project management and deployment 

of physical goods into fragile environments. Halo relied 

on the Red Cross’ practiced ability to hear, recognize 

and understand community needs and priorities as 

well. “The Red Cross does this better than anyone 

else,” said Ben Stagg, co-founder and CEO of Halo 

Smart Labs. The comprehensive ecosystem analysis of 

an emerging market was exactly what this small startup 

without international market experience, needed to 

create a user-centered product. “Our goal is to always 

meet a specific need for a specific person. But what 

about when you aren’t the target audience?” said 

Stagg, referencing the value that Red Cross’ insight into 

the daily life of community members brought his team.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The Red Cross had the relationships in place 

to drive change.”  
 

Halo Smart Labs also benefited from the Red Cross’ 

expertise on the root causes, cultural influencers and 

environmental risks that contribute to fast-moving fire 

outbreaks as well as knowledge of the full-cycle needs 

of a disaster-vulnerable community that span 

preparedness, response and recovery. Moreover, the 

Red Cross procured a generous amount of 

experimental product, introduced Halo Smart Labs to 

other technology partners that can assist in refining 

their higher-tech devices and expanding their US-based 

business, and supported their marketing activities – all 

of which contributed to the growth of their 

corporation.



 

Thoughtfully expanding 
 

The significance of the collaboration also extended 

beyond the two primary organizations and the sensor 

users.  

 

Local entrepreneurs who engaged a spin off innovation 

challenge received joint mentorship from the Red Cross 

and Halo Smart Labs teams. The challenge also exposed 

Halo to Africa-based technologists and led them to 

make early investments in other local innovations. 

Additionally, the municipal and community-level 

firefighting teams developed new capacities and tools 

from the partnership as well. Red Cross-supported 

researchers also gained valuable data from the sensors 

about heat waves that are helping experts predict 

climate changes and allocate the appropriate resources 

to support the affected communities.  

 

 

And, most surprising, health officials learned of an 

emerging concern within the tightly-packed dwellings 

as by-product of this public-private partnership. In 

addition to measuring a quick rise in temperature and 

smoke, the Halo device also monitors carbon monoxide 

levels. Local residents told us that, until recently, 

people dying in their sleep did not raise concern unless 

more than one person was found at the same time, in 

the same room. Literally raising the alarm, Halo’s multi-

functional sensor has already catalyzed further 

investigation into the prevalence of carbon monoxide 

poisoning in the settlements, and helped validate our 

belief that the fire sensors exponentially increase in 

community value with multiple hazard warnings and 

integration with daily items, like lights, which the 

advanced Halo+ device also includes.

 

The keys to the success of this shared-value relationship have thus far included: 
 

• equal desire to create the best possible device 

and experience for people living in informal 

settlements; 

• self-awareness about each organization’s 

collaboration style and timelines as well as a 

clear identification of its strengths and 

weaknesses;  

• system of shared values, principles and goals; 

• regular and open communication about our 

strategic motivations, expectations, 

commitments, limitations, processes and 

methodologies, immediate business objectives, 

and longer-term vision;  

• space and mechanisms to accommodate both 

organizations’ learning objectives; 

• meaningful and specific employee engagement 

opportunities at the appropriate scale; 

• matrixed team of relationship managers within 

each organization who contribute at different 

levels, offer different perspectives and services 

to the holistic relationship, and seamlessly refer, 

inform, decide and fulfill requests;   

• complementary financial investments in a shared 

solution;  

• interdependence that acknowledges one could 

not accomplish the work without the other as 

well as mutual reliability and trust developed 

during the partnership’s initial activities; 

• appropriately assigned roles and responsibilities 

that recognize areas of expertise and respect 

that the organizations have other priorities to 

balance with the partnership demands;  

• map of each organization’s relevant partnership 

assets, such as data, networks and brand; 

• structured negotiations upfront regarding 

branding, intellectual property, technology 

transfer and liability; 

• basic understanding of the broader partnership 

ecosystem, including how competitors, suppliers 

and independent researchers are engaged; 

• flexibility in how the partnership will evolve 

throughout different phases of innovation and 

with each organizations’ changing priorities and 

capacities; and 

• support for spin-off collaborations and 

expansions both apart and together. For 

example, as a result of the initial partnership, 

Halo Smart Labs may become involved in the 

American Red Cross’ US Home Fire Campaign, 

which aims to reduce fire-related injuries and 

deaths there by 25 percent in five years, through 

a public-private partnership in their hometown.



 

 

 

Jointly pioneering 
 

To conclude, for each organization, the partnership was a new approach to meeting customer needs. The 

collaboration offered the Red Cross and Halo Smart Labs a chance to iteratively test and improve on product design 

elements, connectivity platforms and community infrastructure. The experience also allowed both partners to enable 

local communities, manufacturers and entrepreneurs to co-lead the innovation process as well as to explore 

opportunities to increase value and decrease cost. 

 

And for each, the relationship has become a flagship example of the importance and validity of shared value 

partnerships across sectors for community benefit. “It’s a fresh approach where everyone stands to gain from the 

process,” Stagg commented. Each partner saw the potential to increase understanding and impact by relying on the 

strengths of the other, and this genuine spirit of appreciation meant that both parties fully invested the time and 

energy necessary to meet complex goals. “Halo had done a considerable amount of research and business planning 

in pursuit of this smart-home technology before joining forces, and they offered the Red Cross a sustainable, 

evidence-based and cutting-edge approach to research the intervention that didn’t place humanitarians in 

competition with emerging social enterprises and instead invested in their success,” Weaver said. 

 

 

To learn more about the initiative and innovation in coalition, visit www.tech4resilience.org/early-learning. 

 

 

 

   

 


