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Praise for 28 Days to Save the World

“The ventilator project was a game changer from a culture perspective.”

—Mary Barra, CEO, General Motors

“28 Days to Save the World is both a fascinating story of achievement under remarkable circumstances, as well as a practical guide for building company culture. From the incredible story of building ventilators in the first days of the pandemic, to practical guidance for building and leading a company based on culture and values, this book is a valuable read for founders and leaders at companies of all sizes.”

—Eric Starkloff, CEO, National Instruments

“Dan Purvis delivers one of the most insightful business culture books in these changing times. Set against a backdrop of the life-threatening global pandemic, he graciously reveals how he developed a business culture of honor, customer value and employee well-being to deliver unprecedented results and save lives in America and around the globe. His step-by-step guidance will get you on the path to creating and benefiting from a superior culture in your own business.”

—Dave Wilson, VP Marketing (Ret), NI

“Colin Powell once defined leadership as ‘the art of accomplishing more than the science of management says is possible.’ Clearly, different situations require different styles of leadership. If you are a technical entrepreneur who wants to build a business that hires highly skilled knowledge workers to push the frontiers of science to build new products, 28 Days to Save the World is a must-read. Dan Purvis lays out the blueprint for building a culture that can produce outstanding results even in chaotic, rapidly-evolving, crisis situations.”

—Larry Bickle, Director, SM Energy

“This book resonated with me at so many levels. Whether you own your own business or manage a group of employees or even if you are an entry level employee reporting to a manager, everyone should read this book to help gain perspective on the thoughts that are at the heart of every tough decision. I particularly loved the struggle associated with the conflicting message that arises from preaching work/life balance but needing customer satisfaction at all cost. The common denominator in all things will always be strong culture . . . it is undefeated in my life of experiences in life and work.”

—Ronnie Beason, PhD, Senior Partner, The Colex Group

“I’ve already thought of 5 companies that would love to read this book!”

—Patty DeDominic, Founder, DeDominic & Associates

“Lots of books touch on the importance of culture, but few (if any) lay out an actionable plan to both distill and implement it as well as this book. I appreciated the realist tone and found more corollaries than I could count to my own experiences and beliefs. I wish 25 years ago I had read this book, it would have accelerated my self-awareness of so much of what just felt right to a younger, more naïve version of me. Dan’s authenticity shows throughout the book. Particularly poignant for me was the discussion on principles versus rules and their relationship to high performance. This exact phrase is on a sign that has adorned our company’s walls for many years!”

—David Lashbrook, President, Alicat Scientific

“From the very start, 28 Days to Save the World draws you in with a compelling story told in a clear voice. It presented the vision of Great and gives the courage to chase after it. The authors’ passions exude from every aspect of the book and they define culture, explain how to identify the culture you want, and then how to implement it within your organization.”

—Katie & Michael Ringer, Co-Founders, Foster Village Houston

“I’ve watched Dan “Macgyver” his way through hundreds of situations. We’ve taught class, traveled, and parented our kids together. I’ve never seen the man quit. If you can put up a tent in the dark with seven children present, you can lead a team that saves the world. This book shows how those unwilling to accept “inevitability” can make almost anything happen regardless of the resources available.”

—Andrew Hovis, VP Real Estate, Cross Development, Franchise Co-Owner, Children’s Lighthouse of Nottingham

“An inspiring story of how building intentional organizational groundwork creates space to respond in a crisis! Dan gives us a window into growing your vision-driven leadership and collaboration muscles to do world-changing work.”

—Kate Denson, Associate National Director for Justice Programs, InterVarsity/USA

“Inspiring. Great real-life story about how this highly effective team was built and managed. Demonstrates how a strong team that is grounded with vision and principles can seize opportunities.”

—James Burrows, CEO, Paradromics

“Companies with a strong culture can weather any storm. Your storm might not look like the global pandemic that Velentium had to contend with, but by building a human centered company, inspired by the example in this book, your organization will be prepared to not only endure, but thrive.”

—Zak Schmoll, Founder & Chair, An Unexpected Journal
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To Julie & JoBeth,

The joys of our lives

and

In memory of Navor:

It was an honor to spend 28 days working alongside you to combat the pandemic, unaware that the disease we labored together to contain would take you from us just a few months later.
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Foreword

Although I genuinely care about helping people and strive to be kind, I must admit I don’t always respond to everyone who asks for a meeting. If I know someone has been referred by friends or family, that’s one thing. However, if it’s a person I don’t know, I typically wait and see whether they persist and come back a second time. Relationships, business or personal, can be time consuming. Time is among our most valuable assets and, as most leaders quickly learn, you can waste a lot of time responding to people who aren’t committed to excellence. Persistence is a good indicator of a person’s seriousness.

So, when Dan Purvis approached me at an epilepsy benefit event put on by LivaNova’s charitable organization, I politely left the ball in his court. Dan followed up—gently, consistently—for several months before we were finally able to meet at a local coffee shop. It was clear he was persistent!

During that first conversation, I learned that Dan’s son had epilepsy, a condition our company treats. I was immediately interested, not only because our therapy might be useful but also because when I meet people with epilepsy or their family members, I try to help. Having spent years in the field, I can be helpful to them in some situations. But that wasn’t the reason Dan wanted to meet with me.

For several years, Dan’s companies had worked with Cyberonics, the company that became LivaNova. Dan had watched our Cyberonics team turn around a company that was losing more than $50 million annually and had less than two years of cash remaining. He explained how he’d seen the demeanor of our team members at Cyberonics change as the leadership worked with them to change the company’s culture as well as its financials. He wanted to understand how we’d done it.

Before joining Cyberonics, I had the benefit of a seventeen-year career at Boston Scientific during times of extraordinary growth. BSC was a very acquisitive company and at one point completed more than ten acquisitions in a period of a few years. Our BSC leadership team was keenly focused on culture from the time the company was founded by two great leaders, Peter Nicholas and John Abele. As we evaluated each potential acquisition and planned integration strategies, we asked, “Will they become more like us, or will we become more like them?” I became highly attuned to culture and its potential to help or hinder a company in its mission and business success during those years.

From day one upon joining Cyberonics, I worked with the team to reclarify our mission. The initial objective was not aimed at immediate cultural change. This was about the survival of the company, which was, financially speaking, a ship on fire. We had unpaid and thus unhappy creditors, dissatisfied customers, and frustrated team members. Our immediate job was to put out the fires. Fortunately, we had a great product for treating epilepsy that could change lives. We focused the company back on the mission of helping people who had epilepsy, a mission that our revenues and resources could support and accomplish.

During my career, I’ve seen several situations where individuals, teams, or entire companies become very focused on the money. When the goal becomes personal gain, decision-making and behaviors can change. Those environments often attract certain types of people. As you dig deeper into this book, you’ll understand why Dan advises, “Don’t follow the money!” Leaders may have a great strategy, but diluting an organization’s focus and mission with a message of personal gain can negatively influence its culture and send the company off course. As legendary consultant and author Peter Drucker wrote, “Culture eats strategy for breakfast.” Culture matters, and it became a big contributor to our success at Cyberonics.

Over time, as part of refocusing Cyberonics on a mission larger than ourselves, we significantly increased our charitable efforts to raise money for Epilepsy Foundations both locally and, eventually, nationally. We created and formalized a 501(c)(3) charitable organization within the company. It was at one of the many epilepsy benefit events where I met Dan.

Dan intrigued me not only because he was persistent, had a son with epilepsy, and wanted to learn about how we had succeeded at Cyberonics but also because he put his faith and family first. Dan sought me out because he was three years into founding Velentium and wanted to build a company with a dynamic, interactive culture based on collaboration. Not only that, Dan wanted to focus his company on medical devices and organize it around a passion to help people and improve lives. No shortage of resonance and similarities there!

Over my career, I’ve learned how important it is to embrace continuous learning. There are many ways to pursue continuous learning, including reading books, seeking and providing mentoring, and spending time with mission-oriented people who want to create good and serve a higher purpose among others.

One of the most important lessons anyone can learn is having the humility to learn from others, no matter their relative position to yours. Experience and seniority matter, but that doesn’t mean those at the top of an organization have a monopoly on truth, insight, and ideas. So, when someone approaches me asking to have a mentoring relationship, it matters to me what kind of person they are. They’re going to influence me just as I influence them. When the person is someone like Dan, I’m going to say “yes” every time I can! The “business stuff” is important—of course we want to do well for investors while doing good along the way in the business. However, the real staying power in a mentoring relationship is friendship, founded on mutual pursuit of personal and professional growth. The best mentoring relationships are two-way streets. In that sense, the mentoring dynamic is a microcosm of a collaborative culture in a larger organization.

As you’ll read in the following pages, whether intentional or unintentional, your organization has a culture. Culture at its most basic level is simply the interaction of people. You can be intentional and work to create and develop a culture that furthers your goals, your mission. Alternatively, you can let culture happen on its own and then deal with whatever happens naturally. That natural development may be helpful, or it may be a hindrance. As Dan said to me recently, “You can try to fight the tide, but the moon is going to win.”

When the currents become unpredictable, culture really matters. What you did or didn’t do with your culture before the weather changed, before the rip current developed, dictates your capacity to respond. When the storm threatens more than just your group—as in, for example, a global pandemic and supply chain disruption—your cultural preparation enables you to respond to those “out there” who are drowning.

In Good to Great, Jim Collins’s research found that assembling the right team first is more important than having the right idea or strategy. The right team will create the right culture, continue to recruit the right people, develop the right products and services, and choose the best strategies to win. Ultimately investors win by receiving better returns than those from companies that don’t have the right people in the right culture.

The mission and business interests of your organization will thrive with the right people on the team. If you hire the right people for the mission, they will feel an obligation to contribute to the culture and will be energized when doing so. They will rise to the occasion when the culture faces a challenge.

Hal Rosenbluth’s insight, shared in his book The Customer Comes Second, is that if you take care of your team members first, they will provide exceptional customer service, allowing you to win in any industry. Herb Kelleher built Southwest Airlines on five principles, including taking care of your people, as outlined in Kevin and Jackie Freiberg’s book Nuts! Southwest Airlines’ Crazy Recipe for Business and Personal Success. Success starts with the people and their culture.

The book you’re holding now offers something more than those books. 28 Days to Save the World is more than a great story about a successful business culture. It’s the story of an organization whose culture was ready for challenge and triumphed amid a crisis. It’s also more than a book of studies and theories about culture. It’s an inside look at how Velentium’s leaders designed and implemented that ready-for-anything culture, nurtured it, nudged it, and defended it. It’s also a practical, hands-on workbook enabling you to design and implement the right culture for your organization.

Where are you with culture?

If this is your first time digging into the potential of culture, buckle up! 28 Days to Save the World will be your introduction to a whole new realm of effective organizational leadership. Take it slow. Take notes. Don’t stop with this book—check out others I’ve mentioned, others noted by Dan, and embrace continuous learning. This book may be your ticket, but your journey is just beginning!

If you’re already familiar with the idea that culture can be designed, developed, and harnessed, I encourage you to read specifically for the practical applications woven throughout the book, but especially in the section wrap-ups. Work through the tools and exercises. Invest your time. When an insight or exercise is particularly valuable to your situation, share it with your team and use it to take your organization to the next level.

Perhaps you’re a veteran leader, a culture champion. You know how to leverage culture, and you’re here for the story of how Velentium, the small company, helped Ventec, another small company, get up to speed with General Motors. It’s an incredible story told from the inside! I hope you enjoy it as much as I did. There may be lessons for you as well in part two. Like I said, seniority and experience don’t have a monopoly on truth, insight, or useful ideas.

No matter where you are on the journey of leading through culture intentionally, I challenge you to let this book be the catalyst that propels you to the next level. Maybe reading it will inspire you to go find a mentor, like Dan did. Maybe it will prompt you to find a junior leader you can mentor and be sharpened by in turn. The world needs more people who can lead, prepare organizations for challenge and change, and successfully direct teams to step up in times of crisis.

Next time, I hope it’s your story I’ll get to read.

—Dan Moore

Director, LivaNova

Chairman of the Board of Directors, ViewRay
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PART ONE

28 Days to Save the World




Day 0.

Friday, March 20, 2020.

Ventec Life Systems’ office in greater Seattle. Only three weeks and nine miles away from the first fatal cases of COVID-19 in the United States. In the time since, the number of confirmed cases across the nation has escalated to just below twenty thousand. Two hundred forty-nine patients have died. Hospitals and nations all over the world are urgently seeking new ventilators, and manufacturers are scrambling to find ways to supply them.

Worldwide, fewer than one hundred ventilator manufacturers are in business. Nobody, anywhere, is prepared to mass-manufacture these devices. In a normal year, global demand for ventilators reaches a few thousand units. It is not a high-volume industry.

Yet pandemic response and healthcare experts are projecting an immediate need for tens of thousands of new ventilators. They’re saying that without the ventilators, the death toll will be catastrophic.

Over the past few weeks in the United States, a coalition of movers and shakers from private industry, healthcare, nonprofit, and government agencies, put together by StoptheSpread.org, has been strategizing how to address this challenge. State governments and major hospital systems want in. The federal government is determined to provide a solution. Mass manufacturing facilities don’t exist, but major manufacturers of non-medical products, like consumer goods and vehicles, are willing to build them. Private funding from deep-pocket individuals has been pledged to ensure emergency ventilator production can get underway immediately, buying time for the bureaucracies to get authorization and approval.

And, approximately one week ago, Ventec Life Systems volunteered to be part of the solution.

Day –6.

Saturday, March 14, 2020.

Tim Carroll is at home in Richmond, Texas, catching up on industry news. He’s sipping decaf out of a standard 11oz cylindrical mug with a handle. Tim is very particular about his coffee mugs.

Tim and I founded Velentium together in 2012. It’s because of Tim that Velentium is focused on medical devices. Tim started his career working on cardiac devices at Intermedics (today part of Boston Scientific). While he was there, he learned that one of his Sunday school teachers, a close friend, had received a pacemaker. Not just any pacemaker. Her life was now saved by a device made by Intermedics. Out of pure curiosity, they checked its serial number against Tim’s records. Sure enough, Tim had personally tested that pacemaker when it was in production.

From that moment, Tim was hooked. Medical devices save lives and improve quality of life for hundreds of thousands of people every day. No other application of his engineering and leadership skills would be quite so satisfying.

In 1998, Intermedics was acquired and its Houston-area facilities were closed.

In 1998, I married Julie, a third-generation Houstonian whom I had met in college. I took an opportunity to start the Houston branch of a New York–based engineering solutions company, and made Houston my home.

Tim came to work for me. He soon transferred our branch’s focus to medical devices.

It was during those years that Tim and I became friends. Tim’s voluminous mustache highlights a warm smile, the kind of smile that starts in the eyes and moves mouthward, the kind that reveals a genuine love for other people. If Tim says he will help you out on a home project, it means he’ll be at your home at 6 AM and will work past dark till it’s done. If you tell him about a struggle or hardship in your life, he’s going to ask you about it later, because he will remember and he cares. Tim is “Tim” at home and at work—in private and in public. If you get to spend time around him, you’ll be better for it.

After twelve years of working for others, Tim and I started meeting for a weekly breakfast at Cracker Barrel. When the Cracker Barrel waitress adds stars to her apron and you celebrate it with her, you know you are a long-timer and a regular. We didn’t have to order—the food just came.

One morning over breakfast, I told Tim, “I want to create a culture-forward, family-first company, capable of changing the world.”

Tim looked at me seriously. “I think I could run a truly excellent medical device design and development company.”

I said, “We can do both, together, and it will be way better than either of our efforts on our own.”

And that was the genesis of Velentium.

Fast-forward nine years to March 14, 2020. Fears about COVID-19 causing a global pandemic were now realized. By the end of February, everyone knew for certain that it had reached the United States, and that it was deadly. What this meant for our small medical device company headquartered west of Houston, Texas, wasn’t clear.

Velentium had just over sixty people on staff, no outside funding, and slim cash reserves. We’d grown 45 percent year over year since we started, and growth gobbles cash faster than teenagers go through cereal and fast food. We’ve always been racing to the next milestone, the next invoice, to keep us going and keep us growing.

Now, a pandemic was threatening to hit “pause” on the global economy. Since we design and build medical devices with and for our clients, we are classified as an “essential business,” authorized to keep our offices open during lockdown. But the resulting slowdown was going to have repercussions. Social distancing in factories and parts warehouses, adjustments to remote work, would certainly translate into project delays, which would translate into cashflow delays.

Maybe it would work out. The year 2020 was by no means the first time Velentium, like so many other small businesses, had faced a cashflow squeeze. The accordion-like pattern of income and spend, income and spend was a fact of our existence.

But maybe it wouldn’t work out. This wasn’t your typical business-cycle slowdown. This was unprecedented, worldwide, an existential threat at a scale almost unknown to living memory. The waters ahead were murky, their surface covered in mist. 2020 might be the year that Velentium ran aground and sank.

Like many small business owners across America, I waded into the details of the SBA’s Paycheck Protection Program (PPP). I didn’t want to. We had always found a way to make it work. But it would’ve been foolish not to investigate. I also drafted an email to the company expressing my extreme aversion to layoffs. I wanted to commit to making it through together, but still give my team a heads-up that salary cuts or partial salary deferrals could lie ahead. Tim and I were going to try our darndest. But there were no guarantees.

So, here’s Tim, reading the news at home on a Saturday morning. He comes across an article analyzing U.S. critical care ventilator inventory, charting current production capacity against projected demand. Tim is surprised and pleased to see that the article features a quote from one of Velentium’s longtime clients: Chris Kiple, CEO of Ventec Life Systems. In his quote, Chris offers that Ventec could “ramp up ventilator production fivefold in a 90-to-120-day period,” if it had the right kind of support.

Tim immediately fires off an email to Chris. “Saw your comment in Forbes,” he writes. “We’d love to help!”

Five Years Prior.

March 2015.

We’re three years deep into our new company, with just over a dozen people on staff, and Velentium’s growth keeps putting us in that same accordion-like state where, even though we have consistent, positive, and growing sales quarter by quarter, we’re sometimes stumped for covering upcoming payroll.

It’s maddening. The quarterly reports look great. Projected returns are realistic and rosy. Yet we don’t have enough in the bank to fund immediate expenses, we don’t have enough receivables due between now and that next big outlay, and we don’t have any acceptable sources of short-term credit we haven’t already tapped. For three years, Tim and I had been working from a spreadsheet of eleven credit cards, personal and corporate, all with different due dates throughout the month, juggling the timing of which purchases go on which cards to keep everything flowing. We’ve taken out 401(k) loans and home equity loans to supplement our startup capital; those options are tapped. And banks aren’t exactly eager to lend to tech startups. We own desks and laptops. Nothing that qualifies as collateral.

On this particular day in 2015, Tim and I were working to close a deal with a potential new client. They had a medical device that was ready to take to market, so they needed a partner to build the manufacturing stations and test systems that would enable them to start mass production. I was due at their office the next day to follow up on our proposal. Everything looked great. The problem was, we needed $50,000 immediately to keep our doors open.

Tim and I worked the numbers around and around, getting nowhere. Finally, I kicked back from Velentium’s secondhand conference table.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” I said. “I’m going to go. I’m going to win the contract. And I’m going to come back with $50,000.”

Tim just looked at me. “How the heck are you going to do that?”

I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. It has to happen. So, it’s gonna happen.”

That night, I got on a plane to Seattle, heading for the very first time to Ventec Life Systems’ headquarters in Bothell, Washington.

If you visited Ventec in those early days, right away you’d see a display shelf filled with examples of five different medical devices:

•Ventilator

•Oxygen concentrator

•Cough assist

•Suction

•Nebulizer

In many situations, a standard ventilator alone isn’t enough to address a patient’s needs. An O2 concentrator ensures the ventilator pumps the prescribed ratio of oxygen to the lungs. Cough assists help patients keep their lungs, throat, and windpipe clear of buildup, because you can’t cough on your own when you’re on a ventilator. Suction is like when you’re at the dentist’s office—it siphons off the extra saliva that people produce when they have an object in their mouths. Nebulizers convert liquid medicine into inhalable mist that’s safe to breathe, which the ventilator can then deliver directly into the patient’s respiratory system.

When more than one of these devices are needed, they get connected up together on side-by-side hospital carts with a system of cords, hoses, and adapters at the patient’s bedside. It’s complicated and messy and involved.

From 2013 to 2015, Ventec’s team had designed an innovation that fixed all of that: a 5-in-1, multifunction ventilator that integrates all of the functionality of those four peripheral devices into a sleek, elegant machine that goes by the acronym VOCSN (pronounced “vock-sin”). It’s small and lightweight enough to carry in one arm, and costs less to produce than that assortment of other devices. It’s beautifully efficient.

And now, Ventec needed a team to design a manufacturing line to produce a few hundred VOCSNs per month.

Ventilators are sensitive devices. VOCSNs, even more so. Like any medical device, each one has to work exactly right so that they benefit patients in the precise way that caregivers expect. The way to ensure each one is right is by testing them as they’re being built—verifying not just the final product, but also key subassemblies at various stages throughout the manufacturing process.

Testing VOCSN subassemblies during manufacturing requires some highly specialized equipment. Ventilators pump a precise mixture of oxygen and other atmospheric gases, moisture, and vaporized medicine into a person’s lungs, keep their airways clear, and monitor the content and pressure of each breath. These test systems have to be sensitive in the extreme. One of our tests measures airflow pressure at <.01 PSI with >0.1% accuracy. The afternoon sun shining through an upper window into a climate-controlled factory can heat up a test system just enough to throw off its readings. This is not seat-of-your-pants stuff. The tolerances are very small. Each device has to be right, and your tests have to be able to prove—to the FDA and other regulatory bodies—that it’s right. If we win this contract, it’ll be Velentium equipment making that guarantee.

No matter what you’re manufacturing, a single production line needs the following:

•Inspection stations, where incoming parts are subjected to quality assurance inspections

•Assembly stations, where subassemblies are put together

•Test stations, where subassemblies are tested for proper assembly and functionality

•Analysis stations, where subassemblies that didn’t pass testing are analyzed for cause of failure and determined whether to be reworked or scrapped

•Rework stations, where failing but salvageable subassemblies are disassembled, reassembled, and retested

•Final test stations, where the completed device is subjected to a battery of tests that ensure all of its functions are working as expected

As for how all of that breaks down—how many of each type of station, their exact functions, how much of each step is automated, and what the exact workflow of the assembly process through the manufacturing line will be—well, all of that depends on the device being built.

For the VOCSN, we settled on a process in which each ventilator undergoes fifteen automated tests during assembly, plus two different final tests, so that it can be considered safe for humans. Seventeen intelligent test stations to produce one VOCSN. Each of those stations have to be designed, built, installed, calibrated, and qualified for use before manufacturing can even begin.

Engineering a medical device is one thing. Engineering a manufacturing line to mass-produce that device is another. Velentium is one of a very few companies in the world that offers both services. That complementary expertise makes us a uniquely attractive partner for companies in Ventec’s position.

When I got to Ventec’s headquarters that day, one of the first things I noticed was the sound. It was weird. Eerie. From most places in the office, you could hear breathing apparatus at work. Ventilators being put through their paces. Pneumatics forcing air through tubes, into and out of simulated lungs. Hoses being tested for possible leaks. It sounded like two dozen syncopated Darth Vaders lurking somewhere close by, just out of sight. On top of that, alarms and other beeps chimed as the VOCSN’s touch screen interface was being worked on or tested.

Dave, Ventec’s VP of Operations, took me on a quick tour of the office and then to a conference room. We talked through the proposal and hammered out some last-minute adjustments. At the end of the conversation, he smiled and reached across the table to shake my hand.

“Congratulations!” he said. “Velentium has won the bid.”

“Great!” I replied. “That’s wonderful to hear. Our terms include a $50,000 advance, due at signing.”

Dave blinked, as if unsure whether he’d heard me clearly. “Uh . . . we don’t do that.”

“Then we don’t have a deal.” I laid out Velentium’s financial situation. “We’re going to be fine,” I concluded. “We’ll be able to get this done for you, no question. But we need $50,000 up front to tide us over into next month, and that being the case, I’m not willing to accept this new work unless we have the cash to guarantee that we can finish it.”

“Oookay,” he said slowly. “I’ll be right back.”

He returned with Doug, Ventec’s founder. I repeated my terms and my explanation.

Doug listened silently, making steady eye contact.

I finished.

He continued to stare at me.

In silence. For five or six minutes.

Okay, it was probably more like ten seconds. All the while, in the background, I’m hearing the uncomfortable sound of two dozen Darth Vaders breathing somewhere down the hall.

At last he said, “Son, we have a deal.” For the second time that hour, a Ventec senior leader reached across the table to shake my hand.

Velentium survived.

Six months into that contract, Doug gave me, on behalf of my team, one of the best compliments of my career. “It’s a genuine pleasure,” he said, “to have intelligence on the other side of the table.” I’ve never forgotten that comment. It energizes me to this day.

We’ve had the pleasure of working with Ventec and their incredible VOCSN device ever since. That conversation in 2015 led directly to our involvement with Project V.

Day –2.

Wednesday, March 18, 2020.

Velentium’s senior leadership team (SLT) has a strict rule for its quarterly off-site meetings: “No interruptions unless it’s a family emergency.” But this is a couple weeks into the pandemic lockdown. With available testing extremely limited, most of the definite data we have is on serious cases. So, even though it’s not completely clear yet what the true rate of infection is, or how serious an infection is for the average person, we’re not “off-site,” we’re “on-Zoom.”

Our meeting began with a discussion of emergency cash saving measures, the PPP loan applications, rolling hours reductions, and contacting current clients to verify whether they would be continuing their engagements with us as scheduled, or postponing.

We interrupted the meeting to take a call from Ventec. In the four days since the Forbes article came out and Tim emailed Chris, our two companies had been communicating back and forth regularly. StoptheSpread.org’s coalition had also gotten in touch with Ventec, interested in adding as much volume of VOCSN to the anti-pandemic arsenal as Ventec could produce.

At that point, their production capacity was a little over one hundred ventilators a month. They were looking to expand production, and since Velentium had designed most of the VOCSN production line test systems, we would have to be involved. How, exactly, wasn’t yet clear. So far, our conversations had revolved around the idea of building an extra production line at Ventec’s office in Bothell, plus a couple of lines in Velentium’s offices. That would provide enough production capacity to “ramp up production fivefold,” as Chris Kiple had proposed to Forbes—up to five or six hundred a month.

We all felt strongly that we had to do something. I was haunted by the thought that unless we acted quickly, in some ICU in the very near future, it might come down to your mom, my mom, and one available ventilator.

A big question that had yet to be answered, though, was who was buying. Would it be state governments? The federal government? Direct orders from private hospital systems? Nobody knew yet.

To my mind, the VOCSN was the right device for the need. The more we could build, the better. VOCSNs are particularly well suited to emergency response because that ingenious 5-in-1 design means they’re ideal for deployment to temporary hospitals like those that were then being planned for New York’s Central Park and numerous empty conference centers and sports arenas in major cities across the globe.

In the absence of available ventilators, New York’s then-governor, Andrew Cuomo, was about to approve an emergency experimental procedure called “splitting,” which connects a second set of tubes to a ventilator so that two patients can use it simultaneously. Splitting doesn’t work well—because of differences in oxygen level needs, lung capacity, and so forth between patients, not to mention the cross-contamination risk—but at that time there was no better alternative. While they waited for new ventilators to be built, hospitals were also converting anesthesia machines, even hacking CPAP machines to repurpose them as emergency ventilators.

There was no time. We needed tens of thousands more ventilators. We needed them a week ago. Every day of delay meant more patients at risk, more patients dying.

Jeff, Ventec’s COO, was on the other end of the call this morning. So much was still up in the air: strong interest from multiple parties, a lot of possibilities churning, but no firm commitments of funding, facilities, resources, or plans.

After about five minutes, I said, “Jeff, would it be easier if we were there in the room with you?”

He responded, “We have a war room meeting every morning at eight. You’re welcome to attend.”

I nodded. “Someone from Velentium will be there tomorrow. Talk to you in the morning.”

We hung up the call and had a spirited discussion about which of us would go—Tim, Randy, Mark, Soumendu, or me. We quickly determined that it had to be a founder, someone authorized to make executive decisions quickly in the light of new information and rapidly changing circumstances.

I won. As Velentium’s COO, it made more sense for Tim to stay in Houston, to help transition people off of existing projects and prepare the company for the coming shift in priority.

I ducked out of the leadership meeting to find Julie and go for a walk down the neighborhood lane and back.

Julie is my favorite person. Our four kids jokingly complain, “You like her better than us?”

“Heck yeah I do!” I say. “If we do our jobs right, y’all are outta here in a few years, but we’ll have each other for the long haul!”

Julie is insightful, deep, and cares fiercely for everyone she claims as her own. Being one of “Julie’s people” means you will become the best, most authentic, healthiest version of yourself. As a twenty-four-year-old, I had no idea that I was lucking into a life mate with the emotional capacity to handle the crazy ups and downs of my professional ambitions. I just liked that she was smart, super cute, athletic, and loved God and the outdoors.

Julie has been through it all with me. Sometimes eagerly. Sometimes begrudgingly. But always there. Never wavering in her searing commitment to “her own.”

And so we walked. And talked. At a time when all non-essential travel, even locally, was prohibited or highly discouraged, I was about to get on a plane. A plane headed into our country’s COVID-19 hot zone, where the first deaths had just been confirmed. The extent of the risk I was about to take was wildly unclear. As a former physician’s assistant, Julie understood the situation better than most.

After a few minutes, our conversation fell silent. I knew she was processing.

Our steps shifted the gravel beside the road that led back to our house. Muffled noise from the occasional car drifted in from beyond the neighborhood.

After several long minutes, I broke the silence. “Babe, you know I have to do this.”

Two hours later, I kiss Julie on the forehead before heading out for the airport. She’s weeping, unable to raise her head to look at me.

Ninety minutes later, I’m on a plane.

Most of the seats are empty.

Day –1.

Thursday, March 19, 2020.

I’m at Ventec, in the war room meeting. I’m going to be here all day as we lay out a plan, timeline, and costs of “increasing production fivefold,” moving from one-hundred-plus ventilators a month to five-hundred-plus per month. The tentative plan is to kit out additional factory lines in Seattle and convert Velentium’s factory space, as well as a portion of its lab and office space, to create new lines in Houston. Ventec clears a desk for me and we get to work.

Later that afternoon, Jeff stops by my desk. “Hey. There are some people coming from GM tomorrow.”

“GM? As in General Motors? Why?”

“I don’t know. I guess we’ll hear what they have to say.”

“Mind if I come as a fly on the wall?”

“Sure. We start at 7 AM.”

Day 0.

Friday, March 20, 2020.

It was 6:30 AM. GM’s people were due at 7. I found a seat at the conference table in Ventec’s boardroom and waited.

Phil, Steve, Ron, and Jeff from GM arrived. I offered to bring everyone coffee while Chris, Joe, Shan, Mike, and Jeff from Ventec handled introductions. As the meeting got underway, we went around the room describing our roles.

When it was my turn, I simply said, “Hi. I’m Dan from Velentium, and we handle the test systems.”

By seven thirty, it’s clear that General Motors is thinking big.

Real big.

Thanks to StoptheSpread.org, they’ve been in talks with multiple sources, including the federal government, to get ventilator production moving on a massive scale. GM’s goal is to retrofit an automotive factory into one capable of producing ten thousand ventilators a month to meet national demand. That’s twenty times bigger than the “big-time” ramp-up we were planning just the day before.

There’s no question that GM knows how to build stuff, but they build cars, not medical devices. Both kinds of manufacturing are highly controlled, quality assured, safety critical. Yet they’re subject to different regulations, different standards, different processes. Even though the fundamentals share a lot in common, you can’t build a ventilator the same way you build an SUV. Does GM know how to build this stuff?

At the same time, our two medical device companies were inexperienced with mass manufacturing at this scale. Ventec and Velentium together had fewer than two hundred staff combined. Although Velentium had supported mass manufacturing for other large clients before, in-house manufacturing for both of us meant a few hundred units going out the door each month. GM plays in a whole different league, and it was going to take real effort to get everyone on the same page. We needed a new playbook.

“Why don’t we show you the assembly line,” someone suggests. Minutes later, most of Ventec senior staff is back at their desks to get caught up on this new development, and Ventec’s quality manager is leading a facilities tour.

As the tour enters the manufacturing area, Ron, one of GM’s procurement engineers, notices the incoming parts storage and begins grabbing components. “Is this everything you need to build a ventilator?” he asks me.

“Don’t touch those!” the quality manager exclaims from the front of the tour. “Every component there is inspected and catalogued during receiving. Each step of this process is traceable and controlled, by law.”

Everything about Ron says “no nonsense.” He strikes you as a guy that has led a lot of people through a lot of tough spots. Ron is ready to make things happen, and here he is being told not to touch things?

“I have a team of seventy buyers who will be on a conference call in two hours, ready to start sourcing everything we need to build ten thousand of these per month,” Ron shoots back. “In the next forty-five minutes, I want a disassembled ventilator on this table. I want to see every single part we need. We are going to find them
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