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Far from the mind-numbing cubicles of corporate America, Randy Theken has
created what at first sounded like flights of fantasy. Theken, founder and president of
four orthopedic medical device companies known as the Theken Family of
Companies, has purchased and renovated an airport. “Nearly complete, our new
airport-turned-corporate headquarters is stunning,” exclaims Theken. “From 1929
until the late 1950s this was Akron’s airport terminal. | have taken care to restore it
so that it looks and feels just like it did in 1929. And it’s very convenient for industry
executives and physicians, as corporate jets, including our own, essentially fly right
to our offices. In fact, they taxi up to the back of our building. As to how it can be
legal to own an airport facility, the Federal Aviation Administration [FAA] owns all
U.S. operated airports, but because the building was constructed in 1929 by the City
of Akron, before the FAA existed, | was grandfathered in and thus able to purchase
the building and property.”

He now runs Theken Orthopaedic, Theken Spine, Theken Disc, and Therics. Before
bones and medical technology, however, there were newspapers to be delivered and
gasoline to be pumped. “I come from an entrepreneurial family.” says Randy
Theken. “My parents owned three service stations, which | was very involved with
growing up. From fifth grade on, | would get out of school at 3:15, deliver papers to
the 150 families on my route, ride my bike to one of the service stations close to
home and relieve the guy who had been there all day. I would work until 10 p.m.,
while my parents covered the other two service stations. Being around adults all the
time gave me significant insight into the value of hard work and personal discipline.”
This Ohio native worked so hard that he almost missed out on an education. “Once |
graduated from high school | took two years to decide if I really wanted to go tc
college. During that time | discovered how rough it is “out there’ without a college
degree. | was working at a power generation company and was fortunate enough tc
have found a mentor who pushed me to get a higher education.”




Hooked on the wonders of learning, Theken completed his undergraduate degree in
electrical engineering from the University of Akron and then continued on for a
masters degree in mechanical engineering. “While in my undergraduate program, |
worked part-time in an electrical engineering lab at the university. During this time, 2
professor who was part of the biomedical department asked me to do a project in his
lab. He liked my work so much that he said ‘I will pay you double if you work for
me.” Sensing the wisdom in accepting this offer, I moved to his lab, and then
continued on to do a masters degree under his guidance. It was also with his
instruction that | learned the trade of doing FDA regulatory mechanical testing for
orthopedic device companies.”

Armed with multiple talents, after graduation, Randy Theken went job shopping. *I
had an offer from Johnson & Johnson to work in their new mechanical testing lab, as
well as an electrical engineering-related offer from Martin Marietta for their new
flight simulator program. During this time, I got a call from a startup in Columbus,
Ohio, known as Cross Medical Products, now named Interpore Cross and owned by
Biomet. During our lunch interview, Joe Mussey and Phil Mellinger offered me a
position. While I declined, I told them | would consider joining their team as a
consultant. They were initially cool to the idea. However, over the next three days |
wrote a letter to them explaining how this relationship would be different from what
they were accustomed to from other consultants. They were used to consultants that
focused only on billable hours, whereas 1 proposed a flat fee and unlimited hours. 1
indicated to them that if they would take a chance on me, I would outperform their
expectations. Two days later, | was hired. From 1992 to 1995 I was with Cross
Medical, focusing on product development, and, with rented equipment, providing
all their mechanical testing in-house. This was significant because at that time, few
companies were doing anything in-house. Even the large device companies were still
conducting testing at universities.”

Randy Theken was proving that he could make milestones for others. It was time for
him to do the same for himself. “In 1992 | convinced a bank to give me a loan, whick
I used to purchase several more test machines and start my first company— Theker
Orthopaedic. I had an agreement with Cross Medical Products that I would work
exclusively for them for my first two years. | eventually moved back to Akron ir
1995 and began growing this new company.”

Theken hit upon the mechanical testing field at an advantageous time in history.
Customers were everywhere. “In part thanks to the trade show circuit, between 1995
and 1999 | landed regulatory testing contracts with literally every orthopedic
company in the country. No one was doing targeted FDA regulatory testing at the
time. Standard protocol for universities or outside testing companies was to simply
provide the raw testing data. I was providing complete mechanical testing reports,
and, eventually, full 510(k) test reports. | wasn’t just running a test machine—I was
solving problems for the manufacturer. If I saw that there was an issue, I'd stop the
machines and call the company with the solution. I had a monopoly on testing, but |
did not abuse that privilege.”




Surrounded by a variety of products day-in, day-out, Randy Theken had a unique
vantage point into what works and what doesn’t. The timeless entrepreneurial
thought crept into his head, i.e., “I know how to make this better.” Says Theken, “In
1998 1 woke up wanting to establish a medical device company. I soon learned that it
was much more difficult to become a device manufacturer than to be a service
provider. 1SO9001, CE certification, a new prototype facility with state-of-the-art
machining—these were just a few of the things | had to contend with early on. There
was a year—1998 to be exact--that was dedicated to nothing but implementing
infrastructure. Theken Orthopaedic was going so well that it funded this second
company, Theken Spine. During the day | managed Theken Spine and at night I went
to the test lab for my Theken Orthopaedic customers. At some point in the wee
morning hours, | crawled up to the second floor and collapsed on a mattress. | had
the machines set up on a paging system so that when a test was completed, 1 got
beeped and could go downstairs and restart it. This was literally a 24/7 operation—
that’s how I conducted so much 510(k) testing during that time. Then in late 1999 |
wrote letters to my customers indicating that I would be focusing on Theken Spine
and would no longer be providing Theken Orthopaedic services.”

Excited, and presumably bolstered by protein bars, Randy Theken pushed forward
with his new company. “Within four or five months of developing our first product
in 1999, we at Theken Spine had designed, developed, tested, and obtained FDA
approval on our first system—the Bodyform™ Thoracolumbar System for trauma
and tumors. We received calls from numerous spine companies, most of whom had
been my Theken Orthopaedic customers, wanting to know our plans. They said, “We
know you don’t have a distribution outlet, so let’s talk.” We at Theken Spine were
engineers and didn’t know the intricacies of sales and marketing. Thinking it best to
stick with what we knew, Theken Spine formed business relationships for the sales
and marketing side of the company. We began negotiating with spine companies,
which in 1999 resulted in a worldwide distribution agreement with Tyco Healthcare.
Several of us spent time in the field with Tyco’s sales and marketing group in order
to educate them on our products. In turn, we received a free education on the sales
and distribution side of the business. Our relationship with Tyco was a turning point
for Theken. Our collaboration lasted until 2003, at which time the agreement
transferred to Stryker through acquisition. It was at this juncture that we decided to
implement our own sales and distribution network.”

His parents ran three service stations. Why couldn’t he run three companies? Or
four? Randy Theken: “In 2003 | formed my third company, Theken Disc, which is
focused on motion preservation technology such as our artificial disc with in-house
developed polymers and microelectronics. These are unique properties that don't
exist within other competitive devices. In 2005 1 purchased Therics, an
orthobiologics company that was owned by Tredegar Corp. Through Therics, we







