
Peak performance

Years of putting 
his back into his 
work are paying
off for Andrew
Ronchi, writes 
Paul Gilder

THE emotional roller-
coaster that is the lot
of a sports fan —
especially a North
Melbourne supporter

— has had a strangely 
therapeutic effect on Andrew 
Ronchi.

As the founder and chief 
executive of medical device 
manufacturer DorsaVi, 
Ronchi has learned to keep in 
perspective the highs and lows 
that have come with arduously 
driving a Melbourne start-up 
to a now global audience.

“It’s not for the faint-
hearted, this space, it’s sleeves-
rolled-up kind of stuff, but 
that’s what I love about it,” he 
says.

The space to which he 
refers is the supply and 
refinement of technology to 
capture human movement 
patterns, with the aim of 
reducing injury times or 
preventing them altogether.

Ronchi, a former 
physiotherapist at AFL clubs 

Melbourne and St Kilda, 
teamed up with tech-savvy 
brother Daniel in 2000 to 
develop a biomechanic 
monitoring system that could 
assist a patient’s recovery.

The journey has delivered
the pair a $30 million listed 
company with some of the 
world’s biggest sporting clubs 
on its books, an Olympic gold 
medallist as its chairman, and 
three products specifically 
geared at elite athletes, general
practice and workplace safety.

But save for a few key 
moments along the way, the 
outcome could have been very 
different.

“The fact that we started in
2000 just shows how long the 
process takes,” Ronchi says.

Early on, what cash there

was went straight to trials,
basic prototypes and patents.

In Ronchi’s favour was a
suite of products that were
ahead of their time.

Early models were initially
wired with battery packs, but
the insight of a venture capital
partner and now majority
investor, Starfish Ventures, led
to the wireless version.

The upshot was a unit
smaller and lighter than a
smartphone that could relay
feedback immediately to
clinicians and patients.

“Your eyes are good in that
they work at 30 times a second
but our data can be at up to
200 times a second, so it’s
getting a lot more accurate
representation of the way
people move,” Ronchi tells
BusinessDaily.

“We’ve been fortunate that
with tech development, the
chips have gone from the size
of a sugar cube to smaller than
a match head.

“Provided your software is
intuitive, the patient will be
able to understand that data
too.”

Applied initially to measure
lower back pain, the devices
interpret movements likely to
put a patient at greater risks,
from everyday activities such
as sitting at work, driving a

truck or bending to pick up a
child.

RONCHI says the data’s
easy-to-follow approach
has resonated with

doctors and patients.
“The clinicians tell us the

patients love that real-time
feedback and they learn better.

“Your body learns in
patterns and if you’re driving
the pattern, that’s more
effective than someone telling
you.”

Elite athletes have given
the East Melbourne-based
company street cred.

AFL clubs including
reigning premiers Hawthorn,
Richmond, Essendon and the
Western Bulldogs, plus Cricket
Australia and international
soccer giants Manchester
United and Brazil’s Sao Paulo
have signed up to use
DorsaVi’s injury assessment
device, ViPerform.

Whether it’s a Sam Mitchell
or a Wayne Rooney, clubs are
under increasing pressure to
keep their marquee names on
the park, Ronchi says.

A ViPerform case study
conducted in the 2011 off-
season helped Richmond to
improve its core strength
training program, correlating
with a 27 per cent reduction in

soft-tissue injuries the
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following season.
For the clubs that need a 

little more convincing, 
boasting middle-distance 
legend and Olympic gold 
medallist Herb Elliott as 
DorsaVi’s chairman doesn’t 
hurt either.

“He’s obviously an 
icebreaker but he’s an astute 
businessman and a mentor as 
well. I try to catch up with him 
at least once a month,” Ronchi 
says.

While proud of those 
recruits, Ronchi says the real 
revenue will come from the 
general practice-aligned 
ViMove.

“The clinical market for us
is the most important market. 
We see the sporting market as 

having the branding and
credibility, while the clinical
market is where there’s big
numbers and we feel that we
can make a big change in how
people move.”

In Australia, 40 to 50 clinics
are using ViMove, while it is
also in Europe and has
recently gained regulatory
clearance in New Zealand and
the US.

The company’s third
product, ViSafe, is aimed at
improving workplace practices
and is being used by corporate
heavyweights such as
Woolworths, Coles, Toll,
Crown and BHP Billiton.

In a study involving BHP
truck drivers, the device
measured stresses placed on
the drivers’ backs, with a

GoPro camera installed in
their cabin to capture the trial.

Ronchi says the product’s
ability to promote a safer work
culture is one of its great
strengths.

“Workplace safety is an
absolute priority and a right.
What we’re also able to tell
employers is how the product
can help reduce injury costs,
validate WorkSafe compliance

and improve productivity 
through better work 
practices.”

DorsaVi, derived from 
dorsal for backbone and vie,
French for life, listed at 40c a 
share in December and shot 
up more than 14 per cent in its 
first three trading days.

New streams of US sales 
should help the company 
achieve its revenue targets, 
Ronchi says, while profits are 
being projected within two to 
three years.

FOR all the Ronchi 
brothers’ perseverance
and innovation, 

government assistance has 
been vital to the DorsaVi 
story. In 2000, the Federal 
Government’s specialist 
business support division, 
AusIndustry, matched a 
$120,000 investment from the 
fledgling company for initial 
research and development 
costs.

Similarly, a $400,000 co-
investment through 
AusIndustry’s Biotechnology 
Innovation Fund from 2002 to 
2004 allowed DorsaVi to 
create a prototype device with 
which to front investors, 
among them Starfish.

But the biggest public-
funded boost, ahead of last 
year’s market listing, came at 
state level in 2010, when the 
Victorian Government’s 
Driving Business Innovation 
grants program offered up 
$1.5 million in a competitive 
tender.

DorsaVi won the work, to
develop a biofeedback 
machine for the Austin 
Hospital, which helped fund a 
key clinical trial for its 
products it would otherwise 
have struggled to bankroll.

Ronchi said while the 
tender was rigorously 
assessed, it helped validate his 
passion for the cause.

“Australia’s got great 
energy in innovation, we’ve 
just got to find ways to support 
it. There’s investors out there 

who are keen to jump on but 
you’ve got to show them 
you’re capable.”
paul.gilder@news.com.au
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Veteran Bulldog Dale Morris used a DorsaVi device to help with his recovery from a broken tibia in 2012.
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