
Multilingual 
Medicine
Through its Phrazer Device, GeaCom Inc. Introduces  
the Health-Care World to a Whole New Form  
of Doctor/Patient Interaction

By Paul Nicolaus

B
ased on the accolades gar-
nered to date, his Duluth-
based company has clearly 
launched a powerful, in-
novative idea of its own. 
GeaCom became the first 
northern Minnesota busi-
ness to win the Minnesota 
Cup. It has also pulled in a 

Tekne Award from the Minnesota High 
Tech Association for best new tech-
nology in the state, an M2M Global 
Award, a Value Chain Award, and even 
a gold in the prestigious international 
Edison Awards. 

At the heart of it all is Phrazer, a 
tool designed to enhance the relation-
ship between doctor and patient as 
well as their ability to clearly commu-
nicate – even if they speak different 
languages. The average caregiver has 
about seven minutes with a patient, 

“You take those principles 
and you can apply them 
across any culture, across 
any language.” 
– Director of content Dave turpen

“Large, longstanding challenges in society historically have only changed through 
breakthrough ideas,” said Mat Johnson, founder and CEO of GeaCom Inc.

according to Johnson, and that time 
is often spent gathering and charting 
mundane information. Phrazer provides 
this information in advance so that the 
time spent together is more meaning-
ful and the outcome is improved.

The patient is met by a Communica-
tion and Information Theory Empowered 
(CITE) interaction on a handheld device, 
and the message is delivered by a doctor 
who speaks that individual’s own lan-
guage and represents his or her cultural 

background. A touch-screen is used to 
respond to questions about medical 
history and current condition, and the 
information gathered allows a doctor 
to understand the needs at hand and 
deliver appropriate care.

“Basically, all of the content on 
the device is based on communication 
and information research,” said Dave 
Turpen, director of content. “And what 
those sciences tell us is the more natu-
rally we communicate, the less chance 
there is for error. If we communicate in 
the simplest terms with someone, then 
we know – the science tells us – that 
we’re going to get the most accurate 
information.”

Phrazer eliminates the need for 
any literacy, or verbal communication, 
and questions are posed in ways that 
help eliminate uncertainty, miscommu-
nication and error. This includes yes or 

Marketing Coordinator Jonathon Oja demonstrates how GeaCom’s Phrazer device works.
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no and multiple choice questions along 
with the inclusion of both images and 
related audio cues. 

“We know that some people are 
more visual learners, we know that 
some people are more auditory learn-
ers, we know that some people are 
more tactile learners,” said Turpen. 
“We have all three methods of commu-
nication incorporated into our content. 
You take those principles and you can 
apply them across any culture, across 
any language and across gender.”

The device is so user-friendly that 
there’s no need to explain how to use 
it. “Even though the information for 
the patient is very simplified,” John-
son said, “the device is simultaneously 
speaking to the staff – I mean literally 
speaking to the staff – in terms that 
are sophisticated and complicated, but 
in exactly the way that they need to 
hear it: concise, high-end, medical and 
to the point.” 

“We had opportunities to 
trial our device … on five 
different continents.”  
– chief executive officer Mat Johnson

“Phrazer has a sweet spot in each one of those three aims.”  
– Director of sales DaviD GrussinG

The recent Ebola outbreaks, for ex-
ample, have allowed Phrazer to shine. 
In addition to its informational update 
capabilities, the device carries power-
ful antimicrobial and antiviral features 
that are FDA compliant. It also allows 
caregivers to provide treatment while 
restricting physical involvement when 
there are concerns related to possible 
transmission of a disease.

To date, Phrazer has been a part of 
tens of thousands of patient interac-
tions and it currently has the ability to 
identify the languages of 98 percent of 
the world’s population, which equates 
to roughly 6,800 total languages and 
dialects.

Through The Fire
While it’s nice to see the recogni-

tion roll in, now that the Phrazer idea 
has turned to reality, Johnson noted 
there’s one honor that rises above all 
others. “The biggest award is seeing the 
Phrazer in the hands of a patient who 
otherwise wouldn’t get equal care,” he 
said. “You’re looking for the opportunity 
to see this product make a difference.”

The company’s successes have ar-
rived after a long and arduous journey, 
however. “We’ve come through the 
fire,” said Johnson. “We were forged 
by a lot of tremendous challenges and 
though there are [still] some ahead of 
us, I think we feel more equipped and 

Another key feature is that Phraz-
ers in the field can be updated as 
needed. It allows for adaptation in near 
real time when outbreaks or other situ-
ations that require timely and accurate 
information occur.

ready to take those on because of what 
we’ve gone through so far.”

Founded in 2007, GeaCom has been 
working to find solutions to some of 
the most difficult and longstanding 
issues the health-care industry faces. 
“The real problem that we’re trying to 
solve has to do with challenges in ac-
curacy and appropriate interchange be-
tween caregivers, patients and medical 

systems in general, and trying to affect 
that positively,” Johnson explained.

The company primarily spent its 
time and energy writing patents from 
inception to mid-2008, at which point 
it began the process of creating so-
phisticated hardware that met both 
FDA requirements and the marketplace 
requirements GeaCom had in mind.

The next four years were spent 

developing the product, the processes 
and the methodologies while working 
in conjunction with the World Health 
Organization, the Mayo Clinic and the 
U.S. military, among other entities. “We 
trialed our device and learned from en-
tities like them – and patients – on five 
different continents,” Johnson said. 
“We saw thousands of patients and cut 
our teeth on that experience.”

About a year-and-a-half ago, Gea-
Com felt equipped to launch the prod-
uct, but found a few of their devices 
were experiencing reliability issues. 
So they pulled back from the market, 

(Top left) Software Technician Nicholas Neville (seated at left), Project Engineer Grant Sims 
(standing) and Project Engineer Josh Allen (at rear).
(Top right) From left: Project Engineer Josh Allen, Cultural Strategist Kayla Foley and Marketing  
Coordinator Jonathon Oja confer in a meeting.
(Bottom) From left: Cultural Strategists Kayla Foley and Katja Hansey.

From left:  Director of Content Dave Turpen; Executive Vice President/Chief Financial Officer Ralph Romano Jr.; founder and Chief Executive Officer 
Mat Johnson; Director of Sales David Grüssing.
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explained. “It’s not the health care 
worker’s fault. It’s not the patient’s 
fault. It’s a very large and a very com-
plex thing that causes this equation to 
come out poorly.”

Phrazer changes that whole para-
digm, Johnson noted, so the White 
House visit was an opportunity to dis-
cuss ways to potentially get the device 
in more hospitals faster. Doing so would 
not only help improve the civil rights 
coverage, but also improve Affordable 
Care Act implementation so that it is 
more inclusive. 

“It allows patients to interact with their health 
care teams in an intuitive manner.”   
– Dr. caMeron BerG – north MeMorial MeDical systeM

“This really fits our mission 
well, to be working with a 
company like GeaCom.”    
– Dr. DaviD Worley,
   university of Minnesota Duluth

reassessed, addressed those issues and 
reached a point where they felt com-
pletely ready. “We had to come back 
and realize the sobering reality of put-
ting people’s lives in our hands and en-
suring that we have the best, highest 
quality product before we propagated 
in volume, which is the state we’re at 
now,” Johnson explained. 

The company began right around 
the time the recession hit, and while 
some would view that as a bad omen, 

Johnson says it encouraged some dif-
ferent approaches that wound up pay-
ing off in the long run. Rather than 
attempting to raise money by offering 
equity in the company, for example, 
they partnered with big players such as 
Texas Instruments and Micron, which 
had some talent on the sidelines. 

“Our model was, let’s continue 
to control, own and develop this for 
the ultimate benefit of the commu-
nity we are looking to serve – the 

disenfranchised populations,” said 
Johnson. “And that is something that 
resonates well with our partners. It 
helps us get buy-in from people who 
care about our mission, care about our 
company – and give us just enough of 
an advantage that we’ve been able to 
continue to move forward and reach 
the point now where commercialization 
is beginning. And our company has a 
very bright future ahead.”

The company has remained 100 
percent privately funded by angel in-
vestors, and that has allowed GeaCom 
to maintain its ties to the area where it 
all began. “We have been able to stay 
in Duluth, which we love, and have 
been able to build and develop product 
in our country,” said Johnson.

Last spring marked the first time 
Phrazer has been able to be perma-
nently placed in the marketplace and 
work with patients on a daily basis. 
And according to Johnson, that is 
a major milestone when it comes to 
the intersection between health care 
and human rights. “This device helps 
health care systems meet civil rights 
law created 50 years ago for the first 
time,” he said. “Patients are now able 
to receive objective, quality care in 
spite of their language, literacy, back-
ground, race and gender.” 

To The WhiTe house  
and Beyond

A visit to the White House in early 
2014 allowed Johnson to open new doors 
for Phrazer and GeaCom as he briefed 
senior Obama administration officials on 
shaping health care through the use of 
innovation and new technologies. 

“Error in medicine is significantly 
higher if you speak a different lan-
guage than the caregiver,” Johnson 

“We do have some really positive 
efforts on behalf of the federal govern-
ment to care for these disenfranchised 
populations that historically couldn’t be 
treated with the equality that they are 
required to be,” Johnson said. “There’s 
actually a law in place that incentivizes 
the purchase of the Phrazer, and there 
are efforts on the part of the federal 
government to make that a no-cost pur-
chase for our customers.”

The national focus on achieving 
what’s known as the Triple Aim – to 
increase the population’s health and 
wellness, improve the patient’s experi-
ence and reduce the cost of care – has 
created a favorable scenario for GeaCom. 
“Phrazer has a sweet spot in each one 
of those three aims and that is why the 
marketplace is responding so favorably,” 
said David Grüssing, director of sales. 2D/3D Artist and Animator Kassun Majchrzak.
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Most health systems in the coun-
try are focused on that Triple Aim, he 
explained, and are making strategic 
decisions on how to move forward to 
serve patients through that very lens. 
“The fact that Phrazer can make a very 
positive impact on each one of those 
warms them up quite a bit to our value 
proposition,” Grüssing added. 

Among current customers is the top 
quality Accountable Care Organization, 
a Top 10 university medical system, the 
largest not-for-profit and a Top Five 
largest clinic system in the U.S., as 
well as several community systems that 
are coming online. The company is also 
moving beyond U.S. borders as projec-
tions indicate that about 20 percent of 
GeaCom’s business will be outside of the 
states in 2015.

diFFerence Maker
Cameron Berg, M.D., was first in-

troduced to Phrazer approximately a 
year ago and says he immediately saw 
the potential. “It’s a full-featured, 
purpose-built device,” said Cameron, 
who is the medical director of clinical 
operations at the Twin Cities-based 
North Memorial Medical System. “It 
allows patients to interact with their 
health care teams in an intuitive man-
ner and it gives the medical providers 
accurate information.” 

Berg has since developed a consult-
ing relationship with GeaCom, func-
tioning as a part-time medical expert 
who works on protocol and content 
review in addition to serving as a liai-
son with clients. The biggest benefit to 
providers, in his view, is more accurate 
patient histories and more efficient 
workflows. Patients will realize similar 
gains, he added, including “error avoid-
ance and efficiency maximization.”

As health services director at the 
University of Minnesota Duluth (UMD), 
David Worley, M.D., is yet another 
physician in the medical world who 
is impressed by Phrazer in a variety 

These local graduates join other staff 
members who have been educated locally at 
The College of St. Scholastica and Lake Su-
perior College. To date, GeaCom’s in-house 
staff ranges from physicists to electrical en-
gineers to cultural strategists. GeaCom also 
has a full-time team of developers in Ban-
galore, India, as well as language/culture 
teams in the Minneapolis metro area. As 
more Phrazers are delivered to clients, Gea-
Com anticipates that more company growth 
will result in additional hiring needs.

“You’re not going to find a much 
better working environment,” said Ralph 
Romano Jr., GeaCom’s executive vice pres-
ident and chief financial officer. “It’s just 
a very pleasant place to work. It’s a very 
respectful place to work and there are a 
lot of bright people here.” 

As word spreads about Phrazer and 
the company anticipates added accounts 
and growth, there will be a need to add 
additional talent to GeaCom’s existing 
team. “Anytime you grow a company and 
grow pretty rapidly, it doesn’t matter 
where you’re located; you need to find 
quality people who can share your mission 
and you need to get them pretty quickly,” 
Romano said. “We have a lot of people we 
need to be hiring, so that will be a chal-
lenge to make sure we get the right people 
in the right places.”

He’s spent the last 25 years in the 
Twin Cities and moved to Duluth within 
the last year-and-a-half to join GeaCom. 
The perspective that comes toward the 
later stages of a career has allowed Ro-
mano to observe and appreciate what 
he sees as one of the company’s best 
attributes.

“You don’t get many opportunities in 
your career to make a difference,” he said. 
“And it is really exciting at this point of 
my life to be associated with a company 
where you’re going to be able to walk into 
an ER or a hospital or a doctor’s office and 
see Phrazer working and say, ‘Better health 
care – and I had a part in that.’”  

 paul nicolaus is a freelance writer.

“You don’t get many opportunities in your 
career to make a difference.”     
– executive vice presiDent ralph roMano Jr.

of ways, including the comprehensive 
thought process that went into design-
ing the device. He points to the ease 
of use, cultural nuances and specially 
designed surface material as features 
that he and other health care profes-
sionals are likely to appreciate.

Worley adds that the fundamental 
concept at the heart of the device – 
the premise that effective communica-
tion between health-care providers and 
patients is the most vital element of 
providing good health care – strikes a 
chord as well. “If you cannot communi-
cate effectively for a variety of reasons, 
you are not going to do as good a job 
as you probably should,” he said, “and 
mistakes will be made because of that 
failure to communicate effectively.”

GeaCom supplied Phrazers to UMD 
in December. There are intentions to 
move forward regarding a lease agree-
ment with GeaCom, Worley noted, that 
would allow the university to see the 
devices in action, train the staff on 
how to use them and have the abil-
ity to assess benefits in utilizing the 
device. 

“Part of our mission here at Health 
Services, and part of the university’s 
mission in general, is to develop col-
laborative relationships with partners 
within the community,” said Worley. 
“So this really fits our mission well 
to be working with a company like 
GeaCom, who is located here in Du-
luth and has on staff numerous UMD 
graduates.” 

NEW YEAR
NEW LOCATION

Visit us at our new 

home in January 2015, at 

609 W. Central Entrance
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