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Spine Care in 
Kaiser Permanente
RAVI S. BAINS MD
CHIEF, REGIONAL SPINE SURGERY DEPT, OAKLAND

Objectives:

HISTORY OF KAISER 
PERMANENTE

MODERN DAY KAISER 
PERMANENTE 

STRUCTURE

NORTHERN 
CALIFORNIA: TPMG 

AND COVID STRATEGY

SPINE CARE 
ORGANIZATION AND 

DELIVERY
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History of Kaiser Permanente

Colorado Aqueduct 
Project: 1933-1939
 the largest public works project in 

southern California during the 
Great Depression. 

 The project employed 30,000 
people over an eight-year period. 

 10,000 at any one time.

 One young General Surgeon, 
Sidney Garfield, saw an 
opportunity.

Length: 242 miles 

Sidney Garfield MD, Kaiser 
Permanente’s founding physician

Not a successful model: 
 He borrowed money to build 12 bed 

Contractors General Hospital; (6 mi 
from Desert Center town)

 Treated sick and injured workers of 
the  Colorado aqueduct project.

 Had trouble getting paid from 
insurance companies in a timely 
fashion. 

 Not all of the workers had insurance, 
and Dr Garfield did not turn away 
injured or sick pts.

 Hospital’s expenses eventually 
exceeded its income.
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Prepayment 
System is Born:

To help the hospital’s financial troubles, Harold Hatch, an 
insurance agent, suggested insurance companies pay Dr. 
Garfield a fixed amount per day, per covered worker.

This allowed Dr. Garfield to emphasize maintaining health 
and safety rather than merely treating illness and injury.

5 Cents per day, workers were provided work injury 
coverage. For an additional five cents per day, workers 
could also receive coverage for non-job related medical 
problems.

General Contractors Hospital became successful during the 
Colorado Aqueduct project.

1939: Henry 
J. Kaiser 
reached out 
to Dr Garfield 
to work on 
The Grand 
Coulee Dam.
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Grand Coulee Dam: 

 >6500 workers and their family 
members were medically 
covered.

 Prepayment was deducted thru 
workers salary.(avg worker made 
80 cents/hr)

 Dr Garfield recruited physicians to 
work in “prepaid group practice” 
to deliver medical care 

 Work was nearing an end 1941, 
and so was this experiment.

 Dr Garfield was recruited into the 
war 1941.

 Henry J. Kaiser (1882-1967): 
“the father of American 
shipbuilding in World War II”. 

 Son of a cobbler, and 
dropped out of school at age 
of 12.

 Kaiser Shipyards(WA,OR,CA) 
churned out nearly 1,500 
ships during the war.

 Kaiser Industries employed 
30,000 workers in RCH 
shipbuilding that needed 
health coverage and 
Occupational work site 
clinics.
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History

 Dr Garfield sets up health 
coverage for the workers and their 
families of the Kaiser Richmond 
Yards.

 When the war came to an end, 
the shipyard workforce fell from 
90,000 to just 13,000 employees in 
only a few months.

 12/75 members of the medical 
group remained after WWII.

 Dr Garfield and HJ Kaiser wanted 
the new form of health care 
delivery to survive.

 On July 21, 1945, the Permanente 
Health Plan officially opened to 
the public.

 By 1955, enrollment surpassed 
300,000 members in Northern 
California
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 Sidney Garfield & Associates had 
been a sole proprietorship.

 in 1948, it was reorganized into a 
partnership, Permanente Medical 
Group

 Henry Kaiser's authoritarian 
management style lead to turmoil 
1950s

 Lead to confrontations between 
HJ Kaiser and Permanente 
Medical Group physicians.

 On July 12, 1955. Eugene 
Trefethen, a lawyer and HJK 
advisor, came up with the idea of 
a contract between the medical 
groups ,health plans and hospital 
foundations which would set out 
roles, responsibilities, and financial 
distribution.

 Trefethen in retirement became a 
famous vintner.

The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 
aka Kaiser Family Foundation (KFF)

 KFF was established in 1948 
 Mr. Kaiser died in 1967, his second 

wife, Ale Chester, inherited half of his 
estate

 ½ of the Kaiser wealth went to the 
KFF

 Mr. Kaiser's children received very 
little direct inheritance; but did 
receive authority to run the Kaiser 
Industries businesses 

 By 1985, the foundation no longer 
had an ownership stake in the Kaiser 
companies and is no longer 
associated with Kaiser 
Permanente or Kaiser Industries

 A leading voice and repository for 
facts and information on our 
national health-care issues:
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Definition: Health Maintainence
Organizations(HMOs)

 an organization that provides or 
arranges managed 
care for health insurance, self-
funded health care benefit plans, 
individuals, and other entities, on a 
prepaid basis

 some forms of group "managed 
care" did exist prior to the 1970s.

 In 1970, the number of HMOs <40.

 Ross-Loos Medical Group, 
established in 1929, is considered 
to be the first HMO in the United 
States:
 HQ in Los Angeles

 Provided care to LA Dept Water 
and Power, LAC employees, LAFD 
and LAPD and So Cal Phone 
Company (became ATT)

 1951: had over 51,000 members.

Dr Paul M. Ellwood Jr.
 Grew up in Oakland, Graduated from 

Stanford undergrad and Medical 
school 1953.

 Pediatric Neurologist specialized in 
Polio.

 "HMO" was coined by him in a January 
1970 Fortune Magazine article

 encountered on ward a crying 5- to 
10-year-old children.

 “Economic incentives are so powerful 
to fill these beds that you’re harming 
these children.”

 In 1970 Ellwood was invited to consult 
with President Nixon's staff to reshape 
national health policy,
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 Ellwood ‘s group met with Nixon 
administration advisors who were 
looking for a way to curb medical 
inflation.

 Nixon signed the Health 
Maintenance Organization Act of 
1973(intr by Ed Kennedy):
 provided grants and loans to 

provide, start, or expand a Health 
Maintenance Organization.

 Override of specific restrictive State 
laws

 required employers with 25 or more 
employees to offer federally certified 
HMO options IF they offered 
traditional health insurance to 
employees.
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The Permanente Medical 
Group,TPMG(est. 1948)
 9,224 physicians 

 39,630 nurses and staff

 4.5 million patients in Northern 
California.

 257 medical offices and Outpatient 
facilites.

 Permanente physicians become 
stockholders in TPMG after three years 
at the company.

 For Profit Medical Group

 Name originates from Permanente 
Creek, which ran along the Kaiser 
Cement Plant, near Cupertino.
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Orthopaedic spine surgeons and Neurosurgeons (one per spine center 
from the USA), in partnership with KFH and Vizient, drive the spinal 
implant contracts. 

All physicians for KP have no COI

Controlling Spinal Implant Costs:
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Spine 
Surgery 
Operations
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Spine 
Operational 
Group, SOG: 
chiefs of 
spine 
centers: 

SOG reports to AEDs and PICs of 
the medical centers.

3 strategic areas of focus lead by 
spine surgeons: 

Patient care 
experience 

Operational 
Excellence

Joy and 
Meaning in 
Medicine

Patient 
Care 
Experience:
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Back/neck 
with 

radiculopathy

PCP: 
PT/MRI

PMR(approx. 100 providers)
Pain 

Interventionaln
in

Ortho spine surgeon(17) or 
Neurosurgeon (22)

ER
Hospitals
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LOS Project:  Current Initiatives/Goals/Actions
Initiatives Goals Actions Since Last Report

Reduce LOS for elective inpatient spine surgeries 
for following 5 Surgery groups
• ACDF 3+ levels
• PCF +/- Laminoplasty  
• ALIF/XLIF/OLIF +/- instrumentation
• PLF/PSF/PSIF
• TLIF & MLD

Implement Spine ERAS Program 

Assess current work flows
Identify barriers/resources within current 
workflows
Develop efficient standard care plans for 
5 elective spine surgery groups
Incorporate ERAS elements into new 
standard care pathways

Completed Standard post-op care 
pathway 
5 most common elective surgery groups
Expansion to all Non-urgent and Urgent 
Spine surgeries

Incorporated ERAS  elements

Tracking of Process: Owned by Spine 
PAs/8N
ERAS Quick Check Tool
Ticket to Ride Tool
 Follow compliance to standard work
 Tracking to be owned by 8N 

management

Escalation Plan: 
 10:30 AM Multidisciplinary Rounds 
 PA to escalate all cases on POD 3
 Address barriers to throughput real 

time
 Translate findings to 8N DC Board
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