Kaiser Permanente reshapes healthcare supply chains through clinician collaboration and sustainability
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Kaiser Permanente's supply chain operates on a distinctive principle that brings clinicians and supply chain leaders into a meaningful partnership. Nestor Jarquin, a strategic sourcing senior category manager within the organisation, emphasises that genuine collaboration goes beyond mere agreement at the outset. For Jarquin, the hallmark of effective collaboration is the ability for clinicians and supply chain professionals to engage in open, constructive debates about product preferences and their associated business implications.
Jarquin notes that these dialogues, though challenging, are essential to fostering a collaborative culture. “Those kind of collaborations give you a good feeling about how connected you are to the clinical group,” he asserts. Importantly, this culture hinges on mutual respect; while supply chain teams honour the clinical expertise of their colleagues, clinicians also acknowledge the business constraints they navigate.
The depth of engagement between Kaiser Permanente’s clinicians and supply chain leaders is crucial for making informed decisions that benefit both patient care and organisational finances. Kaiser Permanente physicians possess a deep understanding of both clinical and business practices, allowing them to align their decisions with the organisation’s financial models. This synergy has yielded positive outcomes, including recent initiatives in which clinicians actively participated in controlling costs while preserving the quality of care.
Jarquin, whose career path has taken him through various roles in healthcare supply chain and materials management, offers a comprehensive view of how Kaiser Permanente views its supply chain. “It’s not just about moving boxes,” he says; rather, it encompasses the entire procurement cycle, from strategic sourcing to inventory management. This holistic approach is not only rare but serves as a competitive advantage in an industry often characterised by siloed operations.
Aligned with this philosophy is Kaiser Permanente's focus on sustainability. The organisation has set ambitious goals to reduce waste and enhance environmental stewardship. Jarquin emphasises that sustainability metrics are integral to the organisation’s procurement strategy. For instance, over half of Kaiser Permanente's nonhazardous waste was diverted for recycling, reuse, and composting in 2022, a testament to their commitment to environmental outcomes. This is reflected in initiatives like the Environmental Preferable Purchasing framework, which empowers suppliers to meet rigorous environmental standards.
In 2020, Kaiser Permanente achieved a significant milestone by becoming the first healthcare organisation in the U.S. to be certified as carbon neutral, a status it has maintained annually. As Jarquin explains, the organisation is committed to not only meeting but exceeding sustainability standards through innovative programs aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions from medical devices and equipment. This dedication to sustainability aligns closely with clinical discussions, with healthcare providers continually seeking ways to reduce waste in their practises.
The COVID-19 pandemic served as a transformative moment for Kaiser Permanente's supply chain. Jarquin’s pivot to sourcing materials and supplies highlighted vulnerabilities in international supply chains, prompting a reevaluation of procurement strategies. Lessons learned during this period emphasised greater transparency and resilience—important shifts as they prepare for future supply challenges.
As a proactive measure, Jarquin and his team are now committed to deepening their knowledge of manufacturers' supply chains, scrutinising factors that include manufacturing locations and raw material sourcing as essential components of risk management. This has led to the introduction of new contractual language that requires suppliers to plan for pandemic scenarios, underscoring the evolution of supply chain practices towards more strategic contingency frameworks.
Kaiser Permanente's approach to care delivery further promotes a focus on value rather than volume. Jarquin advocates for a shift from episodic care to a more holistic model, one that prioritises life management for patients by intertwining clinical excellence with sound business principles. This perspective is pivotal, as products sourced and distributed within healthcare are integral to the patient experience.
Despite undergoing numerous disruptions in its supply chain, Kaiser Permanente has effectively navigated these challenges through collaborative efforts. By continuously evaluating and adjusting their product offerings alongside clinicians, they ensure that patient care remains uncompromised even in the face of logistical obstacles. Jarquin highlights the necessity of anticipating future needs, allowing him to stay informed about new technologies and methodologies while fostering alignment between healthcare providers and supply chain functions.
Kaiser Permanente stands as a leading not-for-profit health plan, serving over 12.5 million members. The organisation’s extensive network includes 40 hospitals, 614 medical offices, and a dedicated workforce comprising over 223,000 staff members. The successful integration of supply chain operations and clinical insights not only enhances patient care but underscores Kaiser Permanente's commitment to responsible stewardship of healthcare delivery and environmental sustainability. 
In an ever-evolving healthcare landscape, Jarquin’s role exemplifies a forward-thinking approach that recognises the importance of dialogue—an approach likely to influence the future design of supply chains across the sector.
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