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KPNW’s CPR system has two key components: An
extensive Results Reporting System (RRS), which was
implemented in 1993, and a comprehensive outpa-
tient computer-based patient record, called EpicCare,
which was implemented over the years 1994-1997.
The Team Members for this project are shown in
Table 1.

Background
In 1992, KPNW was struggling to maintain market

share in the highly competitive Portland Local Mar-
ket Area. Market share and customer satisfaction were
dropping while rates were rising. Before this time,
little incentive existed to collect data on diagnoses or
procedures, but the advent of large purchasers in the
health care market exerted pressure on KPNW to
justify rate increases and demonstrate value. KPNW
also recognized the need to improve its understand-
ing of care processes and outcomes to more effec-
tively manage the costs of providing care. KPNW
thus adopted renewed emphasis on automation and
data collection to improve ability to provide cost-
effective, evidence-based care.

KPNW leaders believe the ability to deliver inte-
grated care distinguishes KPNW from all other man-
aged care organizations in the community. A key
aspect of integrated care is having members’ medi-
cal information available at any time and place they
seek care. Not having members’ medical information

at these encounters contributes to inconsistent, in-
complete, redundant, and unnecessary care. Mem-
bers state they “want to be known” and expect that
Kaiser Permanente clinicians and staff will have quick
access to comprehensive medical information at the
time of an encounter. The availability of comprehen-
sive clinical information is the basis for providing
the integrated care experience that is necessary to
meet quality, financial, and customer satisfaction goals
and to respond to purchasers.

Prompted by the need to better integrate and pro-
vide cost-effective care, KPNW began implementing
a comprehensive computer-based patient record
(CPR)—beginning with an extensive Results Report-
ing System (RRS) and then followed by an electronic
outpatient medical record, EpicCare.

Shared leadership by the Medical Group and the
Health Plan, led by Allan Weiland, MD, and Michael
Katcher, was the foundation for successful implemen-
tation of this comprehensive CPR. Senior leaders put
in place a formal governance process for informa-
tion services. A regional Information Services Steer-
ing Committee (ISSC), composed of senior managers
from the Health Plan and the Medical Group, was
formed to develop strategic plans and capital bud-
gets for information services. In 1993, Northwest
Permanente hired an assistant medical director trained
in medical informatics, Homer Chin, MD, with re-
sponsibility for clinical systems. To accelerate CPR

Kaiser Permanente Northwest (KPNW) has implemented a comprehensive outpatient
computer-based patient record (CPR). This CPR is not only an electronic version of the outpatient
medical record, it also automates all information transmission processes in the outpatient set-
ting. Clinicians use this system to electronically order laboratory tests, radiology tests, and pre-
scriptions. Clinicians also use this CPR to document encounters, code diagnoses and procedures,
maintain problem lists, and to send patient-specific messages and referrals to other medical pro-
viders. Many guidelines, reminders, and medication suggestions are provided to the clinician as
they use the system to order, refer, and prescribe. All permanently employed KPNW clinicians,
totaling more than 700, in over 20 medical and surgical specialties in 31 geographically separate
locations, as well as 2600 support staff, used EpicCare as a foundation on which to deliver and
document medical care. Healthcare for KPNW’s entire membership of 440,000 is now provided
through this system.

The impact of this CPR has been assessed by user surveys, process/outcome measures,
utilization/cost measures, and impact on support functions; all show a pattern of significant
improvement. Specific examples of improved care include outcomes data concerning breast and
cervical cancer screening, and diabetic glucose monitoring and control. Cost benefits have in-
cluded impact on outpatient visits, laboratory tests, pharmacy use, diagnostic testing, improved
access to specialty care, and impact on support functions such as chart pulls and phone calls to
the laboratory. The system has received national media recognition and demonstrates that imple-
menting a CPR can profoundly influence delivery of an integrated care experience and improve
the provision of cost-effective, evidence-based care.

“A key aspect of
integrated care is
having members’

medical
information

available at any
time and place
they seek care.”
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development and implementation, a sponsor group
of senior managers was formed—two from the Health
Plan and two from the Medical Group—together with
the Director of the Information Services Department.
Although this sponsor group reported directly to the
regional manager and medical director, most mem-
bers were also on the ISSC. This overlapping mem-
bership ensured the alignment of CPR activities with
the organization’s information services strategy.
Project sponsors then selected a cross-disciplinary
project team to develop and implement the CPR.

Phase one of the CPR development was implemen-
tation of the RRS as a single data repository to tie the
data from 24 separate departmental systems together.
Beta testing began in 1992, and full rollout was com-
pleted in 1994. The RRS merged all electronically

accessible and clinically relevant data into a single
patient-centered database. This database included
basic demographic and benefits data, outpatient phar-
macy data, all dictated reports, laboratory data, Tu-
mor Registry data, and appointment and inpatient
admission-discharge-transfer (ADT) data. Transcribed
data, from within KPNW and from affiliated hospi-
tals, are available through the RRS. The success of
RRS with clinicians helped pave the way for their
acceptance of EpicCare, the more comprehensive
component of the CPR.

Phase two of the CPR development was imple-
mentation of EpicCare that began in mid-1994 with
pilots in two locations. EpicCare automates all out-
patient documentation, ordering, and messaging
processes. Concurrent with onsite implementation,

“The RRS merged
all electronically
accessible and

clinically relevant
data into a single
patient-centered

database.”
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KPNW worked closely with the vendor to further
develop the EpicCare product/application. After
requested enhancements were incorporated in a new
release of the system in early 1995, the project team
began full deployment. By year-end 1996, all KPNW
primary care clinicians—internists, family practitio-
ners, and pediatricians—were regular users for es-
sentially all outpatient primary care visits. Rollout
for KPNW’s specialists—at the rate of 50 per month—
began toward the end of 1996 and continued in
1997. When patient confidentiality issues were re-
solved, mental health and chemical dependency
clinicians joined the ranks of EpicCare users. Since
year-end 1997, all permanently employed staff of
KPNW are using the CPR.

Objectives
KPNW leaders expected the clinical information

system to meet these objectives:
• Provide data for external reporting

(HEDIS, HCFA), billing, clinical quality
improvement, population-based care,
outcome analysis, and performance-based
incentives.

• Increase efficiencies of care through
timely access to patient information and
automation of processes (ordering,
prescriptions, specialty referrals).

• Create a foundation on which to build
mechanisms to increase appropriate-
ness of care and reduce variation in
care processes.

Scope/Significance
By 1998, the CPR was being used by KPNW’s en-

tire care delivery staff of over 700 primary and spe-
cialty care physicians and affiliated clinicians, repre-
senting more than 29 medical and surgical special-
ties, and by over 3000 support staff, including nurses,
social workers, clinic assistants, clinical pharmacists,
lab and radiology technicians, dietitians, physical
therapists, and others. Available in every location
where KPNW patients seek care at 25 KPNW sites
and six affiliated community hospitals, the CPR is
used for all outpatient encounters—with the excep-
tion of some emergency and urgency care visits and
a portion of visits involving physicians-in-training or
locum tenens physicians. The CPR contains detailed
information on over four million office visits and over
2.5 million telephone encounters, some dating back
to the EpicCare pilot implementation in 1994.

Implementing the CPR has yielded other clinical
and operational changes as well. Clinicians now use
EpicCare as their clinical documentation and com-
munication tool. Clinicians document encounters,
code diagnoses and procedures, enter progress notes,
document telephone encounters, maintain problem
lists, order laboratory and radiology tests, send pre-
scriptions, and use the system to send and receive
patient-specific messages, phone calls, and referrals.
Clinicians have timely and comprehensive access to
laboratory results, imaging findings, dictated reports
(including all transcribed reports on KP members
cared for in affiliated hospitals), dispensed medica-
tions, problem lists, progress notes, records of phone

“By year-end
1996, all KPNW

primary care
clinicians—

internists, family
practitioners, and

pediatricians—
were regular users
for essentially all

outpatient primary
care visits.”
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contacts, and more (Figure 1). Clinicians and staff
enjoy exceptional access to patient data—no matter
when or where patients are seen; whether or not
they have a scheduled appointment; and whether or
not the contact is in person, by phone, through an
advice nurse, or even via e-mail.

 Clinicians take advantage of inherent system fea-
tures as well as of KPNW-designed embedded deci-
sion supports to improve efficiency of and decrease
variation in the ordering process.

Relevance to Patient Care
CPR implementation provided the infrastructure to

improve processes that support the delivery of cost-
effective, evidence-based care. The ready availabil-
ity of patient data paired with embedded decision
supports in the ordering process has increased effi-
ciency and appropriateness of care.

The CPR supports the work of the Prevention Steer-
ing Committee in meeting Local Market Area perfor-
mance targets for breast and cervical cancer screen-

ing. A comprehensive prevention summary report in
RRS routinely printed for clinician review before an
office visit gives dates of the patient’s most recent
mammogram, Pap smear, immunizations, and trended
laboratory data along with appropriate testing inter-
vals for the particular member. The After-Visit-Sum-
mary (AVS), printed and given to a patient at the end
of a medical office visit, includes health promotion
and prevention messages as appropriate. Data in the
CPR are used to identify women who are overdue
for mammography and Pap screening who are placed
in the Prevention Safety Net. Tumor Registry staff
then initiate outreach to these women and soon will
be able to store exclusion data (eg, previous total
hysterectomy, screening done through an outside
health plan) in EpicCare. Since mid-1998, all clini-
cians who log on to EpicCare are presented with
breast and cervical cancer Safety Net alerts if the
particular member is overdue for screening.

The CPR supports disease-focused, population-
based care. Reliable data from multiple databases are
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used to develop patient registries and reports that
track the status of members on these registries. For
the diabetes population, the CPR has contributed to
improve performance in meeting Local Market Area
targets for glucose monitoring and control. Using
hospital admission and outpatient visit diagnosis data
along with laboratory and pharmacy data, KPNW has
identified over 15,000 active members with diabetes
for inclusion in the Diabetes Registry. A comprehen-
sive Diabetes Summary Report in RRS, routinely
printed for clinician review before an office visit, lists
the most recent laboratory results (glucose,
glycosylated hemoglobin, renal function) and date
of most recent eye exam. Clinicians and diabetes care
managers use quarterly aggregate reports of recent
test results for diabetic members in their panel to
guide outreach activities. The CPR supports many
other high-priority clinical conditions (Figure 2).

EpicCare supports optimal, cost-effective prescrib-
ing of medications consistent with clinical practice
guidelines. KPNW has developed over 50 “Smart Rx”
that provide guidance on recommended medications
for a given diagnosis. EpicCare also automatically
prompts the clinician with the preferred medication
when an order is being written for a medication ei-
ther not on the KPNW formulary or not KP’s pre-
ferred alternative. KPNW has developed over 400 of
these alternative prompts.

Embedded guidelines displayed at the time the
clinician orders an imaging test have influenced
both the volume and appropriateness of upper gas-
trointestinal tract (UGI) and chest x-ray film or-
ders. Clinicians can also easily connect to medical
information resources from their EpicCare work-
station. They can access over 200 KPNW-devel-
oped clinical practice guidelines and decision sup-
port references on the KPNW Intranet. External
guidelines and other information resources are
accessible via the Internet. Embedded guidelines
help the referral process by informing the refer-
ring clinician of the appropriate indications for
referral, who to call for urgent referrals, and what
tests to order for the referring indication.

Figure 3 shows the decision support tools embed-
ded in both RRS and EpicCare. Embedded within
EpicCare are supports including default medication
ordering, formulary information, smart Rx, smart sets,
image ordering, internal referrals to specialty care,
health maintenance alerts, and reminders. Within RRS,
there is a V3 Summary Report with information and
guidelines. In addition, with our integrated EpicCare

workstations, clinicians have immediate access to
medical textbooks, Micromedex, Medline, CME of-
ferings, drug information, and patient information
handouts as well as to all medical resources gener-
ally available over the Internet. The CPR also en-
hances care through the production of after-visit sum-
maries, support for a yellow/red-dot tumor registry
altering system, and a diabetes registry of other popu-
lation-based care initiatives.

The processes, tools, techniques, and practices used
to design implementation, train and support clini-
cians and staff, and then implement and maintain
the KPNW CPR are general learnings being shared
with the National CIS functional teams to assist in
implementation of a Program-wide CPR. For the most
part, learnings are not dependent on the software
selected. The improvements in implementing evi-
dence-based medicine and clinical decision-making
that KPNW has achieved and continues to advance
can be generalized to other CPR implementations.

Innovation Leadership
The KPNW CPR Implementation Team has evalu-

ated its CPR system often and has shared findings
in many presentations and numerous published ar-
ticles (see Publications). The Clinical Practice Guide-
lines Program presented the use and impact of em-
bedded guidelines at the Institute for Healthcare Im-
provement Congress. Various local and national pub-
lications have featured the benefits KPNW has
achieved through the CPR (see Publications). The
KPNW CPR has also been used as the basis for two
master’s thesis projects.

KPNW’s CPR has been recognized as a national
best practice and was one of two recipients of the
Computer-based Patient Record Institute’s Davies
Award in 1998. It is the largest installed comprehen-
sive ambulatory CPR in the world.

Methodology and Results
Evaluation of RRS and EpicCare’s impact on a com-

plex and dynamic organization is a daunting task.
KPNW chose a set of comprehensive and comple-
mentary approaches to measure CPR’s impact from
many different perspectives: user surveys, processes
and outcomes of care for large populations, utiliza-
tion/cost, and impact on support functions. Mea-
surement of a wide range of processes and out-
comes, which are integrated through and depen-
dent on the CPR, demonstrates a consistent pattern
of significant improvement.

“The CPR supports
disease-focused,
population-based
care. Reliable data

from multiple
databases are used
to develop patient

registries and
reports that track

the status of
members on these

registries.”
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Figure 4. Clinician perception of effect on quality
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Clinician Acceptance
Clinicians were surveyed two and four months af-

ter the EpicCare system was implemented. At two
months, 38% of the clinicians agreed with the state-
ment, “EpicCare is worth the time and effort re-
quired to use it.” At four months, the proportion
had increased to 86%. At four months, 89% of clini-

cians disagreed with the statement, “If given the
choice, I would return to the old (paper-based) sys-
tem.” The survey showed that clinician attitudes
became increasingly positive as they developed pro-
ficiency with the system.

Patient Acceptance

EpicCare implementation improved patient satisfac-
tion by allowing clinicians to print out patient-specific
instructions on the After-Visit-Summary and by decreas-
ing the waiting time for prescriptions and laboratory
tests. Sixty-three percent of clinicians four months af-
ter implementation agreed with the statement “Patients
seem more satisfied now that I am using EpicCare.”
Only 6% disagreed with that statement.

Clinician Perception of Quality

In a cross-sectional study using semi-structured in-
terviews and a survey (N=449), clinicians responded
on a 1-5-point scale: (1) Much worse (2) Worse (3)
Same (4) Better (5) Much better. Sixty percent of re-
spondents felt that using EpicCare had improved the
overall quality of care, compared to 32% who felt
that care had not been affected. Seventy-two percent
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of respondents felt that RRS had improved the qual-
ity of patient care, compared to 27% who felt care
had not been affected.  On average, clinicians felt
that the CPR had also improved the quality of the
patient-clinician interaction, the ability to coordinate
the care of patients with other departments, the abil-
ity to detect medication errors, the timeliness of re-
ferrals, and the ability to act on test results in a timely
fashion (see Figures 4 and 5).

Improved Documentation

Northwest Permanente clinicians expressed a high
degree of satisfaction with the accuracy, readabil-
ity, and availability of clinic notes. Eighty-seven
percent agreed with the statement that the avail-
ability of chart notes had improved with EpicCare.
An independent study of primary care records
showed that the quantity of information provided
in EpicCare notes was at least as good as that found
in hand-written notes.

Phone Advice

Of 423 clinicians surveyed in 1997, slightly more than
half (51%) thought that EpicCare and RRS contributed
to improved telephone advice for patients. Just 16% of
respondents thought that the CPR system had not im-
proved telephone advice. In a survey of advice nurses,
90% “strongly agreed” or “agreed” that EpicCare im-
proved documentation, and 100% thought that EpicCare
enhanced the delivery of care. In addition, clinicians
also reported that the instant accessibility of the record
is helpful when they receive calls in the medical office
and when they are on call for their practices.

Clinical Quality
Breast/Cervical Cancer Screening
(Mammography, Pap Smears)

Rates for both screening exams have improved
significantly since implementation of the CPR. In
1998, KPNW was meeting its clinical screening tar-
gets for breast cancer at 77%, and cervical cancer at
80% (Figure 6A,B). The effectiveness of the Safety
Net process aided by the CPR is shown in the addi-
tional cases of breast and cervical cancer identified
in this population. Thirty-three cases of breast can-
cer were found among women in the 1997 Safety
Net who were overdue and came in for screening.
Likewise, seven cases of invasive cervical cancer
were identified in the Safety Net population. KPNW
is seeing a decline in the proportion of Safety Net
women in the overall eligible population. From 1997

to 1998, the percentage of women overdue for breast
cancer screening decreased from 23% to 20%. Simi-
larly, the proportion of women overdue for cervical
cancer screening decreased from 22% to 19% of the
eligible population.

Diabetic Glucose Monitoring and Glucose Control

In 1998, KPNW was meeting its target of 87% of
diabetic members having a glucose control test done
annually (Figure 6C). In 1997, KPNW was meeting its
65% target for diabetic members having good to ex-
cellent control, though during the first half of 1998,
glucose control performance declined slightly (Figure
6D). The Diabetes Steering Committee reviewed ad-
ditional data and concluded this decline was related
to increased screening of the population. In 1999,
KPNW is considering redefining its glucose control
measure to look for good to excellent glycemic con-
trol in all diabetic members, not just those who had a
test drawn in the prior 12 months. Performance using
this redesigned measure shows steady improvement
from 36.5% in 1993 to 56.7% in June 1998 (Figure 6E).
Performance on the redesigned measure greatly ex-
ceeds the American Diabetes Association’s 1996 target
of 40% for good to excellent control.

Utilization/Costs
Outpatient Visits

The number of outpatient visits had been gradually
increasing over the years to a high of 5.0 visits per
member per year in 1995. Since 1995, this number has
decreased by 8% with the implementation of EpicCare
(Figure 7A). Quick access to patient information, al-
lowing for timely identification and resolution of health
issues, often by phone, is probably a major factor in
the observed decrease in number of annual visits per
member since 1995. We have not tried to determine
the cost impact of improvements in utilization. Our
membership grew over 12% from 1994 to 1998, and
we provided care to our members with no additional
medical staff and no worsening of access.

Laboratory Tests

The average number of outpatient lab tests done
per member decreased 7.5% from 1993 to 1997 (Fig-
ure 7B). This reduction is probably due to the im-
proved ability to access existing results efficiently and
reliably, thereby decreasing the number of tests or-
dered redundantly. We have documented an 8% de-
crease in lab testing per member but have not costed
out the exact dollar savings from this decrease.

“Quick access to
patient

information,
allowing for timely
identification and

resolution of
health issues, often

by phone, is
probably a major

factor in the
observed decrease

in number of
annual visits per
member since

1995.”
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Figure 7. Utilization and cost charts



23The Permanente Journal / Summer 1999/Volume 3. No. 2

clin
ica

l co
n

trib
u

tio
n

s

Pharmacy
KPNW’s incorporation of alternative prompts to au-

tomatically alert clinicians when medications being or-
dered are not on the Formulary or are not the
organization’s preferred alternative has resulted in or-
dering of less costly, therapeutically preferred medica-
tions for certain targeted classes of drugs. Pharmacy
has achieved a 29% decrease in the volume of new
Zoloft prescriptions dispensed, a 41% decrease in the
proportion of new Zoloft to total Zoloft prescriptions
dispensed and a 49% reduction in the proportion of
new Zoloft to total SSRI prescriptions dispensed (Fig-
ure 7C). For nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs
(NSAIDs), the pharmacy has brought about a 14% de-
crease in the average cost per prescription dispensed, a
decrease which has resulted in a 17% decline in per
member per year cost of NSAIDs. (Figure 7D). The
EpicCare alternative functionality successfully supported
the initiative to promote use of felodipine or verapamil
over nifedipine for antihypertensive therapy (Figure 7E).

Imaging

Clinical practice guidelines embedded in order path-
ways along with improved ability to easily access exist-
ing results have brought about a decrease in certain cat-
egories of radiology tests while at the same time improv-
ing adherence to guidelines. In a study completed in
1996, the percentage of upper gastrointestinal (UGI) stud-
ies ordered in compliance with the guideline rose from
57% to 88%. The volume of outpatient UGI studies has
declined by nearly half from 1993 to 1997 (Figure 7F).
Outpatient chest x-ray order volume was rising until 1995
and then dropped 22% by 1997 (Figure 7G).

Access to Specialty Care

EpicCare and its embedded decision-support guide-
lines, along with several other initiatives, have im-
proved timeliness and appropriateness of internal
referrals to specialty care. In Spring 1995, 55% of
those referred to specialty care were seen within two
weeks. By early 1997, that percentage rose to more
than 80%. Receipt of referral information has im-
proved from an average of three days to instanta-
neous upon completion of the referral in EpicCare.
Surveyed clinicians (63% of 449 respondents) attrib-
uted improved timeliness of referrals to EpicCare.

Impact on Support Functions
Chart Retrieval

Because the medical record is so readily acces-
sible on-line, KPNW is no longer pulling the paper

chart for over 50% of outpatient visits. The number
of same day/ad hoc chart pulls has been reduced
by more than 250, or 32%, per day. Over the past
two years, medical records staff has been reduced
by 16 FTEs who pulled charts and did other duties.
Beta testers reported that with RRS queries, the need
to request an ad hoc chart retrieval decreased by
56%. A recent survey of primary care clinicians
showed that 82% no longer wished to have the pa-
per record for “urgent” appointments, and 47% did
not want the paper record for “return” appointments.

Phone Calls to Laboratory

The implementation of RRS in 1994 substantially
reduced clinician phone calls to the laboratory
for results. The volume of calls decreased from
1700/week in January 1993 to 400/week by July
1997, despite a continually increasing volume of
orders with membership growth.

Conclusions
KPNW’s hypothesis that implementing a com-

prehensive computer-based patient record could
profoundly influence the delivery of an integrated
care experience and the provision of cost-effec-
tive, evidence-based care has been borne out by
many measurement perspectives, and the improve-
ment continues. RRS and EpicCare integrate the
delivery of care for KPNW’s 430,000 members.
Clinicians now have instant access to a compre-
hensive CPR to enter and retrieve information on
any one of 430,000 members who may receive
care in any one of 31 inpatient and outpatient
settings. In addition, KPNW is able to use EpicCare
to provide the clinician with relatively seamless
decision support to guide best practice and re-
duce unnecessary variation. Equally significantly,
EpicCare allows the organization to capture clini-
cal data that can be used for business needs, out-
comes analysis, and research.

Through its implementation of RRS and EpicCare,
KPNW has achieved the Institute of Medicine’s defi-
nition of a computerized patient record: “An elec-
tronic patient record that resides in a system specifi-
cally designed to support users by providing accessi-
bility to complete and accurate data, alerts, remind-
ers, clinical decision support systems, links to medi-
cal knowledge, and other aids.” The infrastructure is
in place to continue building processes to increase
efficiency and decision supports to enhance the de-
livery of appropriate care. ❖

“KPNW’s
hypothesis that
implementing a
comprehensive
computer-based
patient record

could profoundly
influence the
delivery of an

integrated care
experience and
the provision of
cost-effective,

evidence-based
care has been
borne out by

many
measurement

perspectives, and
the improvement

continues.”
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Sampling of Publications Featuring KPNW’s CPR: Fortune maga-
zine, Healthcare Informatics, Healthcare CIO Report, Oregonian,
Business Journal, and others

Educational Experience
“Education is when you read the fine print;

Experience is what you get when you don’t.”
Pete Seeger, Folk Singer


