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Dealing with uncertainty is not a strong suit of our capital markets. 

As we’ve also learned, when consumers are faced with it, their 

response isn’t exactly distinguished either. Healthcare deals with 

uncertainty as a matter of routine. And while managing health 

populations and dealing with the current Covid-19 crisis are not necessarily 

closely related, major U.S. health systems are, in fact, built to shape demand 

(i.e. flatten the curve).  

Much of the current popular debate over the coronavirus outbreak focuses on 

comparisons of projected case load and death rates versus those historically 

caused by seasonal influenza. Regardless of whether the comparisons are 

valid, thankfully, healthcare’s focus is more practical. It’s figuring out how to 

filter milder cases from the more critical, and making specific plans for what a 

spike in severe respiratory viral illness will mean to existing capacities.

Patients hospitalized with coronavirus are exhibiting pneumonia-like symptoms 

and difficulty breathing. They require oxygen treatment and in severe cases a 

ventilator. While physicians know how to treat these cases, they haven’t been 

confronted with the numbers now being speculated. Numbers indicating that 

U.S. healthcare doesn’t, in fact, have adequate capacity. 

Although these numbers may be meaningless in a week, let’s dive into them: 

As of St. Patrick’s Day 2020, there are 190,000 worldwide 

coronavirus cases reported and about 7,500 deaths. There are 

currently 95,322 active cases with 6,525 of the patients being 

reported as serious or worse. At the time of this writing, there 

have been about 5,700 reported cases of coronavirus in the U.S. with 

95 reported deaths.
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The U.S. has about 2.8 hospital beds 

per 1,000 people. By comparison, 

China has 4.3 and remarkably South 

Korea and Japan, two countries that have effectively managed the case 

growth, have more than 12 hospital beds per 1,000. Anyway, with a population 

of about 330 million, the U.S. has about 1 million hospital beds with a little less 

than 70% of them occupied most of the time, leaving about 300,000 beds 

available nationwide. And of those 300,000, there are about 45,000 intensive 

care unit (ICU) hospital beds and 160,000 ventilators. The current bet is that 

200,000 Americans are going to need both.

Although you wouldn’t know it based on media coverage, many health 

systems have expressed confidence in their ability to manage the potential 

surge of coronavirus cases. They are not only expert at shaping demand, but 

well-practiced at adapting to deal with it. For example, Stanford University’s 

health system has changed its triage process and set up drive-through clinics 

that will soon be coronavirus test-capable. Like other health systems, Stanford is 

also creating an isolation space in front of its emergency entrance so that 

patients identified as infected, but not serious, won’t have a need to enter 

the ER. 

Other capacity-increasing steps include canceling elective procedures and 

repurposing facilities meant to care for psychiatric patients. Sending patients 

home sooner and renting additional space are also part of provider disaster 

playbooks, as most all hospitals maintain preparedness plans for all kinds of 

disastrous situations, including novel infectious disease outbreaks.

Amidst all such uncertainty are opportunities. For example, could 

coronavirus become the telemedicine industry’s long-awaited 

watershed moment?  Numerous health systems around the 

country, including New York’s Mount Sinai, have moved their 

telemedicine programs out of test beds and into production. Given current 

circumstances, their aim is to use telemedicine to effectively filter the milder 

cases from the most severe and to expedite treatment. Even for vulnerable 

patients, remote checks are finally being seen as a way to improve care 

delivery, while reducing exposure of the patient to staff and other patients. 

Although telemedicine has been historically promoted as a way for rural 

patients to more readily access care, that it’s now being used as a way to

scale care delivery, regardless of where patients live, would seem a 

timely epiphany.
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Let’s also not forget that supply chain is yet another area of 

opportunity. Uncertainty creates hedges in the market, the kinds of 

hedges that are not the “new normal” but are, in fact, the norm in 

healthcare. Notwithstanding protective equipment shortages or 

exposure to America’s remarkably short-sighted single sourcing of its 

pharmaceutical demand from China, these are precisely the conditions under 

which spend/category managers should be aggressively reviewing all supplier 

contracts. If that sounds even a bit draconian, keep in mind that healthcare’s 

first and second tier suppliers are already there, as are top performing supply 

chains across all industries. Bottomline, although any unexpected hiccup can 

explode into social media and create challenges reported as paralyzing, 

healthcare can’t afford such hyperbole.

The fact that Covid-19-by-the-numbers doesn’t paint a pretty picture is fodder 

for the media. For healthcare leadership, these are the times when their 

investments in people, processes and technology are supposed to pay off. 

These are the times when the promises of digital transformation –speed and 

effective scale—should be realized. 

Yes, despite how overwhelming the current challenges seem to be, 

Coronavirus will further hasten the digital transformation of U.S. healthcare. It 

will accelerate the adoption of modern solutions aimed at improving the 

workflows of clinicians, non-patient facing operations and how systems 

engage patients in their own care.  In doing so, it will spark an evolution to 

America’s healthcare infrastructure and further harden it against the absolute 

certainty of future outbreaks. 

ABOUT PRODIGO SOLUTIONS

Counting more than half of the nation’s most prestigious health systems as 

clients, Prodigo has amassed one of the largest repositories of supply and 

services market data in the U.S. Its solutions resolve long-standing data 

problems, enforce product and services standards, optimize contract utilization 

and enhance the requisitioning experience of clinicians. Typically deployed as 

a performance-extension to ERP, Prodigo is foundational to value-based, 

clinically integrated supply chains.
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