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FEATUREFEATURE

Tips on Implant and Supply Management
Reduce costs, increase value, maintain choice 
BY SAHELY MUKERJI

Knowledge is power when it 
comes to getting a good price 

on implants, says Tim Burney, 
founder and chief  executive officer 
of  Advantien in Greenwood Village, 
Colorado. “You need to know the 
market and your alternatives,” he 
says. “Do not accept that you can-
not get the same price as the hospi-
tals. You can, believe me, you can.”

For many ASCs, purchasing 
implants is somewhat like how peo-
ple bought cars years ago, says James 
Bee, MD, chairman of the Ortho-
paedic and Spine Center of Southern 
Colorado. “There are ASCs that are 
paying more for implants and doing 
the equal volume as another center 
that may be just down the street.”

List prices for implants available 
in the market are usually at the top 
of the market, Bee says. “With this 
markup on the list price, vendors can 

offer a certain percentage off  list to 
make you feel like you are getting 
a good deal. If  you are a freestand-
ing ASC, you have no clue about the 
prices because you are not connected 
to a big management company or a 
hospital,” he says. “To determine a 
good price, you have to sit down with 
the price lists and compare costs. 
Who has time for that when you are 
managing a hundred other things in 
your surgery center?”

How to Get a Good Price
Kelli McMahan, vice president 
of  operations at Pinnacle III in 
Denver, Colorado, recommends a 
multi-step approach to get the best 
prices on implants.

“First, a center needs to determine 
thresholds for implant expenses,” she 
says. “You have to be prudent and 
identify your third-party payer reim-

There are at least 150 alterna-
tive vendors for spine implants and 
maybe between 20 and 30 alterna-
tives for general and sports ortho-
pedic implants, whether from a well-
known company or not, he says, and 
as far as clinical equivalency goes, 
they all meet the US Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) requirements. 

“The surgeons don’t have time to 
learn about all the alternatives,” he 
says. “That is why it is so important 
for the materials management per-
son to understand the options out 
there. They need to educate them-
selves and their surgeons.”

Third, McMahan says, once you 
succeed in convincing your surgeon, 
have him or her meet with your ven-
dor. “Typically, orthopedic surgeons 
are interested in costs and reimburse-
ments, especially, if they are investors 
in the ASC,” she says. “I have a smaller 
center with two orthopods and they 
will do whatever it takes to obtain the 
best prices. They consistently ask if  
they need to talk to our current ven-
dors to inquire about implant costs.”

The surgeon is the best person 
to talk to a vendor on behalf  of an 
ASC to get the best price, Eickmann 
agrees. “Only a surgeon can tell the 
implant company what he or she is 
going to use in the next two years,” 
he says. “Have the surgeon sit at the 
table when talking to the implant 
company and negotiate for you.”

At the meeting, “know what the 
vendor is charging, educate him or 
her on your costs and your goals, 
then discuss the price,” McMahan 
says. “Relay how many cases your 
ASC does per month and indicate 
where you need the price point to 
be. If  the vendor does not meet your 
price, put it out for a bid.”

At the end of the day, the vendors 
will try to leverage the surgeon, Bur-
ney says. “Most of the time, the ven-
dors will come back with a counter 
offer that is reasonable,” he says.

bursement. Not all payers reimburse 
for implants separately, and not all 
reimburse at rates that cover both 
the cost of the implant and proce-
dure when payments are bundled. 
You will have to determine if  the 
expense for the procedure is practi-
cal for your center to provide.

“Second, maintain physician 
choice when it is at, or below, your 
center’s determined cost threshold,” 
McMahan continues. “When the 
threshold is exceeded, meet with your 
surgeons and standardize implant 
selection. If there are more than three 
surgeons utilizing more than one 
implant, it may be more difficult to 
come to a consensus but, for the sake 
of financial sensibility, it is worth it.”

When meeting with your surgeons, 
present them with various vendor 
options, implant selections and costs. 
“Your physicians are key to lower-
ing implant expenses,” she says. “You 
will have more leverage with implant 
vendors on costs when you have phy-
sician backing and are using more of 
the vendor’s products.”

Convincing a surgeon to switch 
implants should be data-driven, says 
Thomas Eickmann, MD, president of 
Cornerstone Orthopedics in Wheat 
Ridge, Colorado. “Most surgeons 
are trained with a specific implant 
and their outcomes are influenced by 
that. But if you get your surgeon in 
a room, sit him or her down, show 
him or her the data and describe how 
switching an implant would improve 
the bottom line of your ASC, you will 
get your surgeon’s attention. Most 
surgeons are data-driven.”

It is incumbent upon the materi-
als management person to make a 
case for an implant and present it to 
the surgeons, Burney says. “Educate 
the surgeons first. Tell them why a 
price is reasonable. If  you convince 
the surgeon, he or she will take a 
stand with the vendor and tell the 
vendor the price he or she will pay.” 

“Be aware,” Eickmann says, “the 
more you know about the implant 
companies that your surgeon likes 
to use, the bells and whistles and 
all the options, the better discus-
sion you can have with them. They 
will give you a good price for some-
thing your surgeon will never use 
and a high price for what they will 
use. Make sure that they are giving 
you an all-inclusive price. Sometimes 
a vendor will give you a reasonable 
price for an implant but significantly 
increase the price of the cement, the 
saw blade or other accessory items.”

Investigating the Best Prices
A lot of ASCs are losing hundreds 
and thousands of dollars on implants 
management, Burney says. “The 
device companies are very good at 
selling their wares, so you have to go 
to them with a good understanding 
of the market.”

A well-written contract is an 
important step to get a good price, 
he says. “The device companies write 
in new products that don’t fall under 
any of the categories listed which 
would have a certain percent off,” 
he says. “That is nonsense because 
there are very few innovative prod-
ucts; they often are revised versions 
of older products.” This is where an 

ASC needs experienced people to 
know the market or educate them-
selves. “You can hire a group pur-
chasing organization (GPO), but a 
GPO, by definition, takes bench-
mark prices, averages them out and 
gives you that price,” he says. “Do 
not forget that GPOs are paid by the 
device companies.”

Data on pricing is available, Burney 
says. “ASCs can go to benchmarking 
companies to buy data. Benchmark 
pricing gives you an idea, but it gives a 
higher price,” he says. “If an ASC has 
a hospital partner, it needs to lean on 
the hospital for advice. The ASC can 
then ask its vendor how close it can 
come to that price.”

It can be tough for an ASC to 
get a good price on implants, Eick-
mann says. “In spite of not having 
the advantage of volume purchas-
ing, ASCs can be very effective nego-
tiating prices because of their better 
alignment with physicians.”

If your ASC does not have the 
resources or support from leveraging 
entities, try to take advantage of assis-
tance programs, such as an implant 
management service company, to 
obtain a reasonable price, McMa-
han suggests. “State associations are 
a great way to network with other 
centers to find out how their facilities 
have decreased implant expenses.”

Implant prices will become more 
critical to an ASC’s bottom line as 
certain companies go to bundled 
payments, Bee says. “If  you get a 
bundle and 80 percent of your bun-
dle is taken up by your implant, you 
cannot perform those cases,” he says. 
“Implant costs definitively affect 
your bottom line when it comes to 
bundled payments. It has a ripple 
effect. Even though I am not an end 
consumer, as a consumer-customer 
of the implant company, I want to 
know I am getting a fair price. There 
is no published Kelly Bluebook for 
implant prices.” 
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