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Members find new and old ways to 
stay connected during the pandemic
Kaiser Permanente Medicare Advantage (HMO) 
health plan member Putnam Barber says he’d 
never used Zoom before the pandemic, but he’s 
become “pretty comfortable” with the virtual 
platform in the last year and enjoys the way it 
brings family and friends closer together.

“My wife has family in England, and we recently 
had a Zoom chat with 40 of her cousins 
there,” he says. He also has frequent Zoom 

conversations with his brother and sister, who 
live in other states. “We used to talk over the 
phone, but being able to actually see them is 
much nicer. We can easily talk for more than  
2 hours.”

Like Barber and his wife, many Kaiser Permanente 
Medicare Advantage members are staying 
safe during the pandemic by mastering new 
virtual skills, returning to tried and true ways of 
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“My friends and 

 I make singing   

 YouTube videos  

 together.”

 
 

“ I attend arts 
 events and  
 lectures virtually.”

“ I Zoom weekly    with a large group   of cousins across    the country.”
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communicating, and finding rewards and joy 
where they can during these challenging times. 
We spoke with some of them on the phone, and 
more than 125 members offered comments 
through an emailed survey we sent them a few 
months ago. 

Online tools become favorites 

We caught up with Barber on a day when he 
was about to participate in a civic engagement 
group on his retirement community’s 24/7 Zoom 
channel. The speaker was Washington Secretary 
of State Kim Wyman. ”Residents weigh in on who 
they’d like to have speak about civic issues and 
what they’d like to discuss with the speaker,” he 
says. “The virtual meeting was a big success, with 
more than 40 residents participating, and we’ll 
definitely be doing more events of this kind.”

Another regular event that’s gone virtual is 
Kaiser Permanente’s monthly Senior Caucus 
meeting. (See page 6 for more details about the 
Senior Caucus.) Moving it online has increased 
attendance dramatically. “Attending the 
meetings is a great way to feel more connected 
and like I’m doing something useful,” says  
Senior Caucus member Diane Yates.

Becky Ramos Birch says her very active 
volunteer life hasn’t changed much during 

and church study groups virtually, “and those 
activities keep me challenged and my whole 
being engaged,” she says.

Bob Jarmick and his wife have a weekly calendar 
full of Zoom meetings, including one with their 
3 children who live in California, Minnesota, and 
Pennsylvania. “Although we miss our in-person 
visits, Zoom makes it possible for all 4 families to 
get together as often as weekly, which is more 
often than pre-pandemic,” says Jarmick.

Phone calls and ‘snail mail’ are  
popular too 

Not everyone loves Zoom and similar platforms. 
“FaceTime and ordinary phone calls at regularly 
scheduled times keep me connected with 
longtime friends in Seattle and California,” says 
Fritz. “It’s like getting together for coffee or 
happy hour and having in-depth conversations.”

Birch sends personal notes in the mail. “It’s a 
good way to reach out, stay connected, and 
maintain a sense of family and friends,” she says.

Looking forward to in-person 
connections 

Some Kaiser Permanente Medicare Advantage 
members do find a few ways to have safe, 
physically distanced, in-person chats. “I formed  

the pandemic, thanks to virtual options. “The 
nonprofit groups I belong to just pivoted from 
in-person to virtual meetings and kept on with 
our work,” she says. “The Assistance League of 
the Eastside put on a virtual auction that raised 
nearly $90,000 for children and adults touched 
by hardship, violence, or homelessness, and 

also a virtual holiday home tour that raised 
about $50,000.”

Birch says many of the people in her groups 
weren’t comfortable using technology at the 
beginning of the pandemic, but they’ve really 
stepped up to take on the virtual options.  
“We have nearly 70 women, most 50 or older, 
at Assistance League of the Eastside meetings, 
and we even have online breakout sessions for 
brainstorming and planning,” she says. Birch 
also enjoys virtual book club meetings and 
keeping up with friends and family on Facebook, 
FaceTime, and 
Classmates.com. 
She even attends 
virtual parties. “All 
of my groups had 
really fun holiday 
happy hours 
where we shared 
cocktail recipes, 
played bingo and 
trivia games, and 
socialized,” she 
remembers.

Pat Fritz is chairman of the Event Support 
Committee at her retirement community, 
a committee that is currently representing 
residents during the renovation of a meeting 
room at the facility. She also attends church 
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“ I bake cookies for the  
 neighborhood children  
 that are homebound  
 for school.”

“ I’ve been working on a  

 memoir, and I’m part of a  

 writers group. We meet  

 on Zoom once a week and  

 critique each other’s stuff.”

Putnam Barber and his wife have used Zoom to 
stay connected with family and friends during  
the pandemic.

Becky Ramos Birch

“ I reach out to  

 others by phone,  

 rather than waiting  

 for them to reach  

 out to me.”

“ I run the surplus  

 books webpage for  

 my genealogical  

 library from home.”
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“ I’ve joined virtual  
 meetings with a Seattle  
 climate group, which  
 keeps me in touch with  
 my community and  
 focused on the planet  
 and the future.”
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a pod with a close friend, and we visit in  
person a few times a week,” says one member. 
“My neighbors and I share seeds, seedlings, 
produce, and chats [at a safe distance] while 
we’re out in our yards,” says another member. 
“We visit with our son outdoors and wearing 
masks,” says another.

Many of us likely agree with the sentiments of 2 
Kaiser Permanente members: “When I can visit 
safely distanced but in person, that is the most 
satisfying and makes me the happiest,” says one 
member. “I’m really looking forward to when we 
can travel and see everyone in person,” says  
the other.  n

Kaiser Permanente  
Senior Caucus

Stay informed at online monthly meetings 

Enhancing health care for seniors and 
creating healthy communities are the goals 
of the Senior Caucus, an organization 
open to all adults who get care from 
Kaiser Permanente. To achieve this, the 
Senior Caucus collaborates with the Kaiser 
Foundation Health Plan of Washington 
and the Washington Permanente Medical 
Group and holds a topical webinar meeting 
every month (except July and August). 

Monthly meetings are on Fridays from  
10 to 11:30 a.m. Since April 2020, they’ve 
been held virtually and are recorded so  
you can tune in later if the meeting time 
isn’t convenient. 

For more information, including how  
to attend a meeting virtually, call  
206-214-8221, Monday through Friday, 
8 a.m. to 5 p.m., or send an email to 
memberparticipation@kp.org.

Upcoming meeting dates  
and topics

April 9: “Understanding the New 
World of Telemedicine” with Kelly 
Stanford, vice president of clinical 
operations and market integration

May 7: Kaiser Permanente 
Washington clinical updates

June 4: “Building Your Village:  
Social Support” 

July 9: COVID-19 updates if needed

August 6: COVID-19 updates  
if needed

September 3: Hot new topics  
in gerontology

October 1: Kaiser Permanente 
Washington update with Susan 
Mullaney, regional president

November 5: Health equity update

December 3: State legislative update

Bob Jarmick and his wife use Zoom for  
get-togethers with far-flung family members.
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