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A Trailblazer  
  in Orthopedics

Dr. S. Rajasekaran of Ganga Hospital, Coimbatore, has used simple  
diagnostic tools for research to transform international methodologies 
in orthopedics. His approach of putting the patient first is now driving 
him to evolve new healthcare models for India.
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Coimbatore is amongst the fastest 
growing tier-II cities in India, bustling 
with textile mills, factories, informa-
tion technology companies, and  
hospitals. Unlike most small cities in 
south India, it doesn’t boast many 
tourist spots. Its fame comes from 
entrepreneurs and from institutions 
like Ganga Hospital, which has put 
Coimbatore on the world map of 
orthopedics.

One of the largest orthopedic hospi-
tals in South Asia, Ganga Hospital  
is a rare institution that has seen the 
right blend of clinical and academic 
activities. Research has played a key 
role in the success of Ganga Hospital. 
Dr. S. Rajasekaran, Chairman of the 
Department of Orthopedic and Spine 
Surgery, stands firmly at the helm of 
a success story that was started back 
in 1978 by Rajasekaran’s father, Dr. J. 
G. Shanmuganathan, an anesthetist.

Today, Rajasekaran and Ganga are 
known the world over for medical 
research and new methodologies in 
orthopedic treatment. When  
Rajasekaran adopts a methodology,  

it impacts on the international com-
munity. Moreover, it is also a hospital 
that never turns away patients, even 
if they do not have the money for 
treatment. “We look for donors and 
ask our surgeons to operate for free,” 
says Rajasekaran.

His research interests relate to spinal 
tuberculosis, open fractures, genetic 
studies, back pain and disc degenera-
tion, disc diffusion studies, computer-
assisted orthopedic surgery, and dif-
fusion imaging of the spinal cord. 
Rajasekaran‘s research has won him 
numerous awards including the pres-
tigious EuroSpine Open Paper Award 
for 2008. He is also one of the very 
few surgeons in the world who has 
won the prestigious ISSLS Spine 
Research Awards three times: in 2004, 
2010, and 2012.

From Diagnosing to Under-
standing a Disease

In 1991, Rajasekaran and his brother, 
Dr. S. Rajasabapathy, a plastic surgeon, 
returned to India from the UK. Both 
brothers wanted to convert Ganga 

into a specialty hospital for orthope-
dics and plastic surgery. Back then, 
Ganga was a polyclinic for obstetrics 
and gynecology, pediatrics, and 
neurology. 

“Many of our friends and colleagues 
thought we didn’t stand a chance. But 
we believed there was a niche segment 
we could address,” says Rajasekaran. 
The belief came from the fact that 
Coimbatore, as well as India, were grow-
ing at a fast pace. “There is one death 
on Indian roads every four minutes,” 
informs Rajasekaran. With rising road 
traffic and concomitant accidents, both 
orthopedics and plastic surgery to his 
mind held a lot of potential. The rapid 
growth of Ganga only confirmed this. 
In 2012, it recorded 154,790 outpa-
tients, 23,518 in-patients, and 13,446 
surgeries, up from 111,986 outpa-
tients, 19,317 inpatients and 11,766 
surgeries in 2010.

With his return to India, Rajasekaran 
realized the huge difference in the 
approaches adopted by orthopedists  
in India and their peers in the West. 
While those in the West believed sur-
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“ Previously only meant 
for  diagnosis, today 
 radiology is also being 
used to  understand 
diseases.”
Dr. S. Rajasekaran, Chairman of the Department of Orthopedic  
and Spine Surgery, Ganga Medical Centre and Hospital, Coimbatore, India

gery was the answer to every injury, 
infection, stenosis, or back pain, ortho-
pedics in India were busy attending to 
trauma and accident cases. Surgeries 
were not too common in India. And in 
the West, the results of surgery were 
unsatisfactory.

Even today, very little is understood 
about back pain. “A magnetic resonance 
exam may show some changes in the 
spine, but the pain maybe coming from 
somewhere else – the joint, the disc, 
nerves, muscles – or the problem 
maybe in the brain. You can also expe-
rience pain due to depression, stress  u



40 percent of the hospital beds are allotted to the poor, 30 percent to the middle-class, and 30 percent to the upper-class.

or anxiety.” And so Rajasekaran 
decided to get into research. It all 
started with kyphosis (over-curvature 
of the thoracic vertebrae) in children 
even after complete cure of spinal 
tuberculosis.

Rajasekaran uses computed tomogra-
phy (CT), magnetic resonance imag-
ing (MRI), and X-ray systems for his 
research. “Previously only meant for 
diagnosis, today radiology is also being 

nificant role in the research under-
taken at Ganga. One important system 
is the MAGNETOM® Symphony 1.5 
Tesla MRI eco system. “In spine, since 
there is no moving part, excellent 
clarity is obtained with 1.5 Tesla  
systems,” Rajasekaran says.

The Importance of Research

Research also has a special place at 
Ganga Hospital. Therefore, in 2002, 

the research fund. That enabled us to 
do the research,” he says. 

Today, the foundation has grown and 
has to its credit various activities such 
as supporting the academic training 
of the hospital staff, holding scientific 
meetings and conferences, funding 
on-going research activities of the 
orthopedic department, providing funds 
for Project Helpline (a project to sup-
port the surgical correction of physical 
deformities in poor children), and  
primary education of under-privileged 
children. The funds continue to come 
from Rajasekaran’s family, members  
of the board of directors, and philan- 
thropists.

The second step was to utilize hospital 
resources for research. The MRI eco 
system, for instance, was relatively free 
after 8.30 pm. “We convinced our con-
sultants to charge less for research,” 
he says. “When you are a high-volume 
surgeon, professional fatigue sets in 
after some time,” says Rajasekaran. 
Research not only prevents the onset 
of this, it also gives medical practitio-
ners a fresh perspective. “You start 
analyzing. And then, every patient looks 
interesting.”

The department of orthopedics performs 

  

        more than 3000      major surgeries per year.

used to understand diseases,” he says. 
“It is used to identify, grade, and stage 
the disease, to tell whether surgery is 
required or not, to prognosticate, to 
plan the treatment … In fact, at every 
stage radiology has a role to play.“ 
Siemens systems have played a sig-

the hospital founded the Ganga 
Orthopedics Research and Education 
Foundation. “The initial corpus for 
the foundation was by a donation 
from the family. Subsequently, I kept 
the fund growing by regularly allot-
ting a major part of my revenues to 
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Ganga Hospital is one of the largest orthopedic 
institutes in South Asia, with academic research 
playing a key role.

Orthopedic Research

Putting the Patient First

In the mid-nineties, while planning 
Ganga Hospital’s expansion from a 42- 
to a 135-bed hospital, Rajasekaran and 
Rajasabapathy met their architect. The 
siblings allotted 40 percent beds to the 
poor, 30 percent to the middle-class, 
and 30 percent to those who prefer a 
luxury ward. The architect advised them 
to reduce beds for the poor. In his view, 
this would make the project more viable 
in the eyes of the bankers and increase 
the possibility of getting a bank loan. But 
the siblings were adamant about stick-
ing to their ratio. They gave an impres-
sive presentation to the bankers to prove 
their model could work. “It needed a 
lot of convincing, but we finally got the 
loan sanctioned,” he adds.

For Ganga Hospital, the patient comes 
first. The hospital ensures the treatment 
is affordable for the middle-class and 
doesn’t turn away patients if they can’t 
afford the treatment. The information 
about Ganga has spread by word of 
mouth. Ganga Hospital does not have a 
marketing department. “We have never 
advertised,” says Rajasekaran. But still, 
30 percent of Ganga Hospital’s turnover 
comes from patients who do not reside 
in the region. However, medical tourism 
to Ganga Hospital is yet to pick up. 
“That’s due to poor accessibility,” explains 
Rajasekaran. Although Coimbatore has 
an international airport, there are only 
two international flights to the city.

But then Rajasekaran’s methodologies 
have spread in many different ways – 
through his research papers, through 
conferences, and, most importantly, 
through training. Ganga Hospital pro-
vides fellowships to senior residents 
from all across India. It has a team of 
international students coming every 
year to learn new techniques in spine 
surgery. Hence, the best practices 
adopted here percolate through to the 
national and international community 
of orthopedics. “In the last 15 years, 
we have trained 463 doctors from 42 
countries,” he says. Rajasekaran also 
receives students from the prestigious 
Japanese Spine Society.

Towards a Different  
Healthcare Model 

According to Rajasekaran, India is a 
very different market and the various 
health delivery models that the gov-
ernment and the private sector are 
working on should be aware of this 
fact. “Our models have to be different 
from the West,” says Rajasekaran.  
Talking about the demographic profile 
of the country, he says the top two 
percent of Indian society comprises 
people who are richer than the rich 
in the West. For them, the healthcare 
models are irrelevant. Then, there are 
the next 500 million who form the 
middle-class. “Our middle class popu-
lation is far bigger than the population 
of the USA. In this segment, affordabil-
ity has been on the rise,” he adds.Then, 
there are the next 400 million which 
are below the poverty line. “We need 

Read more about Dr. Rajasekaran’s 
research at Medical Solutions Online:

   www.siemens.com/
orthopedics-india

In the last 15 years, Ganga Hospital has trained 

 

 463 doctors        from 42 countries.

to share this liability and strategize 
our policies around this stratum,” he 
adds. According to Rajasekaran, the 
private sector must focus on the poor. 
“Once you achieve a critical mass, you 
can do a lot of good.”

As far as Ganga Hospital is concerned, 
Rajasekaran says it has seen steady 
progress since 1991. The last expan-
sion at Ganga Hospital happened in 
2007. “The scope for expansion is 
huge,” he adds. In his view, expan-
sion must be dovetailed to the needs 
of the various strata of society. “We 
need to be aware of the different 
affordability levels and needs. We 
need a healthcare delivery strategy 
that does not compromise on deliv-
ery of quality healthcare,” he says.

Rajasekaran is now looking at the 
next big step to get into sub-special-
ties. In order to take that leap, he is 
examining whether there is a scope 
for a 300-bed spine hospital, a 300-
bed joint replacement hospital, and 
a 500-bed accident hospital in Coim-
batore. “It may not happen today, but 
it will happen in the next three to 
four years,” says Rajasekaran. p
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