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Experience and Expertise
Experience of the OFFEROR BCBSAZ Health Choice

     Blue Cross Blue Shield of Arizona Health Choice (BCBSAZ Health Choice), along with our legacy partner, the Northern Arizona Regional Behavioral Health Authority (NARBHA), bring a combined 86 years of experience and expertise in delivering integrated healthcare and housing services to communities across the 66,000 square miles of rural and frontier land that makes up Northern Arizona. In addition to our service as a managed care provider in the North and Central GSA, we were the first NCQA accredited health plan contracted with AHCCCS. BCBSAZ Health Choice served as a Regional Behavioral Health Authority (RBHA) for over 30 years and has extensive experience in program development, oversight, and administration of grant funds. BCBSAZ Health Choice has managed state and federal grants that address housing, behavioral health and substance use including the State Opioid Response (SOR) grant, Projects for Assistance in Transition from Homelessness (PATH), the Substance Abuse Block Grant (SABG), the Mental Health Block Grant (MHBG), and the Emergency COVID-19 (ECOVID) grant. Through these grants, BCBSAZ Health Choice has been able to expand availability of treatment services to uninsured and underinsured individuals, expand recovery housing, provide targeted services to individuals impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, and provide funding to nearly 30 providers statewide to launch programs targeting the Opioid and Stimulant Use Epidemics. BCBSAZ Health Choice has developed extensive partnerships across Arizona with behavioral treatment providers, housing, schools, prevention, and other key community partners. As evidenced by these accomplishments, BCBSAZ Health Choice can successfully administer grant dollars and create impactful programs and services that have lasting effects in the communities we serve.  

     Although BCBSAZ Health Choice is no longer contracted as a RBHA – which in this context may be considered a benefit to AHCCCS because we would be a neutral third party funding administrator – our extensive RBHA experience has provided us with a comprehensive understanding of the history and unique challenges associated with providing integrated services for individuals living with Serious Mental Illness (SMI) in the region, including challenges involving physical and behavioral health delivery, social service referrals, and member supports. BCBSAZ Health Choice’s role in administrating NT19/21 funding dates even further – to the origins of the federal Community Mental Health Act’s grant programs in 1967, when our predecessor organization, NARBHA, served as the convener of Arizona’s first rural community mental health system. Fast forward to today, BCBSAZ Health Choice’s system of care is built on a whole-health foundation of respect, autonomy, member voice, and peer/family support participation in shared decision-making. Strong partnerships have been established with AHCCCS, ADHS, Tribal Nations, health care providers, counties and municipalities, housing and homeless services, schools, law enforcement agencies, and the judicial system – including jails and detention facilities which might house potential H2O program participants. Our recently-renewed Mohave County Title-36 contract is one example of these kinds of partnerships in action.

     A significant role envisioned under YH24-0041 is that of contracting with CBOs for services: BCBSAZ Health Choice has extensive experience providing this function through our Network Services organization.  As part of this contracting, BCBSAZ Health Choice promotes the delivery of quality healthcare services to covered members by evaluating the training and experience of providers. BCBSAZ Health Choice confirms that contracted providers possess the appropriate education, skills, experience, and professional certifications for their area(s) of specialization and routinely  assesses and evaluates the ability of providers to deliver quality care between credentialing and recredentialing cycles. This ensures that providers are continuously in compliance with BCBSAZ Health Choice policies and procedures, as well as additional applicable regulatory and NCQA standards. By way of example, BCBSAZ Health Choice healthcare professional credentialing turnaround significantly exceeds AHCCCS requirements; we anticipate the same for onboarding CBOs and other providers into H2O.

The Blue Advantage

     BCBSAZ Health Choice has provided high-quality, highly-rated AHCCCS managed care services  for decades. The acquisition of Health Choice Arizona by Blue Cross Blue Shield of Arizona (“AZ Blue”) in 2019 has facilitated our ability to innovate on an even larger and faster scale. AZ Blue has served Arizona since 1930 and is the largest health insurer based in Arizona covering approximately two million members. AZ Blue is also Arizona’s only nonprofit health insurer, which means that our earnings go back into Arizona communities and financially support hundreds of health-related philanthropic endeavors every year through our Foundation For Community and Health Advancement.

     AZ Blue is also a part of the national Blue Cross Blue Shield Association, which collectively manages more Medicaid-covered lives than any other national system – with 25 Medicaid plans covering over 13 million Medicaid members in 2023. These affiliations give Health Choice unmatched access to national and state best practices that drive enhanced person-centered care, adopt innovative and developing technologies, and build workforce capacity to maintain operational excellence to better serve H2O members, families, and providers.

     BCBSAZ Health Choice is dedicated to serving AHCCCS and dually aligned Medicare (“DSNP”) members. BCBSAZ Health Choice remains a discrete organization within AZ Blue, with its own management structure and operational teams that have been designed to fully meet both the letter and spirt of AHCCCS’ contractual requirements and expectations that health plan operations be locally based. As noted above, our dedication to serving AHCCCS is exemplified by our becoming the first AHCCCS health plan to meet AHCCCS’ accreditation requirements by achieving full National Committee for Quality Assurance (NCQA) Medicaid accreditation in 2021, Medicare and DSNP accreditation in 2023, and by our efforts toward NCQA Health Equity accreditation in early 2024.

     Our dedication to operational excellence extends beyond accreditation status. BCBSAZ Health Choice continuously examines our performance across every element of AHCCCS’ expectations and develops new approaches whenever an opportunity is identified. Each new approach is then tested, and if necessary revised repeatedly, with the singular goal of achieving the “quintuple aim” of: [1] improving health equity, [2] increasing member and provider satisfaction, [3] reducing administrative and appropriately avoidable medical cost, and [4] continuously driving improvements and innovations in healthcare quality.

     The proving ground for many of our innovations has been Health Choice Pathway, our Medicare Advantage DSNP, which serves beneficiaries who have social and health conditions very similar to those of potential H2O participants. The success of these innovations is demonstrated by Pathway’s quickly becoming Arizona’s premier DSNP – achieving a CMS Four STAR rating for the past two performance years – and the only Arizona DSNP with a Five STAR Part D Pharmacy Program. Pathway was also the first Arizona DSNP with both NCQA MA and DSNP accreditation.

Developing Networks and Workforce

     In direct response to member and family concerns regarding the lack of sufficient behavioral health resources, BCBSAZ Health Choice helped form the Northern Arizona Behavioral Health Alliance ACO, the first behavioral health-specific Medicaid Accountable Care Organization in Arizona, to improve quality performance while expanding behavioral health capacity through the development of regional Centers of Excellence. The Alliance is already going strong – showing extraordinary quality results in just its first year – and growing too, with Peer and Family Run Organizations (and supports) being added in 2024.

     Bringing in new employees to staff H2O will be aided by the fact that AZ Blue is a truly excellent place to work. Over 93% of our employees said they were “proud to be Blue” in an independent 2022 survey, and AZ Blue wins “Best Place to Work” awards each year – including Modern Healthcare’s award for the last three years in a row. We will manage any new employee transitions with the same care and attention as we pay to members and providers, and we
will make sure that more than 93% of our new transitioning employees are “proud to be Blue” too.

     As an integral part of all our endeavors, BCBSAZ Health Choice is implementing programs that address existing health disparities and improve health equity for members. Our Health Equity Committee, led by our dedicated Health Equity Advancement Division, has developed a comprehensive Health Equity Improvement Plan based on the data and detailed findings of the statewide NAU/ASU Center for Health Equity Research (CHER) study, which we both funded and supported. Our Health Equity Improvement Plan includes a series of locally specific strategies and operational tactics that we use every day to combat disparities and improve access to culturally appropriate healthcare for all members. These efforts impact every department of our organization and rely heavily on the input and insights of our Peer and Family members, Member Engagement Committee, our statewide provider network, and our mission-driven team of staff members. Our Tribal Services Team routinely seeks input and feedback from Tribal members, providers, and governments through our Tribal Summit and consultation programs, which has helped us build trust-based relationships with the Tribal communities that we serve. We also continuously integrate input gained through ongoing community outreach and engagement with organizations throughout Arizona, such as the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, NAMI, Community Grand Rounds, and the Arizona Town Hall.

     BCBSAZ Health Choice has served as a voting member of the Arizona Balance of State Continuum of Care (AzBOSCoC), and is actively engaged with the Local Coalitions to End Homelessness (LCEH’s) and Continuums of Care (CoC’s) in each of the counties in which we operate as an AHCCCS managed care organization. We are a  licensed user of the Homeless Information Management System (HMIS), and  actively work within our network of providers to encourage the use of this platform. In addition, we have participated in the development of Contexture’s CommunityCares closed loop referral system and encouraged its implementation throughout our networks (a system perfect for H2O). Recently, we have implemented new member engagement tools including AI-enabled conversational text and chat capabilities which extend the capabilities of our current Pyx Health social isolation and
Wellth social engagement applications (setting the framework for the implementation of other AI-enhanced tools we propose for H2O, including the H2O Network Map).

     Arizona is our home, and we love serving Arizonans – BCBSAZ Health Choice is an essential part of how we do that. AZ Blue’s origins date back almost 90 years and BCBSAZ Health Choice’s history spans more than 55 years back to our roots as a small nonprofit dedicated to developing rural community health resources. But we do not rest on past accomplishments. We are dedicated to the ongoing development of new community resources, service models, and innovative technology-enabled solutions that improve access to care for every member regardless of their health condition, personal circumstance, or geographic location. We will continue our long-standing practice of turning challenges into customized care delivery solutions to meet the unique needs of H2O participants. Above all, we will always be dedicated to “doing the right thing” for every individual, their families, caregivers, providers, home communities, and ultimately for the State of Arizona.

Tribal Nations and Communities

     Tribal relationships and communications are exceptionally important in Arizona. Our extensive experience includes deep and longstanding relationships with the largest U.S. Tribe in terms of both population and geography – the Navajo Nation – as well as TRBHAs and the American Indian Health Program. Our relationships are based on respect for the fact that each Tribal Nation is organizationally and culturally unique. BCBSAZ Health Choice’s strategy involves the use of a Tribal Services Team approach, led by our Tribal Coordinator, and supported by staff from clinical and operational departments. Our Tribal Services Team maintains communications through at least quarterly meetings with each Tribal Government and Tribal Providers and hosts an annual Tribal Summit. BCBSAZ Health Choice has established working agreements, whether written or informal, with most of the Tribal communities in northern and central Arizona and we are in the process of expanding those agreements to the remaining Tribal communities. The sum total of these collaborations would allow unprecedented access to H2O participants residing in tribal lands, and to culturally appropriate H2O models of care. 

Deep Familiarity With Northern and Rural Arizona

     The expanses comprising rural Arizona are vast ethnoscapes filled with Reservation Lands, border communities, vacuous service deserts, old mining towns, casinos, National Forests and protected lands, remote and impoverished communities, growing urban centers with unaffordable housing units and low-paying jobs, breathtaking vistas and abandoned ruins. Vectors leading families and individuals into poverty and homelessness are as diverse as the historic nuances of their surrounding geography. The manner in which CBOs operate in these spaces, the ways in which Serious Mental Illness expresses itself socially, the ways in which healthcare and homeless assistance are conducted, all have unique-to-these areas nuances that BCBSAZ Health Choice is deeply familiar with. We generally attribute this level of familiarity with our collective experience as the former RBHA overseeing the Northern Medicaid Region, but there is much more to the story. The most instructive aspects of our rural education has been developed over decades: participating in local community resource meetings, administering street outreach programs (such as PATH), conducting site visits of MAT and other treatment facilities (such as through STR and SOR), conducting community forums and trainings, getting our hands dirty meeting with, and actively listening to, the people we serve.

Cost of Care and Data Analytics

     BCBSAZ Health Choice has developed comprehensive processes and tools to collect, analyze and report data trends to stakeholders and leadership for cost of care initiative identification. BCBSAZ Health Choice holds bi-monthly Clinical/Finance work group meetings to review data and reporting such as those concerning historical trends for payments and utilization. Clinical, Finance, Medical Economics, Business Intelligence and Quality Informatics teams examine trends across broad categories of service, including but not limited to inpatient admissions, outpatient services, readmissions, professional (i.e., physician, caregivers, and other clinician) services, and prescription drugs. From a prospective perspective, we use Johns Hopkins ACGTM reporting, which we helped pioneer a decade ago. BCBSAZ Health Choice reporting includes analyses of inpatient, outpatient, and physician billing and member utilization to provide a more granular, patient-focused view of the drivers of spending in our populations, including utilization and pricing variation. BCBSAZ Health Choice analyzes all aspects of paid and denied medical and pharmacy claims, including prescription drug claims, manufacturer rebates and other cost considerations. We compare to historical trends, analyze by provider type, compare to “like” practices, search for anomalies in the data and highlight utilization increases and decreases that exceed thresholds for our work groups to analyze and recommend changes to leadership for consideration. If additional, more granular analysis is required, our two self-service analytics platforms allow us to “click down” to specific member, provider, provider type, geography, and time span details. These systems and proven levels of internal expertise is exactly what AHCCCS requires for H2O, and especially in regard to calculating the exact fiscal impact of H2O delivered services on Medicaid billing.

     Fraud, Waste, and Abuse (FWA) analytics are generated by our VeriskTM system and reported as part of our MMR (Monthly Management Report), and utilized by our Compliance Committee, executive and leadership teams, and by various other internal entities (including our Health Equity Committee and Medicare Advisory Board). BCBSAZ Health Choice has efficient and effective internal controls in place to detect, prevent and report false, abusive, or suspicious claims activity. We employ internal reporting tools, external vendor resources and technology (including use of Cotiviti’s fraud-checking platform) to collect and report potential instances of fraud, including but not limited to under and over utilization, out of area utilization, coding trends, threshold comparisons and other nationally recognized techniques. We incorporate AHCCCS and CMS alerts regarding certain identified suspicious activities. These resources, coupled with a talented analytics team, enables BCBSAZ Health Choice to identify and remediate potential instances of fraud, waste, and abuse before they become problems.
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