Medical Groups: Improving

AMGA's National Summit on Quality Accountability in Diabetes:
Alignment for Success

lo identify best practices for diabe-
tes management, the American
Medical Group Association
(AMGA) hosted the National
Summit on Quality Accountability
in Diabetes: Alignment for Success
earlier this year. The goals of the
summit were to bring stakeholders
together to discuss strategies for
delivering quality diabetic patient
care, and to serve as a launching
vehicle for AMGA programs to
advance the alignment of stakehold-
ers. As described in the first article
of this series,! the summit identified
three major areas of improvement
for diabetes outcomes: treatment
guidelines and Alc goals, systems
that support clinical goals, and
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patient-centered care.

Medical groups can take ac-
tion to raise the quality and
cost-effectiveness of diabetes
care.

While improving diabetes out-
comes on a national scale will require
agreement and coordination between
all the stakeholders who affect
patient care and support, medical
groups can take action to raise the
quality and cost-effectiveness of
diabetes care. This article describes
what two medical groups—Health-

Partners Medical Group and Allina
Medical Clinic—have accomplished.

m HealthPartners Medical Group
and its 600 physicians at 22 pri-
mary care clinics care for approxi-
mately 400,000 patients in seven
counties in Minneapolis and St.
Paul, Minnesota. The integrated
system employs about 9,800 and
includes a 435-bed Level I trauma
center and urban teaching hospital.
HealthPartners has approximately
13,000 patients with diabetes.
Beth Averbeck, M.D., associate
medical director, primary care,
represented HealthPartners at the
summit.

m Allina Medical Clinic is another
integrated system in the Twin
Cities area, with about 40 sites
including primary care and
specialty practices and sev-
eral hospitals. Allina, which has
approximately 17,000 diabetes
patients, transitioned from a group
of several independent organiza-
tions to an integrated, multispe-
cialty medical group and currently
employs approximately 24,000,
including 600 physicians. Allina
was represented at the summit
by Bruce McCarthy, M.D., chief
medical officer.

Primary Focus: Improving Patient
Outcomes

Allina and HealthPartners agree
that improving patient outcomes
and patient experience should be the
primary focus of healthcare organi-
zations. Fortunately, in the case of
diabetes, one of the many benefits
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TABLE 1
HealthPartners Visit Cycle

Step Responsible Party

Centralized call center;
local clinic schedulers

Rooming staff (LPN or CMA)

Scheduling

Pre-visit (1-2 weeks
before the visit)

Check-in and Rooming ~ Rooming staff (LPN or CMA)

Visit Physician/ provider

Check-out Receptionist

Post-visit Rooming staff, or registered
nurse

Between-visit Diabetes care team staff
(e.g., RN, diabetes educator,

pharmacist)

Primary Purpose(s)

 Check to make sure patient is current with labs and all preventive services
(not just those related to diabetes)

 |dentify any missing labs and contact the patient to encourage completion
of labs before the visit

 Order any needed labs
® Check blood pressure
 Record medications

* Negotiate and establish care goals and plans
o Adjust medications as needed
* Complete any needed referrals to extended care team members (e.g., CDE)

 Give visit summary to patient

 Schedule future labs and appointments

* Contact patient with test results

o Adjust medications if indicated by test results based on providers' orders

 Review monthly exception report (patient registry, by provider) to identify
process failures (e.g., missed labs or visits) and clinical intervention
opportunities (e.g., lab values not at goal)

* Contact patients as needed

FIGURE 1

Allina Monthly Provider Report
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of improved patient outcomes is the
reduction of overall healthcare costs
through avoidance of costly com-
plications. Early glycemic control
reduces the risk of microvascular
complications and appears to have
long-term cardiovascular benefits as
well.>? Therefore, earlier aggressive
treatment to goal is recommended.
When communicating with pro-
viders, Dr. McCarthy emphasizes
existing study data showing the
importance of aggressively control-
ling glucose early in the course

of the disease, as well as lowering
blood pressure and LDL cholesterol.
He says that once the evidence

is presented for earlier aggressive
treatment, “opting out is not really
an option.”

Clinical Goals

'The first step medical groups
can take to improve diabetes care
is to agree on specific clinical goals
and treatment guidelines, so that
all providers are following the
same strategy. Both Allina and
HealthPartners follow the Institute
tor Clinical Systems Improvement
(ICSI) diabetes treatment guidelines.
'They each developed a care plan
approach for their diabetes patients
that focuses on quickly achieving the
tollowing clinical targets:

m Hemoglobin Alc < 7%
m LDL cholesterol < 100mg/dL
m Blood pressure < 130/80 mmHg

m Daily low-dose aspirin (for
patients > 40 years)

m Tobacco free

These targets are the same as
those outlined in the American
Diabetes Association guidelines.
Specific clinical targets may need
to be modified for some patients.
For example, the ICSI guidelines
recommend a lower target LDL
of less than 70mg/dL for patients
with coronary artery disease. The
ICSI guidelines stress setting
personalized Alc goals of less than
7% or individualized to a goal of
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Allina Diabetic Patients in Optimal Control

FIGURE 3
HealthPartners Diabetes Results
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HealthPartners Diabetic Patients in Optimal Control
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less than 8% based on risk factors.*
HealthPartners and Allina both feel
that an Alc of less than 7% is an
appropriate goal for most patients.

Provider Education

Once a medical group has agreed
upon clinical goals and guidelines,
it must ensure that its physicians
and staft are educated regarding
the group’s evidence-based strategy
and the available therapies. Dr.
McCarthy points out the importance
of educating everyone who interacts
with patients. “We found that once
the staft and the physicians have the
messages that they can deliver to
patients, patients seem to buy into
it more.” He believes key internal
opinion leaders are more effective
than the medical group’s administra-
tion at convincing physicians and
staft of the appropriate messages.

Allina uses several approaches,
including training by certified
diabetes educators (CDEs) and
clinical experts, to educate physicians
and other staft members providing
care. Allina teaches physicians about
current therapies, including the dif-
ferent types of injection systems and
meters. In fact, through site meet-
ings and CMEs, virtually all Allina
physicians have injected themselves
with sterile saline, so they can really
understand the process and how
the needles feel. By conducting
this exercise, the physicians can
accurately describe the experience to
their patients and help to overcome
anxiety about injections.

At Allina, CME based on
algorithms regarding diabetes,
cholesterol, and hypertension
treatment is mandated for some
providers, including newly hired
and low-performing physicians. The
CME is free, and physicians’ time
spent completing the education is
compensated. It is not considered
a penalty, but rather a support
mechanism to help them improve
their patients’ outcomes. In addition,
physicians with patients who are
not in control (as identified through
medical record reviews) receive
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individual coaching from a CDE.
Allina also focuses on training its
physicians to be leaders, encouraging
them to do the right thing and help-
ing them with their communication
and coaching skills. After all, as Dr.
McCarthy says, “All change eventu-
ally requires one clinician to talk to
another about changing behavior.”

Improving Care Delivery and
Coordination

Making sure providers know
the right thing to do isn't enough,
however. Dr. Averbeck says medical
groups must teach providers how to
do the right thing—and make sure
that the right thing to do is the easy
thing to do. She believes the core
design principles of good diabetes
care are consistency, standardization,
and teamwork.

Team-Based Coordinated Care of
Chronic Patients

Both HealthPartners and Allina
operate from a chronic care model
based on continuity of care, and they
both use an electronic medical record
(EMR). The EMR helps the medical
groups monitor their patients’ infor-
mation (e.g., visits, lab values) and
makes that information easily acces-
sible to all the individuals involved
in each patient’s care. As part of its
ongoing strategy to improve coordi-
nated chronic care, HealthPartners is
developing a medical home. In addi-
tion, to help ensure a high-quality
patient experience, HealthPartners
has a Patient Council composed of
12-16 patients serving 2-year terms.
Council members provide input into
how the group provides care and
interacts with patients.

One of the key components
in both medical groups’ success
with diabetes care has been the
implementation of multidisciplinary
care teams. These teams are led by
physicians, but benefit from the
special skills and expertise of each
staff member. Teams may include
nurses, pharmacists, CDEs, and
dieticians, as well as office staff
and representatives of quality and
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data systems. Each individual has
specific duties and is responsible

for collaborating with other team
members. Dr. Averbeck points out
that this approach not only helps
ensure high-quality patient care, but
is also is more cost-effective for the
practice (e.g., paying a nurse, rather
than a physician, to order lab tests
based on evidence-based protocols).
Patient outcomes may improve
because of the additional interaction
with staff members. For example,
patients may feel more comfortable
talking to rooming staff, a nurse or a
medical assistant than they do to the
physician—and be quicker to reveal
challenges they are encountering.
Patients may also save money (e.g., a
lower co-pay for a nurse visit than a
physician visit).

The core design principles of
good diabetes care are con-
sistency, standardization, and
teamwork.

Standardized Processes

To make it easier for provid-
ers to abide by clinical guidelines
and improve patient outcomes,
HealthPartners and Allina have
implemented similar standardized
care processes including protocols for
the following:

m Scheduling visits

m Rooming

m Ordering lab tests

m Using patient registries

m Referring patients to diabetes
educators

m Communicating with patients

HealthPartners has segmented the
work involved in patient care into
the following Visit Cycle and has
defined standard workflows and pro-
cesses for each step (see Table 1). Dr
Averbeck explains, “What we have
focused on are system design and
reliability—taking some engineering

principles and putting them into the
operations of ambulatory care. It’s
about both the processes and the
people involved in those processes.”
It was also stressed that the processes
need to be practical and appropriate
for the office.

While the Visit Cycle is designed
to improve patient outcomes, it also
has financial implications for the
practice—beyond the more cost-
effective division of work already
discussed. For example, following up
with patients to ensure that all their
labs are complete is an opportunity
to capture additional revenue.

One of the ways Allina’s process
differs from HealthPartners’is that
Allina has standing orders for point-
of-care Alc testing for diabetes
patients. Not only does the on-site
testing keep the process moving by
providing immediate test results, it
is also a great basis for on-the-spot
physician conversations with patients
regarding the need for better compli-
ance. In addition, Dr. McCarthy
reports that with point-of-care Alc
testing, physicians are 24 percent
more likely to adjust medications for
patients who are not at goal.

'The use of decision-support
tools—such as registry reports,
scorecards, and EMR alerts—is
an important part of ensuring that
patients don't fall through the cracks.
Similar to HealthPartners’ exception
report process, Allina shares patient-
specific reports (see Figure 1) at
monthly team meetings, so that phy-
sicians can easily see which patients
do not meet target criteria and are
in need of follow-up. “We look at
individual patient names, so it’s not
just about percentages. We actually
go through lists and say, T'm not
talking about what your percentage
is. I'm asking: ‘Is Mary Smith getting
the best care that she should get?

Or is there something we should be
doing differently?” Allina has found
that training staff to follow up with
patients regarding overdue testing
and visits has been more effective
than relying on physicians to do the
follow-up.
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Motivating Physicians

Those internal reports motivate
physicians to perform better on
behalf of their individual patients.
Allina and HealthPartners have
seen that openly sharing physi-
cians’ performance data with the
other providers at the clinic creates
a competitive atmosphere, which
inspires even better performance.
In addition, by regularly reviewing
clinic performance data, medical
groups can identify which clinics
need additional help. Transparency
at the public level encourages
turther improvement. In Minnesota,
there is public reporting of perfor-
mance data for medical groups, both
in total and by individual clinic
site. Diabetes care is one of the key
reporting areas.

Another way to encourage
performance improvement is to
tie provider reimbursement to the
quality of care provided (i.e., pay for
performance (P4P). HealthPartners
bases about 3 percent of its physician
compensation on quality metrics,
which include diabetes. However,
because HealthPartners wants to
emphasize team-based care and
encourage joint accountability, the
P4P is based on the entire clinic’s
results, not on the individual physi-
cian’s results. HealthPartners also
receives P4P money from health
plans and from programs such as
Bridges to Excellence. Allina is
similar in that it wants to encour-
age team-based care. When Allina
receives external P4P money, such as
from Bridges to Excellence, it goes
toward infrastructure support for the
whole medical group. Allina doesn’t
provide any internal P4P for its phy-
sicians: its strategy is to emphasize
leadership and intrinsic motivation
over financial incentives.

Helping Patients Play Their Part

Of course, daily management
of diabetes is ultimately up to the
patient. HealthPartners and Allina
have tools and initiatives to help
patients manage their own health.
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Education and Ongoing Engagement
'The groups have found it help-
tul to provide patients with a visit
summary or report card at the end
of each visit. The summary includes
the patient’s clinical values and
goals; it may also include specific
instructions about ways they can
improve their health. These visit
summaries can easily be produced
out of the EMR. Some clinics
provide patient recognition (e.g., a
pin) when they achieve their clinical
goals, to reinforce healthy behavior.
In addition, HealthPartners has
a web-based EMR portal where
patients can access their test results
and trend them over time. The portal
can also be used for patient outreach,
including sending messages to
patients when they are due for a test
or physician visit.

Internal reports motivate
physicians to perform better
on behalf of their individual
patients.

Improving Therapy Adherence

In addition to educating patients,
keeping them informed as to their
clinical values, and contacting them
when they are due for labs or visits,
both HealthPartners and Allina
recommend including insulin in
early discussions with patients. By
positioning insulin as a normal
course of therapy, physicians can
help overcome patient anxiety and
concerns. Certified diabetes educa-
tors are ideal for communicating
with patients about insulin and
the different injection systems and
meters available because they keep
current with the technology and
have more time than physicians for
this type of patient interaction. They
are also a good resource for teach-
ing patients about the disease and
the self-management skills that are
critical to their health.

Another way Allina tries to
improve adherence and stay current

with each patient’s medical status
is to limit diabetes prescription
refills to 6 months. To get another
prescription, patients must visit the

physician.

The Result: Improving Outcomes

Both HealthPartners and Allina
have seen improved diabetes patient
outcomes since implementing these
various processes and standards.
Figures 2 and 3 show data for the
individual clinical targets; Figures
4 and 5 show the composite mea-
sure trends (i.e., the percentage of
patients who met all five clinical
targets).

So what do these improved
clinical measures mean in terms of
patient outcomes? Based on epide-
miologic studies in the last few years,
Allina estimates that better control
of risk factors among its 17,000
diabetics has resulted in:

m 400 fewer heart attacks

m 300 fewer cases of diabetic eye
disease

m 130 fewer strokes

m 200 fewer deaths

HealthPartners has also seen a 50
percent reduction in cardiovascular
events over 10 years in patients with
diabetes.

Obviously those reductions are
good for patients. They’re also good
for a medical group’s reputation and
financial status. But while composite
success rates of 25 percent and 30
percent show improvement (both
compared to the past and to the state
of Minnesota as a whole), they are
still pretty low numbers indicating
plenty of opportunity for improve-
ment. One significant challenge
mentioned during the summit was
physician variability and the percep-
tion that the use of standardized
processes and guidelines leads to
loss of autonomy. HealthPartners’
average composite rate of 25 percent
is derived from a range of results
between 17 percent and 44 percent.
'That’s a lot of variability between
clinics.
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By implementing evidence-based
processes and providing team-based
care and better patient support,
medical groups can start to improve
patient outcomes. But to achieve
further improvement, collabora-
tions with other stakeholders will
be necessary. In the next article in
this series, learn how health plans
and employers have contributed to
improving diabetes outcomes.
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