
The Evolving Opioid Epidemic
One Health Plan’s Response

The nation’s opioid epidemic is a complex public health issue that has become a crisis in two decades. There is no single 
factor that led to the epidemic’s current state, and there is no single solution. 

The efforts of all parties — government, law enforcement, health care, pharmacy, education, and the general public — 
are required to reverse growing rates of addiction and drug overdose in our communities. 

BlueCross BlueShield of Western New York, the region’s largest health plan, 
is committed to addressing the opioid epidemic.

Through many initiatives and partnerships, our work is focused in three areas:

Community awareness — In 2013, BlueCross BlueShield of Western New York 
launched “Painkillers Kill More Than Pain,” a campaign with 54 community partners. 
Post-campaign survey results showed that 95% of those surveyed recognized prescription 
painkillers as highly addictive. In 2018, BlueCross BlueShield convened dozens of 
community leaders for an exclusive preview of “Understanding the Opioid Epidemic,” 
a national documentary that aired on 97% of PBS stations. The program was funded 
in part by the BlueCross BlueShield Association. Visit pbs.org/understandingopioids 
for valuable resources.

Prescribing guidelines — As a health plan, we recognize our infl uence in addressing 
the overprescribing of opioids. We were a leader in reducing initial opioid prescriptions 
for acute pain to seven days for our members. Work continues to implement new 
recommendations for dose limits.

Alternative pain-management therapies — BlueCross BlueShield works 
collaboratively with members and physicians to utilize alternatives to prescription painkillers. Chiropractic care, acupuncture, 
massage, and physical therapy services are not subject to pre-authorization or limits on the number of visits. Many of our 
members have access to a wellness debit card to help cover the costs of these services. 

Partnerships and thought leadership — BlueCross BlueShield of Western New York is a founding member of the Erie County 
Opioid Epidemic Taskforce and the BlueCross BlueShield Association’s Opioid Workgroup. We were the only health plan to 
participate in one of nine hearings held by the New York State Senate Joint Task Force on Heroin and Opioid Addiction. 
In partnership with the National Safety Council, we brought the impactful “Prescribed to Death” opioid memorial to 
Western New York. The exhibit welcomed 1,200 visitors in a week’s span. Inserts for member ID cards that warn about the 
dangers of opioids and prepaid medicine disposal envelopes were also provided. In 2018, BlueCross BlueShield hosted an 
interactive Continuing Medical Education (CME) discussion on behavioral health care coordination for local providers. 
Over 125 local providers attended the seminar, which is available online for CME credits. 
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Reversing neonatal abstinence trends — BlueCross 
BlueShield leverages its Right Start Prenatal Program 
to identify, notify, and educate expectant mothers 
who have or are at risk of developing a substance-use 
disorder. In 2018, we provided funding to the Sisters 
Hospital Foundation to form a new Center of Excellence 
for Pregnancy & Opioid Use Disorder. The Center will 
function as a physician and community resource with the 
goal of improving prenatal care rates for moms, reducing 
withdrawal symptoms for babies, and stabilizing families 
by ensuring connection to rehabilitation services.

Increasing screenings — To reduce the likelihood of 
addiction in individuals who abuse opioids and increase 
recovery for those already addicted, we reimburse health 
care providers for using the screening, brief intervention, 
and referral to treatment (SBIRT) assessment tool.

Supporting members — Leveraging our health plan’s 
clinical analytics, we use data to help identify members at 
risk of developing substance-abuse issues, and now have a 
proactive outreach program to educate and support those 
at-risk members.

Supporting providers — BlueCross BlueShield is also 
using claims data to coordinate with health care providers 
through the RationalMed® Alert System. This system 
warns of possible patient misuse of opioids.

Reducing fraud — Our Special Investigations Unit works 
with regulators and law enforcement to identify and 
address situations where prescriptions are fraudulently 
billed for sale or personal use. 
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Supporting innovative treatment approaches — In 2011, we started a pilot program in the Buffalo region with Horizon 
Health Services to provide coverage for residential addiction treatment at Horizon Village. Now a standard benefi t on most 
plans, this nontraditional approach promotes signifi cant lifestyle changes in a therapeutic community. In 2017, we supported 
the launch of the Save the Michaels House of Hope. This community resource is aimed at educating and involving families in 
the recovery process and reducing the prevalence of relapse.

Removing barriers — BlueCross BlueShield was an early leader in removing pre-authorization requirements and coverage 
limits on most inpatient and outpatient substance-use disorder treatment. New York State’s standardized level of care for 
alcohol and drug treatment referral (LOCADTR) tool is used to determine the appropriate level of care for all members.  

Supporting medication-assisted treatment (MAT) — BlueCross BlueShield was one of the fi rst health plans in New York 
to remove pre-authorization on all MATs such as Suboxone, methadone, and naltrexone. 

Guiding members — Navigating the health care system can be diffi cult 
for anyone, let alone those faced with addiction. In 2017, BlueCross 
BlueShield built and launched an in-house behavioral health team 
comprised of psychiatrists, clinical social workers, and nurses to help 
members understand their benefi ts and quickly fi nd care within a 
recommended treatment plan.

Expanding access — In 2018, BlueCross BlueShield made a 
leadership contribution to the expansion of the Erie County Medical 
Center’s Trauma Center. The funds will specifi cally support ECMC’s 
inpatient detox program and establish new clinical behavioral 
pathways and initiatives between our health plan and the area’s 
only Level 1 Trauma Center.
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Dr. Thomas Schenk, Senior Vice President, 
Chief Medical Offi cer, is a frequent participant 
in local and national forums aimed at addressing 
the public health crisis.



We value collaboration with our regulatory and government partners, and applaud recent efforts to expand substance-use 
treatment and training. BlueCross BlueShield supports:

  Revising 42 CFR Part 2 — Congress should align this regulation with the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability 
Act (HIPAA). Currently, health care providers and loved ones cannot be made aware of a diagnosis of mental health or 
addiction without written consent. This is more stringent than any other medical condition, presents a signifi cant barrier 
to early intervention, and adds stigma toward mental health diagnoses. Congress introduced the Overdose Prevention and 
Patient Safety Act and the Protecting Jessica Grubb’s Legacy Act in the House and Senate. These bipartisan bills would 
strengthen consumer protections and ensure access to patient history records.

  Strengthening and enforcing prescription monitoring programs — To reduce co-prescribing and “pill shopping,” 
electronic prescribing and prescription drug monitoring programs (PDMPs) should be expanded and more strictly enforced. 
In addition, health plans should be given access to PDMPs. Without them, we do not have a complete picture of 
prescribed controlled medications. 

  Expanding “lock-in” programs — Requirements for members with a history of drug abuse to see one prescriber and 
use one pharmacy could be expanded to all programs funded by the government (e.g., Medicare, Medicaid, VA, FEHBP, 
the individual market).

  Consistent oversight of treatment providers — Congress should require federal, state, and local governments to 
subject all addiction treatment facilities and programs to the same mandatory and rigorous licensing and oversight as 
other health care facilities. 

Policy Recommendations

Preview and panel discussion of “Understanding the Opiod Epidemic” at WNED-TV Studios, 
Buffalo, NY, January 9, 2018.
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