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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

Local Health Plans Work with Allegheny Health Network and UPMC to Improve Care and 

Reduce Hospital Admissions for Medicaid Beneficiaries with Substance Use Disorders    
  
PITTSBURGH, June 25, 2015 –   Two of the Pittsburgh region’s largest health systems, local health plans, the 

Allegheny County Department of Human Services and Allegheny HealthChoices, Inc. (AHCI) have launched a pilot 

program addressing substance use disorder as an underlying cause of hospital admissions. The program, one of the 

first of its kind in the nation, is supported by a grant from the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS).  

  

Under the two-year pilot, known as Coordinating Care for Individuals with Substance Use Disorders, Allegheny 

Health Network’s Allegheny General Hospital (AGH) and three University of Pittsburgh Medical Center (UPMC) 

hospitals – UPMC East, UPMC McKeesport, and UPMC Mercy – are collaborating with five managed care 

organizations (Aetna Better Health, Community Care Behavioral Health Organization, Gateway Health, United 

HealthCare Community Plan of Pennsylvania, and UPMC for You, Inc.); the Allegheny County Department of 

Human Services; and AHCI to link individuals with substance use disorders to appropriate treatment. The project 

seeks to improve health outcomes and opportunities for recovery for individuals with substance use disorders in 

Allegheny County, and to reduce avoidable emergency room visits, repeat hospitalizations and overall costs. 

  

“AHCI is pleased to coordinate the efforts of this diverse group of healthcare entities in their work assisting people 

with substance use disorders to connect to treatment,” said Brandi Phillips, Chief Executive Officer of AHCI. 

  

“As recently reported by the Pennsylvania Health Care Cost Containment Council, alcohol and other substance use 

disorders are among the top three causes for hospitalizations for individuals who most frequently use inpatient 

services in Allegheny County,” said Dr. James Schuster, Chief Medical Officer of Community Care Behavioral 

Health Organization and Vice President of Behavioral Integration for the UPMC Insurance Division. “However, 

very few of these people are connected with appropriate treatment when they are discharged, increasing the 

likelihood of repeat visits.”  

  

The pilot project was launched through the federal Adult Medicaid Quality Grant Program: Measuring and 

Improving the Quality of Care. This initiative is supporting state Medicaid agencies in developing capacity to 

collect, report and analyze data on standardized health care quality measures for adults enrolled in Medicaid. In 

Allegheny County, this effort raised awareness regarding low participation rates in substance use disorder treatment, 

particularly for individuals showing up in hospital and emergency room settings. 

  

The participating hospitals will use peer navigators (UPMC) and social workers (AGH) to build rapport with 

individuals identified with substance use disorder in the emergency room or upon inpatient admission. Upon 

discharge, these individuals will be referred to a community-based peer navigator or health plan care manager, with 

ongoing follow-up to ensure that the person is engaged in appropriate treatment.  As part of this effort, Community 

Care has created two community outreach recovery specialist positions designed to support people in the 

community, following the initial contact of the peer navigators working at the UPMC hospitals and the social 

workers at AGH.   

  

“Many people with substance use disorders and co-occurring chronic conditions show up at the hospital with a 

primary diagnosis unrelated to substance use issues – it’s easy in the current system for these individuals to ‘fall 

through the cracks’ and not get referred,” says Dr. Manish Sapra, Medical Director, UPMC Behavioral Health 

Network. “This project puts the spotlight on addressing substance use and helping individuals better manage their 

health care issues by treating their addiction. ”  
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“We’re already seeing powerful new connections in our community as a result of this project,” says Dr. Arvind 

Venkat, Vice Chair for Research and Faculty Academic Affairs, Department of Emergency Medicine at Allegheny 

Health Network. “Our clinical team is building its capacity to identify and address substance use, and is enhancing 

its relationships with community-based treatment providers to ensure that our patients get timely access to the 

services they need.” 

  

The Allegheny County pilot is modeled after Project Engage, a successful initiative developed by Christiana Care 

Health System in Wilmington, Delaware, that has demonstrated substantial improvements in substance use treatment 

participation rates and related reductions in hospital admissions. Project Engage staff are providing training and 

technical support for the efforts in Allegheny County, with additional assistance from the Center for Health Care 

Strategies, a national non-profit health policy resource center. Lessons from the two-year pilot will be evaluated and 

shared statewide.  

  

For more information contact Brandi Phillips, Chief Executive Officer of AHCI at 412-325-1100 or 

bmauck@ahci.org. 
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