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Abstract


In order to combat Oklahoma’s high uninsured rate, the state legislature recently passed legislation expanding SoonerCare (Medicaid) eligibility to new populations.  To adequately serve these new populations, the Oklahoma Health Care Authority must rethink and revise many of our current practices and procedures.  Only by streamlining our services will we be able to meet this new demand.  With this in mind, we propose to tackle the first obstacle in efficient Medicaid services, the application and enrollment process.  


In order to improve the ease and efficiency of enrollment, we propose to use grant funds to establish an online enrollment process allowing potential members to apply for SoonerCare electronically.  This online enrollment process would encompass creation and programming of a web-based online application and eligibility determination system, development of the detailed policies and procedures governing such a process, purchase and installation of the equipment necessary to make internet access available to those without personal computers, and technical support resources including but not limited to a help-desk system.  Although applicants currently have the option of mailing in a paper application and are not required to go to the local county OKDHS office, the process may take over a month. This new online enrollment process would quickly determine if the members meet eligibility criteria and provide an alternative to the paper application process. The online enrollment process creates a single-point-of-entry eligibility intake that results in the applicant’s SoonerCare eligibility determination and informs the public not only about SoonerCare but other state services as well. 

In order to ensure universal accessibility, dedicated computer kiosks will be available for use by applicants who do not have access to a computer or the internet.  The kiosks will serve as a new outreach method to inform the public about medical benefits and other state services. They will be strategically located in areas of the community which are both easily accessible to and regularly accessed by potential members, i.e., county health departments. 


The goals of this new system will be to:

1. Provide 24 hour, 7 day a week access to SoonerCare enrollment via an online enrollment process.

2. Allow potential members to know instantly if they are eligible allowing them faster access to services.

3. Educate potential members not only about the various SoonerCare programs available, but also about other state services that they could be eligible to receive.

4. Significantly reduce the number of staff hours needed for face to face interviewing and data entry to enroll potential members, reduce the margin for error and streamline the enrollment process allowing the OHCA to accomplish much more with less.

5. Take the first step in creating an interagency, multi-program eligibility enrollment site for all available state services.

Federal funds in the amount of $6,146,640.00 over the next two years are requested to support the planning, design, development, testing, implementation and evaluation of this project. 

Statement of Project Need

Oklahoma is committed to finding innovative and cost effective ways to meet the needs of our eligible populations, including over 600,000 Oklahomans receiving Medicaid services through the SoonerCare program.  Following the success of our Oklahoma Employer/Employee Partnership for Insurance Coverage (O-EPIC), premium assistance program, we are poised to take another step toward reaching our goal of access to affordable, high quality healthcare coverage.  By utilizing a dual approach, the Oklahoma Health Care Authority (OHCA) is working to transform SoonerCare by:

1. Increasing ease and availability of SoonerCare enrollment with a streamlined online enrollment process.

2. Developing a system of intervention for both members and providers that encourages proper emergency room (ER) utilization behavior and better coordinates care.
The OHCA will change the landscape of SoonerCare by adopting an approach that provides our members and providers with convenience, education and quality care.

Increasing Ease and Availability…..


The Oklahoma Health Care Authority has worked to promote the concept that SoonerCare is intended to provide access to quality health care and should not be considered part of the conventional welfare system.  As many as 42,000 Oklahoma children are currently eligible yet not enrolled in SoonerCare.  Additionally, recent legislation allows coverage to expand to additional populations that have not historically been tied to traditional public assistance programs.  Due to social stigma and the time involved in the current paper application process, these populations have been resistant to SoonerCare enrollment which originates at the Oklahoma Department of Human Services (OKDHS) county offices with a caseworker.  A new automated method of eligibility screening and enrollment is needed to overcome these issues.  

In order to improve the ease and efficiency of enrollment, we propose to use grant funds to establish an online enrollment process allowing potential members to apply for SoonerCare electronically.  This online enrollment process would encompass creation and programming of a web-based online application and eligibility determination system, development of the detailed policies and procedures governing such a process, purchase and installation of the equipment necessary to make internet access available to those without personal computers, and technical support resources including but not limited to a help-desk system.  Although applicants currently have the option of mailing in a paper application and are not required to go to the local county OKDHS office, the process may take over a month. This new online enrollment process would quickly determine if the members meet eligibility criteria and provide an alternative to the paper application process. The online enrollment process creates a single-point-of-entry eligibility intake that results in the applicant’s SoonerCare eligibility determination and informs the public not only about SoonerCare but other state services as well. 

The addition of an online enrollment process allowing potential members to apply via a secure website will eliminate most of the obstacles and member barriers that exist for them today.  Potential members will be able to apply from any computer with an internet connection and will not be limited by OKDHS office hours since online applications can be completed at any time of the day or night.  Potential members applying over the internet will be afforded additional privacy, thereby reducing reluctance to apply based on the stigma associated with seeking public assistance.  Additionally, online applications will improve efficiency by reducing the number of staff hours spent on data entry since potential members will be entering their information directly into a database. 

For the Oklahoma state agencies involved, the online enrollment process will reduce much of the intake work needed to enroll someone into SoonerCare.  The potential member will input their own personal and financial information, the system will review the eligibility and the time to obtain an eligibility determination will be decreased considerably due to the automated review.  Verification of data entered will occur primarily through automated data matches.  In the event automated verification is not successful, an alternate process of submitting documents will be available. The online enrollment process will also reduce the margin of error that can be incurred during data entry from a hand written application. 

For the online enrollment process, the information system will be supplied with member data and will return a preliminary eligibility determination and list of available benefits given the eligibility criteria.  A secure website will be used for the application process ensuring that the applicant’s privacy is protected and that their personal information is not put in jeopardy.  By allowing the applicants the ability to directly input their information into the database, potential members have an increased sense of security and privacy. This information system will also generate letters confirming or denying eligibility for potential members that have formally applied. Eligible applicants will receive a unique member identification number. Current and historical eligibility information will be stored in the MMIS.

In order to ensure accessibility, dedicated computer kiosks will be available for use at various community locations.  They will be strategically located in areas of the community which are both easily accessible to and regularly accessed by potential members.  The kiosks will be complemented with a help-desk system where applicants, while using the online enrollment process, may access a help-desk for support.  The help-desk will be equipped to walk the applicant through the online screens, answering any question or concerns that may arise. Combined with the application of the help-desk system, this process will make the application for services simpler and more user friendly.  This innovative approach of placing public kiosks in certain areas of local communities for enrollment in public health coverage has not been tried in Oklahoma.  As Oklahoma looks for unique ways of reaching over 700,000 uninsured, this grant proposal targets the application process as a pivotal factor in determining whether coverage is obtained.

An online enrollment process would provide broader access to potential members as well as various public and private agencies that serve current SoonerCare populations.  These agencies, along with health practitioners and facilities, would have the capability to assist potential members with online enrollment, instead of referring them to the nearest OKDHS office or giving them a paper application. Another benefit of this online enrollment process is that it will serve as an educational outlet to inform potential members of available programs for which they could be eligible, not only within SoonerCare but other state agencies as well. 

Project Justification

Currently, applicants have two options for enrollment in the SoonerCare program.  They can either travel to their local OKDHS office and apply face to face or mail in a completed paper application.  There are several limiting factors with the current options.  First, both of these options are time consuming for the applicant.  Applications must be completed by hand, which not only takes time but also increases the margin of error by both the applicant and data entry staff.  Another problem is that many potential members may not seek assistance due to hesitancy to go to an OKDHS office to apply for SoonerCare because of the stigma associated with public assistance.  Additionally, applying by mail carries the inherent risk of lost documentation.  No matter how potential members currently apply, the processing of hand written paper forms is labor intensive and results in administrative costs.

The use of online technology is increasing in Oklahoma as well as across the nation.  Many public and private agencies utilize such technology. Examples include: the Internal Revenue Service, Department of Motor Vehicles, banking institutions, student aid offices and enrollment in healthcare insurance. Within our own O-EPIC program, upwards of 50 percent of applications are made online.  O-EPIC members have incomes at or below 185 percent of the Federal Poverty Level; it can be assumed as income increases, so does use of online communications.  Potential members in newly eligible populations will be even more likely to utilize an online enrollment process.  By modernizing Oklahoma’s SoonerCare enrollment process, our members will be utilizing technology that is the standard for numerous other entities. 

As a result of this trend, people do much of their personal and professional business online via the internet because of speed and convenience.  In 2003, the census bureau reported that 48.3% of households in the state of Oklahoma had computers with internet access.  By implementing an online enrollment process we will provide potential members with the convenience and ease that they need.  The application process will be streamlined with more timely eligibility determination and faster access to services, in a way not possible with the current enrollment options.

This project will bring the SoonerCare application process into the twenty first century.  People today live at a faster pace than ever before.  Finding the time to go to agency offices to fill out an application for services creates a difficulty for many families. Additionally, some applicants may even find it difficult to call during regular business hours to get a question answered.  With the new online enrollment process, applicants will no longer have to take time off from work to get to an OKDHS office during workday hours; they can apply at a time that works for them. Potential members will know if they meet eligibility criteria in a timelier manner.  Newly eligible members will have quicker access to primary care services, helping to reduce the level of uncompensated care and diminish inappropriate ER use. 

A major benefit from this project will be increased participation by those who are eligible, but are intimidated by the current application process. Expanded access to the application process will result in SoonerCare coverage being obtained by many uninsured that have not previously had access to affordable healthcare. No longer limited to time and location, working individuals will not be prevented from seeking coverage.  

An online enrollment process benefits not only applicants and members, but also SoonerCare and other state agencies. The online enrollment process will result in cost savings by improving administrative efficiency.  Potential members will be entering their information directly into a database thereby reducing the number of staff hours spent on data entry.  The reduction of administrative oversight and time involved in manual eligibility determination will result in administrative cost savings.  These savings will be returned to the online enrollment project to be used for sustainability after the grant period ends.  


Another benefit of the online enrollment process is that the new process will foster interagency collaboration and builds a framework for educating the public regarding state services.  Not only will the online enrollment process result in successful SoonerCare applications, but will also become an outlet for other state agencies’ outreach and education efforts.  Examples of combined efforts could include wellness topics, announcement of new programs, and back-to-school immunization reminders from agencies such as the state health department, OHCA, and the board of education.  The goal is to build an online enrollment process that is flexible and can support new programs into the future. 

Project Goals and Outcomes

The online enrollment process will transform the SoonerCare system in two overarching ways: 

1) Eliminating many of the barriers that prevent potential members from applying for coverage; 

2) Increasing the efficiency of the enrollment process for the agency. 

Elimination of Member Barriers – Goals and Anticipated Outcomes

· Goal-Increase access to and enrollment in SoonerCare coverage by creating an online enrollment process. 

· Anticipated outcomes:

· Reduced number of potential members eligible for but not enrolled in SoonerCare coverage.

· Improved number of entry points to initiate the online enrollment process.

· Goal-Reduce stigma associated with obtaining and completing SoonerCare applications. 

· Anticipated outcome:

· Accessible alternative to the current paper enrollment process primarily facilitated by local OKDHS offices and staff.

· Goal-Improve the availability of hours a potential member can access and complete the SoonerCare application.  

· Anticipated outcome:

· Potential members no longer limited to the typical “8 to 5” office hours of OKDHS staff as online applications may be completed at any time.

· Goal-Reduced amount of time required to complete and submit the SoonerCare application, resulting in timelier eligibility determinations.

· Anticipated Outcomes:

· Improved usage of primary and preventative care.

· Reduced unnecessary use of the emergency room for conditions that otherwise could have been treated in a more appropriate setting.
Increased Efficiency – Goals and Anticipated Outcomes

· Goal-Decrease overall administrative costs associated with the current paper application process:

· Anticipated Outcomes:

· Fewer transcribing and typographical errors caused by manual entry of paper application data.

· Reduced workload for caseworkers allowing for better research of eligibility history and fewer case duplication errors. 

· Less staff time required to conduct interviews, phone calls, and correspondence in order to facilitate the completion of a paper application. 

· Goal-Improve data integrity and timeliness of reporting.

· Anticipated outcomes:

·  Eliminate the need to receive and utilize data from an eligibility contractor.

· Improved data collection methods by having the potential member input their own information. 

Estimated Impact to Beneficiaries

Oklahoma has the fourth highest uninsured rate in the nation.  Sixty five percent of the uninsured are low income at less than 200% of the FPL.  In 2005, 63,000 uninsured children 18 and under had household incomes that qualified them for SoonerCare benefits.  It is imperative that we find new ways to reach those potentially eligible for coverage in order to help reduce the numbers of uninsured.  For many of the potential members, the current enrollment procedures just are not working.  They are unable to utilize enrollment at OKDHS offices because of transportation issues or conflicts with office hours.  Many others are hesitant to apply because of the stigma associated with public assistance.  An online enrollment process will remove many obstacles and “open the door” for thousands of low-income, uninsured Oklahomans.  This new process will give many uninsured new access to much needed health care coverage.  


This project will have an impact that is not only large in number of beneficiaries included, but also in that it will impact individuals statewide.  Enrollment will increase by thousands of members due to an online enrollment process.  It is estimated that 51,000 to 67,000 children currently are eligible but not enrolled in SoonerCare.  Additional SoonerCare expansions are underway to include approximately 100,000 members.  Recent Kaiser Studies have estimated that nationally 7 in 10 families have a household member who is eligible for some type of public assistance yet not enrolled.  An estimated increase of  over 150,000 new members would significantly raise Oklahoma’s SoonerCare participation rate while decreasing the numbers of uninsured.  It is assumed the impact would be seen statewide as the network of online applications would be limitless when using personal computers, local service organizations, as well as public kiosks.

The benefits of the proposed system are extensive. For the members, the online enrollment process will ensure expedited eligibility determinations resulting in better access to care and better clinical outcomes. Newly eligible members will have quicker access to primary care services, helping to reduce the level of uncompensated care and diminish inappropriate ER use.  For the providers, the online enrollment process would create several administrative benefits.  Using the online enrollment process providers will now have a way to help their low-income, uninsured patients apply for coverage at the point of service.  If the patient is indeed determined eligible for coverage, the amount of uncompensated care provided by the provider will decrease.  


Oklahoma is focused on decreasing the numbers of our uninsured.  With recent legislative changes, the increasing populations of eligible persons will require new methods of enrollment.  Rather than require agencies to hire additional employees to handle the increased enrollment, an online enrollment process will allow state agencies to do much more with less.  

Description of Magnitude of the Transformation/System Change
This statewide transformation of the online enrollment process has the potential to initially impact over 150,000 uninsured Oklahomans.  These figures include both the current population of potentially eligible individuals and the new populations that will be eligible in the near future due to recent legislation.  Additionally there are over 600,000 current members who could utilize this new program to reapply for benefits. CMS has encouraged states to design and support MMIS systems that are consistent with HIPAA data standards, privacy requirements, and the development of an open architecture for Medicaid information, referred to as MITA (Medicaid IT architecture).  Oklahoma will be one of the first states to give potential members the option to complete the application for Medicaid services completely online.   The project has significant potential for duplication by other states due to the universal use of the internet.  

Describe the State’s plan to sustain the project after the grant funding is exhausted.
In order to improve the ease and efficiency of enrollment, we propose to use grant funds to establish an online enrollment process allowing potential members to apply for SoonerCare electronically.  This online enrollment process would encompass the creation and programming of a web-based online application and eligibility determination system, development of the detailed policies and procedures governing such a process, purchase and installation of the equipment necessary to make internet access available to those without personal computers, and technical support resources including but not limited to a help-desk system.  The grant funds being sought constitute a one time project cost to design and implement the online enrollment process.  There will be an ongoing need to provide Information Technology staff for support and maintenance which will be covered by existing maintenance hours already in the state budget.  The reduction of administrative oversight and time involved in manual eligibility determination will result in administrative cost savings.  These savings will be returned to the online enrollment project to be used for sustainability after the grant period ends.  

Evaluation Plan

OHCA intends to evaluate the effectiveness and sustainability of this project using internal agency resources to analyze voluntary surveys, error rates, application access rates, and utilization patterns.  Continuous quality improvements and clinical outcomes will be performed through monitoring of the following evaluation categories:

1) Technology Performance

a) Total number of applications processed

b) Application error rates

c) Website reliability 

d) Kiosk hardware function

e) Information security through website and kiosks

2) Utilization

a) Application methods

i) Number of applications processed online 

ii) Number of applications processed through traditional enrollment

b) Applicant demographics

c) Availability of information

d) Ease of site navigation

e) Convenience of kiosk locations

f) Understandability 

3) Cost Savings measurements

a) Compensation of staff hours used to process a SoonerCare application

i) Prior to implementation of the online enrollment process

ii) After implementation of the online enrollment process

b) Uncompensated care costs 

Description of Project Implementation Readiness
Plans for such a project have been in development for several months.  With much of the groundwork in place and background research already done, we anticipate the following timeline.

	Project Timeline

	Scope of Work Planning
	October – December 2007

	Cost Model
	

	Fiscal Agent Infrastructure
	

	Advance Planning Document
	

	State Plan Amendments Planning
	

	Agreements
	October 2007 – February 2008

	General Requirements Gathering
	

	Rules & Policy Changes
	December 2007 – June 2008

	Application Design
	

	Telecommunications
	March – June 2008

	Data Conversion
	March 2008 – January 2009

	Member Outreach
	

	Detail Design Approval
	May – June 2008

	Fiscal Agent Construction
	May 2008 – January 2009

	User Acceptance Testing
	October 2008 – January 2009

	Implementation of online
	January 2009

	Kiosk Installation & Final implementation 
	January – March 2009
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