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1. Executive Summary  

Pursuant to 42 CFR §457.1250, which requires states’ Medicaid managed care programs to participate in 
external quality review (EQR), the State of Colorado, Department of Health Care Policy and Financing 
(the Department) required its Regional Accountable Entities (RAEs) to conduct and submit performance 
improvement projects (PIPs) annually for validation by the State’s external quality review organization 
(EQRO). Northeast Health Partners Region 2, referred to in this report as NHP R2, holds a contract with 
the State of Colorado for provision of healthcare services for Health First Colorado, Colorado’s Medicaid 
program.  

The purpose of a PIP is to achieve, through ongoing measurements and interventions, significant 
improvement sustained over time in performance indicator outcomes that focus on clinical or nonclinical areas. 
For this year’s 2023–2024 validation, NHP R2 submitted two PIPs: Follow-Up After Emergency 
Department Visits for Substance Use [FUA]: Ages 13 and Older and Screening for Social Determinants 
of Health (SDOH). These topics addressed Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services’ (CMS’) 
requirements related to quality outcomes—specifically, the quality, timeliness, and accessibility of care 
and services.  

The clinical FUA: Ages 13 and Older PIP addresses quality, timeliness, and accessibility of healthcare 
and services for members ages 13 years and older with a diagnosis of substance use disorder (SUD) or 
any diagnosis of drug overdose. The topic, selected by NHP R2 and approved by the Department, was 
supported by historical data. The PIP Aim statement is as follows: “Does implementing focused 
interventions on discharge, care coordination and utilization management processes result in increased 
7-day follow-up rates for members aged 13 and older after an emergency department visit for substance 
use disorder from 26.8% to 30.5% by June 30. 2025?” 

The nonclinical Screening for SDOH PIP addresses quality and accessibility of healthcare and services 
for NHP R2 members by increasing awareness of social factors that may impact member access to 
needed care and services. The nonclinical topic was mandated by the Department. The PIP Aim 
statement is as follows: “Does implementing a standardized screening process result in an increased 
screening rate of Social Determinants of Health for members who utilize behavioral health services by 
June 30, 2025?” 

Table 1-1 outlines the performance indicators for each PIP. 

Table 1-1—Performance Indicators 

PIP Title Performance Indicator 

FUA: Ages 13 and Older 
The percentage of ED visits for members ages 13 years and older with a 
principal diagnosis of SUD or any diagnosis of drug overdose for which a 
follow-up visit occurred within 7 days of an ED visit. 

Screening for SDOH  
The percentage of members with at least one behavioral health visit who 
were screened for the four SDOH domains: food insecurity, housing 
instability, transportation needs, and utility difficulties. 
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2. Background  

 

Rationale 

The Code of Federal Regulations at 42 CFR Part 438—managed care regulations for the Medicaid 
program and Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), with revisions released May 6, 2016, 
effective July 1, 2017, and further revised on November 13, 2020, with an effective date of December 
14, 2020—require states that contract with managed care health plans (health plans) to conduct an EQR 
of each contracting health plan. Health plans include primary care case management entities (PCCM 
entities). The regulations at 42 CFR §438.358 require that the EQR include analysis and evaluation by 
an EQRO of aggregated information related to healthcare quality, timeliness, and access. Health 
Services Advisory Group, Inc. (HSAG), serves as the EQRO for the Department —the agency 
responsible for the overall administration and monitoring of Colorado’s Medicaid program. Beginning 
in fiscal year (FY) 2018–2019, the Department entered into contracts with RAEs in seven regions 
throughout Colorado. Each Colorado RAE meets the federal definition of a PCCM entity. 

In its PIP evaluation and validation, HSAG used the Department of Health and Human Services, CMS 
publication, Protocol 1. Validation of Performance Improvement Projects: A Mandatory EQR-Related 
Activity, February 2023 (CMS Protocol 1).1-1 HSAG’s evaluation of the PIP includes two key 
components of the quality improvement (QI) process:  
1. HSAG evaluates the technical structure of the PIP to ensure that NHP R2 designs, conducts, and 

reports the PIP in a methodologically sound manner, meeting all State and federal requirements. 
HSAG’s review determines whether the PIP design (e.g., PIP Aim statement, population, sampling 
methods, performance indicator, and data collection methodology) is based on sound methodological 
principles and could reliably measure outcomes. Successful execution of this component ensures that 
reported PIP results are accurate and capable of measuring sustained improvement.  

2. HSAG evaluates the implementation of the PIP. Once designed, a RAE’s effectiveness in improving 
outcomes depends on the systematic data collection process, analysis of data, and the identification 
of barriers and subsequent development of relevant interventions. Through this component, HSAG 
evaluates how well NHP R2 improves its rates through implementation of effective processes (i.e., 
barrier analyses, interventions, and evaluation of results).  

The goal of HSAG’s PIP validation is to ensure that the Department and key stakeholders can have 
confidence that the RAE executed a methodologically sound improvement project, and any reported 
improvement is related to, and can be reasonably linked to, the QI strategies and activities conducted by 
the RAE during the PIP. 

 
1-1  Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services. Protocol 1. Validation of 

Performance Improvement Projects: A Mandatory EQR-Related Activity, February 2023. Available at: 
https://www.medicaid.gov/medicaid/quality-of-care/downloads/2023-eqr-protocols.pdf. Accessed on: Mar 18, 2024. 

https://www.medicaid.gov/medicaid/quality-of-care/downloads/2023-eqr-protocols.pdf
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Validation Overview 

For FY 2023–2024, the Department required health plans to conduct PIPs in accordance with 42 CFR 
§438.330(b)(1). In accordance with §438.330 (d), RAE entities are required to have a quality program 
that (1) includes ongoing PIPs designed to have a favorable effect on health outcomes and beneficiary 
satisfaction and (2) focuses on clinical and/or nonclinical areas that involve the following: 

 
Measuring performance using objective quality indicators 

 
Implementing system interventions to achieve improvement in quality 

 
Evaluating effectiveness of the interventions 

 
Planning and initiating of activities for increasing or sustaining improvement 

To monitor, assess, and validate PIPs, HSAG uses a standardized scoring methodology to rate a PIP’s 
compliance with each of the nine steps listed in CMS Protocol 1. With the Department’s input and 
approval, HSAG developed a PIP Validation Tool to ensure uniform assessment of PIPs. This tool is 
used to evaluate each of the PIPs for the following nine CMS Protocol 1 steps: 

Table 2-1—CMS Protocol Steps 

Protocol Steps  

Step Number Description 

1 Review the Selected PIP Topic 

2 Review the PIP Aim Statement 

3 Review the Identified PIP Population 

4 Review the Sampling Method 

5 Review the Selected Performance Indicator(s) 

6 Review the Data Collection Procedures 

7 Review the Data Analysis and Interpretation of PIP Results 

8 Assess the Improvement Strategies 

9 Assess the Likelihood that Significant and Sustained Improvement Occurred 
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HSAG obtains the data needed to conduct the PIP validation from NHP R2’s PIP Submission Form. 
This form provides detailed information about NHP R2’s PIP related to the steps completed and 
evaluated for the 2023–2024 validation cycle. 

Each required step is evaluated on one or more elements that form a valid PIP. The HSAG PIP Review 
Team scores each evaluation element within a given step as Met, Partially Met, Not Met, Not 
Applicable, or Not Assessed. HSAG designates evaluation elements pivotal to the PIP process as critical 
elements. For a PIP to produce valid and reliable results, all critical elements must be Met.  

In alignment with CMS Protocol 1, HSAG assigns two PIP validation ratings, summarizing overall PIP 
performance. One validation rating reflects HSAG’s confidence that the RAE adhered to acceptable 
methodology for all phases of design and data collection and conducted accurate data analysis and 
interpretation of PIP results. This validation rating is based on the scores for applicable evaluation 
elements in steps 1 through 8 of the PIP Validation Tool. The second validation rating is only assigned 
for PIPs that have progressed to the Outcomes stage (Step 9) and reflects HSAG’s confidence that the 
PIP’s performance indicator results demonstrated evidence of significant improvement. The second 
validation rating is based on scores from Step 9 in the PIP Validation Tool. For each applicable 
validation rating, HSAG reports the percentage of applicable evaluation elements that received a Met 
score and the corresponding confidence level: High Confidence, Moderate Confidence, Low Confidence, 
or No Confidence. The confidence level definitions for each validation rating are as follows: 

1. Overall Confidence of Adherence to Acceptable Methodology for All Phases of the PIP (Steps 1 
Through 8) 

• High Confidence: High confidence in reported PIP results. All critical evaluation elements were 
Met, and 90 percent to 100 percent of all evaluation elements were Met across all steps. 

• Moderate Confidence: Moderate confidence in reported PIP results. All critical evaluation elements 
were Met, and 80 percent to 89 percent of all evaluation elements were Met across all steps. 

• Low Confidence: Low confidence in reported PIP results. Across all steps, 65 percent to 79 percent 
of all evaluation elements were Met; or one or more critical evaluation elements were Partially Met. 

• No Confidence: No confidence in reported PIP results. Across all steps, less than 65 percent of 
all evaluation elements were Met; or one or more critical evaluation elements were Not Met. 

2. Overall Confidence That the PIP Achieved Significant Improvement (Step 9) 

• High Confidence: All performance indicators demonstrated statistically significant improvement 
over the baseline. 

• Moderate Confidence: One of the three scenarios below occurred: 
– All performance indicators demonstrated improvement over the baseline, and some but not 

all performance indicators demonstrated statistically significant improvement over the 
baseline. 

– All performance indicators demonstrated improvement over the baseline, and none of the 
performance indicators demonstrated statistically significant improvement over the baseline. 
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– Some but not all performance indicators demonstrated improvement over baseline, and some 
but not all performance indicators demonstrated statistically significant improvement over 
baseline. 

• Low Confidence: The remeasurement methodology was not the same as the baseline 
methodology for at least one performance indicator or some but not all performance indicators 
demonstrated improvement over the baseline and none of the performance indicators 
demonstrated statistically significant improvement over the baseline. 

• No Confidence: The remeasurement methodology was not the same as the baseline methodology 
for all performance indicators or none of the performance indicators demonstrated improvement 
over the baseline. 

Figure 2-1 illustrates the three stages of the PIP process—i.e., Design, Implementation, and Outcomes. Each 
sequential stage provides the foundation for the next stage. The Design stage establishes the methodological 
framework for the PIP. The activities in this section include development of the PIP topic, Aim statement, 
population, sampling techniques, performance indicator(s), and data collection processes. To implement 
successful improvement strategies, a strong methodologically sound design is necessary.  

Figure 2-1—Stages of the PIP Process 

 

Once NHP R2 establishes its PIP design, the PIP progresses into the Implementation stage. This stage 
includes data analysis and interventions. During this stage, NHP R2 evaluates and analyzes its data, 
identifies barriers to performance, and develops interventions targeted to improve outcomes. The 
implementation of effective improvement strategies is necessary to improve outcomes. The Outcomes 
stage is the final stage, which involves the evaluation of statistically, clinically, or programmatically 
significant improvement, and sustained improvement based on reported results and statistical testing. 
Sustained improvement is achieved when performance indicators demonstrate statistically significant 
improvement over baseline performance through repeated measurements over comparable time periods. 
If the outcomes do not improve, NHP R2 should revise its causal/barrier analysis processes and adapt QI 
strategies and interventions accordingly. 
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3. Findings 

 

Validation Findings 

HSAG’s validation evaluates the technical methods of the PIP (i.e., the design, data analysis, 
implementation, and outcomes). Based on its review, HSAG determined the overall methodological 
validity of the PIP. Table 3-1summarizes the health plan's PIPs validated during the review period with 
an overall confidence level of High Confidence, Moderate Confidence, Low Confidence or No 
Confidence for the two required confidence levels identified below. In addition, Table 3-1 displays the 
percentage score of evaluation elements that received a Met score, as well as the percentage score of 
critical elements that received a Met score. Critical elements are those within the PIP Validation Tool 
that HSAG has identified as essential for producing a valid and reliable PIP.  

NHP R2 submitted two PIPs for the 2023–2024 validation cycle. The FUA PIP and the SDOH Screening 
PIP were evaluated for adhering to acceptable PIP methodology. The PIPs had not progressed to being 
evaluated for achieving significant improvement; therefore, the second validation rating was Not 
Assessed. NHP R2 resubmitted one of the two PIPs and received a final overall High Confidence level 
for both PIPs. Table 3‑1 illustrates the initial submission and resubmission validation scores for each 
PIP. 

Table 3-1—2023–2024 PIP Overall Confidence Levels for NHP R2 

PIP Title Type of 
Review1 

Overall Confidence of Adherence to 
Acceptable Methodology for All 

Phases of the PIP 

Overall Confidence That the PIP 
Achieved Significant Improvement 

Percentage 
Score of 

Evaluation 
Elements 

Met2 

Percentage 
Score of 
Critical 

Elements 
Met3 

Confidence 
Level4 

Percentage 
Score of 

Evaluation 
Elements 

Met2 

Percentage 
Score of 
Critical 

Elements 
Met3 

Confidence 
Level4 

FUA: Ages 13 and 
Older 

Initial 
Submission 92% 88% Low 

Confidence  Not Assessed 

Resubmission 100% 100% High 
Confidence  Not Assessed 

Screening for 
SDOH 

Initial 
Submission 100% 100% High 

Confidence  Not Assessed 

Resubmission Not Applicable Not Assessed 

1 Type of Review—Designates the PIP review as an initial submission, or resubmission. A resubmission means the 
MCO resubmitted the PIP with updated documentation to address HSAG’s initial validation feedback.  
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2  Percentage Score of Evaluation Elements Met—The percentage score is calculated by dividing the total elements 
Met (critical and non-critical) by the sum of the total elements of all categories (Met, Partially Met, and Not Met). 

3 Percentage Score of Critical Elements Met—The percentage score of critical elements Met is calculated by 
dividing the total critical elements Met by the sum of the critical elements Met, Partially Met, and Not Met.  

4 Confidence Level—Populated from the PIP Validation Tool and based on the percentage scores. 

The FUA: Ages 13 and Older PIP was validated through the first eight steps of the PIP Validation Tool 
and received a High Confidence level for adhering to acceptable PIP methodology. NHP R2 received 
Met scores for 100 percent of applicable evaluation elements in the Design (Steps 1–6) and 
Implementation (Steps 7–8) stages of the PIP.  

The Screening for SDOH PIP was also validated through the first eight steps of the PIP Validation Tool 
and received a High Confidence level for adhering to acceptable PIP methodology. NHP R2 received 
Met scores for all applicable evaluation elements in the Design and Implementation stages of the PIP. 

Scores and feedback for individual evaluation elements and steps are provided for each PIP in Appendix 
B. Final PIP Validation Tools.  

 

Analysis of Results 

Table 3-2 displays data for NHP R2’s FUA: Ages 13 and Older PIP.  

Table 3-2—Performance Indicator Results for the FUA: Ages 13 and Older PIP  

Performance Indicator 
Baseline  

(7/1/2022 to 
6/30/2023) 

Remeasurement 1 
(7/1/2023 to 
6/30/2024) 

Remeasurement 2 
(7/1/2024 to 
6/30/2025) 

Sustained 
Improvement 

The percentage of ED visits for 
members ages 13 years and older 
with a principal diagnosis of 
SUD or any diagnosis of drug 
overdose for which a follow-up 
visit occurred within 7 days of 
an ED visit. 

N: 306  

26.8% 

 

 

 

  

D: 1,142    

N–Numerator   D–Denominator   

For the baseline measurement period, NHP R2 reported that 26.8 percent of members ages 13 years and 
older who visited the ED with a principal diagnosis of SUD or other diagnosis of drug overdose had a 
follow-up visit within seven days. 
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Table 3-3 displays data for NHP R2’s Screening for SDOH PIP.  

Table 3-3—Performance Indicator Results for the Screening for SDOH PIP  

Performance Indicator 
Baseline  

(7/1/2022 to 
6/30/2023) 

Remeasurement 1 
(7/1/2023 to 
6/30/2024) 

Remeasurement 2 
(7/1/2024 to 
6/30/2025) 

Sustained 
Improvement 

The percentage of members with 
at least one behavioral health visit 
who were screened for the four 
SDOH domains: food insecurity, 
housing instability, transportation 
needs, and utility difficulties. 

N: 0  

0% 

 

 

 

  

D: 20,498    

N–Numerator   D– Denominator    

For the baseline measurement period, NHP R2 reported that 0 percent of members with at least one 
behavioral health visit were screened for the four SDOH domains. 

 

Barriers/Interventions 

The identification of barriers through barrier analysis and the subsequent selection of appropriate 
interventions to address these barriers are necessary steps to improve outcomes. NHP R2’s choice of 
interventions, combination of intervention types, and sequence of implementing the interventions are 
essential to the overall success in improving PIP rates.  

Table 3-4 displays the barriers and interventions documented by the health plan for the FUA: Ages 13 
and Older PIP.  

Table 3-4—Barriers and Interventions for the FUA: Ages 13 and Older PIP 

Barriers Interventions 

Unclear understanding of services, codes, and 
timeliness required to meet the measure. Provider and case management education. 

Table 3-5 displays the barriers and interventions documented by the health plan for the Screening for 
SDOH PIP.  

Table 3-5—Barriers and Interventions for the Screening for SDOH PIP 

Barriers Interventions 

No standardized process to identify who needs to be 
screened, the frequency of screening members, 
questions to address SDOH, or method to track 
screening statistics. 

Standardized screening process. 
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4. Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

Conclusions  

For this year’s validation cycle, NHP R2 submitted the clinical FUA: Ages 13 and Older PIP and the 
nonclinical Screening for SDOH PIP. NHP R2 reported baseline performance indicator results for both 
PIPs, and both PIPs were validated through Step 8 (Design and Implementation). Both PIPs received a 
High Confidence level for adherence to acceptable PIP methodology in the Design and Implementation 
stages. 

HSAG’s PIP validation findings suggest a thorough application of the PIP Design stage (Steps 1 through 
6) for both PIPs. A methodologically sound design created the foundation for NHP R2 to progress to 
subsequent PIP stages—collecting data and carrying out interventions to positively impact performance 
indicator results and outcomes for the project. In the Implementation stage (Steps 7 and 8), NHP R2 
accurately reported performance indicator data and initiated methodologically sound improvement 
strategies for both PIPs. NHP R2 will progress to reporting Remeasurement 1 indicator results for both 
PIPs, and both PIPs will progress to being evaluated for achieving significant improvement for next 
year’s validation. 

 

Recommendations 

Based on the validation of each PIP, HSAG has the following recommendations: 

• Revisit causal/barrier analyses at least annually to ensure timely and accurate identification and 
prioritization of barriers and opportunities for improvement. 

• Use QI tools such as a key driver diagram, process mapping, and/or failure modes and effects 
analyses to determine and prioritize barriers and process gaps or weaknesses, as part of the 
causal/barrier analyses. 

• Use Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycles to meaningfully evaluate the effectiveness of each 
intervention. The RAE should select intervention effectiveness measures that directly monitor 
intervention impact and evaluate measure results frequently throughout each measurement period. 
The intervention evaluation results should drive next steps for interventions and determine whether 
they should be continued, expanded, revised, or replaced. 
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Appendix A. Final PIP Submission Forms 

Appendix A contains the final PIP Submission Forms that NHP R2 submitted to HSAG for validation. 
HSAG made only minor grammatical corrections to these forms; the content/meaning was not altered. 
This appendix does not include any attachments provided with the PIP submission. 
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Appendix B. Final PIP Validation Tools 

The following contains the final PIP Validation Tools for NHP R2.  
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