
Learning To Bridge 

Dr Pritpal S Tamber MD

Writer, Researcher & Consultant in Community Health

www.pstamber.com

The Medicaid Transformation Learning Symposium

Seattle, WA, October 9th, 2019 

http://www.pstamber.com/




• Jorge 

• Food pantry manager 

• Loses his job 

• Wife dies suddenly 

• Becomes homeless 

• Son dies in combat in Afghanistan



• New health plan for new Medicaid beneficiaries (2011) 

• A safety net Accountable Care Organization (ACO) 

• Began in 2012 as a Medicaid demonstration project 

• 4 partners: Public health, health center, a managed care plan, 
and a FQHC 

• Goal: Reduce health care costs of the most ‘troubled’

• How: Coordinate and pool resources (not new programs) 

• Jorge eligible 



How They Work

• Proactive risk identification 
• Diagnoses 
• Hospital & ED visits 
• Shared EHR between partners 
• Also looking to corrections, foster care and housing 
• Multiple address changes 

• Most likely to incur high costs 

• High-risk members: 6-10% of members 

• Tracked down
• Community health workers look for them 
• Social worker teams up with local nonprofit 



• 12,000 Medicaid beneficiaries

• Close gaps, respond quickly

• Secured housing for up to 50% 
of members 

• Dramatic drop in demand for ED 
and acute care 

• Medical costs fallen 11% y-o-y

• Used the savings to do new 
things, such as an ‘access clinic’ 

• Identify people of lower risk that 
may need help

• Bring in new types of non-
Medicaid services (ie vocational 
counseling for prisoners)



• “HH’s leaders initially thought 
their members could be 
stabilized after 3-6 months of 
intensive oversight…”

• “In practice, however, most 
members have required this 
higher level of oversight for 
longer…”



• Between 2012 and 2013, 
outpatient visits increased by 
3.3%

• “It takes a lot of behavior 
change and work to build 
relationships – so the increase 
in [the use of] primary care 
services is very hopeful”

• “We’re investing in people in 
ways that are going to take 
many years to pay off” 



More Reality

• Identify the homeless 

• Super utilizers 

• Provide housing support 

• Costs per patient down 18%

• From $5879 to $4785

• Aim: Care for 48 homeless

• Reality: ”hundreds” were 
homeless   



Basic Definitional Challenge

• Homelessness 

• At risk of homelessness 

• Poor quality housing 

• Concealed households 

• Over-crowding 

• “The lack of accepted definitions 
of inadequate housing and 
homelessness hampers a full 
understanding of a life lived 
without a stable home and its 
impact on health”



Understanding the Realities 

• City-wide collaboration 

• Health and place

• TOC: Better relationships between 
institutions

• Benefit: To unlock skills and potential 

• Goal: Collaboration, not cancer

• Relationships, skills and potential are 
problem-agnostic 



But Then Things Changed…

• Budgetary pressure 

• Board’s focus shifted to financial returns

• David’s team tried to respond

• But it’s hard to make clear-cut ROI case 

• Fragmented the city-wide perspective 

• Removed ‘place’ from the frame 

• Frayed inter-institutional relationships



Lessons Learned

1. Frame health work on the basis of equality (equity)
• Forces you to embrace social context 

2. Do deeper work to understand participants’ motivations 
• Makes it possible to withstand short-term pressures 

3. Hold the operations of institutions to account on the basis of 
their stated values 
• Surface the incongruence of things like business cases based y-o-y 

returns when tackling inequity is longer-term work 



Dealing with Complexity 

• Outcomes-based performance 
management (OBPM)

• Aspirations get turned into measurable 
proxies (‘outcomes’)

• Leads to gaming – changing what’s 
measured or changing how it’s measured

• “What the hell else do we do?”

• Looked for alternatives 

• Work based on: relationships and trust 

• At the core of the work is learning  



Responding to Emergence 

• Human 
• Being human, building empathy, understanding 

people’s strengths, creating trust 

• Learning 
• A continuous process of learning to adapt to 

changing context and the people you work with 

• Systems 
• Recognising that outcomes come from whole 

systems, not individuals or institutions 



No two projects are the same

But we can discern patterns across them 



Include in a community’s collective effort those 

who live there, those who work there, and those 

who deliver or support services there

Spend time understanding differences in context, 

goals and power

Appreciate the arc of local history as part of the 

story of a place

Elicit, value and respond to what matters to 

community residents

Facilitate and support the sharing of power, 

including building the capacity to use it and 

acknowledging existing imbalances

Operate at five levels at the same time: 

individual, family, community, institutional and 

policy

Accept that this is long-term, iterative work

Embrace uncertainty, tension and missteps as 

sources of success

Measure what matters, including the process and 

experience of the work

Build a vehicle buffered from the constraints of 

existing systems and able to respond to what 

happens, as it happens

Build a team capable of working in a 

collaborative, iterative way, including being able 

to navigate the tensions inherent in this work

Pursue sustainability creatively; it’s as much 

about narrative, process and relationships as it is 

about resources
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Tensions, Tensions, Tensions… 

Payment reform versus SDoH-focussed work 

Bottom-up creativity versus Top-down mandates 

Demonstrate versus Sustain 

Public health versus Clinical care 

Urban versus Rural



Thanks for listening
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What We’re Going To Do

• Reflect on the keynote 
• What came to mind? 

• Talk about your work 
• What’s working, what’s not, and what might be done regionally? 

• Spend time with the 12 Principles
• What resonated, what’s missing and should we spend time on the four 

highlighted in the keynote? 

• Get to know each other along the way 

• Try to take a 15-minute break after an hour
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Let’s talk about your work
What’s working, what’s not, and what might be done regionally? 



The 12 Principles
What resonated, what’s missing and should we spend time on the four 
highlighted in the keynote? 



Accept that this is long-term iterative work

• Do you acknowledge this basic fact? 

• Does your vision acknowledge this basic fact? 

• Is there at least one area of your work configured to allow 
strategy and solutions to evolve in response to the world 
outside? 

• Is your work entirely configured on the basis of ‘emergent 
learning’? 



Embrace uncertainty, tension and 
missteps as sources of success

• Do you operate on the basis that the work is implicitly 
uncertain? 

• Do you reflect on these uncertainties and look for issues that 
need discussing, even if they’re uncomfortable? 

• Is assessing and reflecting on uncertainties a normal part of 
your work routine? 

• Do you embrace as crucial and informative the instances when 
parts of the work do not go as planned? 



Build a vehicle buffered from the 
constraints of existing systems and able to 
respond to what happens, as it happens

• Do you acknowledge the constraints in the mindsets, 
processes, incentives and demands of the existing? 

• Do you actively explore a different frame, business model and 
set of values in your work? 

• Do you prototype a microcosm of work within or alongside your 
wider work that uses a new frame, model or set of value? 

• Do you explore how to take learnings from that microcosm and 
apply it to other work? 



Pursue sustainability creatively; it’s as 
much about narrative, process and 
relationships as it is about resources

• Do you have a broad understanding of sustainability? 

• Do you dedicate time to understand and develop the narrative 
of how your work is creating value? 

• Are you developing strategies informed by these narratives to 
sustain the processes and relationships of your work? 

• Are you able to sustain your work through these narratives, 
while also exploring how the narrative might evolve? 
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