
S P R I N G  2 0 1 5

Ne w s  a n d  i n fo r m at i o n  fo r  g ro u p  b e n e f i t  p l a n  a d m i n i s t rato r s  f ro m  Al b e r t a  B l u e  Cro s s

Focusing on cost control and plan management 
through the economic slowdown
If your business is one of the many affected by the current Alberta 
economic slowdown, controlling your operating costs has become 
a priority to help you through the current downturn.  

In this economic climate, the managed benefit approach delivered 
by Alberta Blue Cross has renewed importance—helping you 
contain group benefit costs and protect your plan’s vitality without 
sacrificing quality. We are committed to delivering cost control 
and plan management that ensures not only that you get the 
best value for your benefit plan dollars today, but that your plan 
remains affordable for the future. 

Our best price agreements with Alberta pharmacies; our fixed 
bases of payment for dental claims; our billing agreements with 
optical service providers, physiotherapists, massage therapists 
and ambulance operators; and our unparalleled focus on plan 
management all ensure you get the best value. Plus, as we are a 
not-for-profit organization, the rate you pay goes solely toward 
claims and administration costs. 

Your group benefit plan serves a valuable purpose protecting your 
company’s most valuable asset: your employees. Access to health 
and dental benefits helps your employees stay healthy—and 
productive. 

Alberta Blue Cross is committed to working with you to ensure 
your plan viability. We are here to provide options to help you 
retain your plan and continue to provide employee benefits 
through challenging economic times.

If you have any questions or concerns about your group benefit 
plan, please contact your Alberta Blue Cross group sales or service 
representative.  



$1 million grant program continues  
to promote active living across Alberta
Four organizations across Alberta have been 
selected to each receive a $50,000 grant 
through the second year of the Alberta Blue 
Cross Healthy Communities Grant Program 
to support active living in their communities. 

Through this program, Alberta Blue Cross 
has committed to invest $1 million over a 
five-year period from our Foundation to 
promote active living across Alberta. Four 
$50,000 grants are being awarded each 
year to support community amenities and 
facilities that promote active living, with a 
particular emphasis on children.

“Alberta Blue Cross has a mandate to 
support the health and wellness of 

Albertans,” says Brian Geislinger,  
vice-president of Corporate Relations with 
Alberta Blue Cross. “While many Albertans 
know us as their health and dental benefit 
plan provider, this program is one more 
way we’re looking to make a positive 
difference in the health of all Albertans.” 

2014 grants were awarded to the 
Crestwood Community League 
Building Society in Edmonton for a new 
community playground, Friends of Fish 
Creek Provincial Park in Calgary for a new 
mountain bike park, Camrose Primary Care 
Network for a new outdoor community 
gym and Fort Vermilion Recreation Board 
for a new skate park.

In 2013, Alberta Blue Cross provided 
grants to support construction of a new 
playground for Florence Hallock School in 
north Edmonton, outdoor sports courts 
for Westmount Middle/High School in 
Calgary, a toddler playground adjacent to 
the new Family and Community Support 
Services facility in Cold Lake and outdoor 
fitness equipment for the Abbey Centre 
municipal recreation facility in Blackfalds.

We will begin accepting applications for the 
2015 grants on June 1. More information 
about the grant program, including details 
about applying, can be found at  
www.ab.bluecross.ca/aboutus/healthy-
communities-grant.php. 

Our new administration system is now operational. We thank you for your 
understanding and patience as we transitioned to the new system.

Replacing our administration system was a multi-year project to evolve our 
business processes and underlying technology that support day-to-day 
functions. The new system lays the foundation to ensure we can continue 
to meet and exceed your needs. With a project this size, challenges were 
expected but the implementation went smoothly and we are effectively 
addressing any issues in a timely manner.

If you are a user of the plan administrator web site, you will have noticed it 
has also changed. One of the benefits of replacing our administration system 
was that it provided us the opportunity to completely rebuild our plan 
administrator web site. Depending on your plan design, some new features 
include getting new coverage numbers immediately, automatically calculating 
effective dates, saving partially completed records for later completion and 
seeing additional coverage details online. 

Registering for the new site is easy, as the steps outlined on the site walk you 
through the process. If you have questions, we have a variety of resources 
available to guide you through the new site including a recorded webinar, an 
online video, brochures and resource guides. Links to more details are available 
on the resource page at www.ab.bluecross.ca/new-admin-system.

Our new 
administration 
system is now 

LIVE

http://www.ab.bluecross.ca/aboutus/healthy-communities-grant.php
http://www.ab.bluecross.ca/aboutus/healthy-communities-grant.php
http://www.ab.bluecross.ca/new-admin-system


Removing 
providers from  
our eligibility list

Part of Alberta Blue Cross’s role in administering 
benefit plans is managing service providers. As 
part of this provider management practice, we 
ensure plans are protected by taking a variety 
of actions toward those providers who exhibit 
potentially irregular claiming activities.

The majority of health care providers who are 
involved in the delivery of products and services 
to our plan members conduct themselves 
professionally and ethically. From time to 
time, however, we must take a firm stance if a 
provider’s conduct could negatively affect the 
group plans we administer. One option we can 
pursue is removing a provider from our provider 
eligibility list. This means, that while these 
providers are still free to supply products and 
services to clients, including Alberta Blue Cross 
members, no claims for products and services 
from that provider will be eligible for coverage, 
payment or reimbursement by Alberta Blue 
Cross.

If your employee obtains a product or service 
from a provider that they do not know has been 
determined to be ineligible, there is an exception 
rule in place to pay that particular claim but to 
inform the plan member that subsequent claims 
from that provider will not be accepted.

Monitoring provider claims for 
potential irregularities
Alberta Blue Cross makes it a priority to continually monitor health benefit 
claims for the purpose of identifying patterns within the claiming environment. 
Claims from health care providers are reviewed through sophisticated analytics 
and any noticeable deviations from industry or individual claiming practices are 
evaluated for potential irregularities. 

Based on comprehensive reviews of our provider compliance monitoring 
practices, Alberta Blue Cross has enhanced our processes to better identify 
claiming patterns or trends that may be cause for concern. If potential concerns 
are identified, our compliance and assurance team focuses their attention 
to these areas to determine if further action is required. If risks from specific 
providers are identified, steps are taken to ensure claiming practices align with 
our business. This can include everything from educating the provider (or plan 
member if necessary) on claiming processes, to removing their eligibility, to 
making a criminal complaint to law enforcement (in extreme cases). 

Shining a light on  
fraud detection
Investigation results in fraud charges
In February, news outlets announced that Red Deer RCMP laid charges against 
two women who were alleged to have defrauded Alberta Blue Cross of more than 
$119,000.

This case was identified by our Audit Services team during an audit of employee 
coverage at a Red Deer employer. Our investigation discovered a large number of 
suspected fraudulent claims, which were turned over to the RCMP. We are pleased 
that charges have now been laid. This is one example of the types of issues we 
monitor and uncover through our fraud detection measures.

Alberta Blue Cross has a zero tolerance policy towards any fraudulent abuse of 
the benefit plans we administer on behalf of our customers. The overwhelming 
majority of Alberta Blue Cross customers, health service providers and suppliers are 
honest and ethical in their dealings with Alberta Blue Cross; however, health care 
fraud and benefit plan abuse does still sometimes occur. We actively investigate 
and have extensive measures in place to detect and combat fraud and plan 
abuse. These measures include monitoring of claim patterns, auditing to ensure 
compliance with plan contracts and agreements, pursuing civil and criminal 
prosecution where evidence indicates fraudulent activity has occurred and 
restitution where warranted. 

Fraud and plan abuse causes benefit plan costs to rise, which means higher plan 
premiums for consumers. Every dollar of fraud or plan abuse must ultimately be 
paid by plan sponsors and plan members. Preventing fraud and plan abuse helps 
keep our benefit plans viable. 

More information about fraud prevention can be found on our web site at  
www.ab.bluecross.ca/aboutus/fraud-prevention.php.  

http://www.ab.bluecross.ca/aboutus/fraud-prevention.php


Top 12 drugs  
based on

 NUMBER OF CLAIM LINES
Rank Drug Used in the treatment of

1 Synthroid Hypothyroidism.
2 Amoxicillin (tablets and 

suspensions)
Bacterial infections.

3 Rosuvastatin (Crestor 
and generics)

High cholesterol.

4 Zopiclone (Imovane 
and generics)

Short term sleep disturbances.

5 Pantoprazole (Pantoloc 
and generics)

Gastroesophogeal reflux disease 
(GERD) and ulcers.

6 Compounds A variety of conditions for which 
there are no commercially available 
preparations.

7 Salbutamol (Ventolin 
and generics)

Asthma and chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease (COPD) as a 
rescue medication.

8 Metformin (Glucophage 
and generics)

Diabetes.

9 Atorvastatin (Lipitor 
and generics)

High cholesterol.

10 Acetaminophen/
codeine/caffeine 
(Tylenol #3 and 
generics)

Short-term pain.

11 Ethinyl estradiol/
levonorgestrel (Alesse 
and generics)

Prevention of pregnancy.

12 Escitalopram (Cipralex 
and generics)

Depression and other mental health 
conditions.

 

Rank Drug Used in the treatment of
1 Remicade* Autoimmune disorders, such as 

crohn’s disease and ulcerative 
colitis.

2 Humira* Autoimmune disorders, such as 
rheumatoid arthritis and psoriasis.

3 Escitalopram (Cipralex 
and generics)

Depression and other mental 
health conditions.

4 Cymbalta Neuropathic pain, fibromyalgia, 
depression and other mental 
health conditions.

5 Esomeprazole (Nexium 
and generics)

Gastroesophogeal reflux disease 
(GERD) and ulcers.

6 Enbrel* Autoimmune disorders, such as 
rheumatoid arthritis and psoriasis.

7 Advair Asthma and chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease (COPD) as a 
maintenance medication.

8 Pantoprazole (Pantoloc 
and generics)

Gastroesophogeal reflux disease 
(GERD) and ulcers

9 Symbicort Asthma and chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease (COPD) as a 
maintenance medication.

10 Compounds A variety of conditions for which 
there are no commercially available 
preparations.

11 Botox* Chronic migraine, focal spasticity 
and other neurogenic disorders.

12 Methylphenidate 
(Concerta and generics)

Attention deficit hyperactivity  
disorder (ADHD).

*Specialty drug—special authorization only

Top 12 drugs  
based on  

AMOUNT PAID

Top drugs  
for 2014

Below are lists of the prescription drugs that were filled 
most often and were the highest costs to group benefit 
plans in 2014. These lists are based on our private book 
of business from 2014. New this year, we are reporting 
these lists based on Active Ingredient Group (AIG) and not 
by Drug Identification Number (DIN). This means that all 
strengths and brands of a drug are combined; for example, 
if a plan member receives the brand name Lipitor and 
subsequently it’s generic, both prescriptions are counted as 
the same drug. 



Prescription drugs continue to be major contributors of costs for most group benefit plans; 
however, in the last few years, the rates of growth in prescription drug spending has slowed 
significantly primarily due to patent expiry of some highly utilized drugs along with the 
reduction in the pricing of generic drugs in Alberta. 

What is on the horizon?

As we look to the future and what the drug benefit spending may look 
like, there are some key pharmaceutical and environmental trends that 
our pharmacists at Alberta Blue Cross have noted.

Savings from genericization will not be as great as it has been in the past. 
There are a myriad of reasons for this, most notably

• the number of high impact drugs that can still be genericized are 
quite low. Brand name small molecule drugs, such as Crestor and Lipitor, are no longer 
the drivers of the drug spend as they were in the past; and

• any further savings that can be had from existing generics are much smaller due to the 
already low price for these drugs.

The increase in the number of new specialty drugs and the number of 
additional medical conditions they are approved to treat continues to grow. 
Specialty drugs include not just traditional biologics but a number of new 
oral therapies with costs in the range of biologics. These specialty drugs will 
continue to have a significant impact on benefit plans in the future. Although 
these drugs treat a relatively small population, the cost per patient is very high. 
Two examples are provided below:

• The new specialty drugs for Hepatitis C cost upwards of $50,000 for an eight to  
12-week course of therapy; however, in most cases, these drugs are curative.

• Some biologic drugs in the drug development pipeline are for indications like treatment 
resistant high cholesterol and will provide new options for those high risk cardiac patients 
whose cholesterol is not controlled by drugs such as Lipitor and Crestor.

It is important for plan sponsors to keep in mind that one of the greatest 
impacts to drug benefit costs is increased utilization. More people being 

diagnosed with chronic diseases and these diseases are being treated with 
more drugs that target different systems in the body to try and provide 

better control and management. Although this increases the cost per patient 
significantly, it can also lead to better control and management of the disease, 

which keeps the patient healthier for longer.

Great communication between Alberta Blue Cross, plan sponsors and plan members helps 
to foster a greater understanding of this complex and ever changing environment. Alberta 
Blue Cross provides a variety of resources to our employer group plan sponsors to encourage 
plan members to be informed consumers including our Make the most of your benefit plan 
information piece on our web site at www.ab.bluecross.ca/pdfs/81817.pdf.  

Botox and Xeomin 
moving to special 
authorization status
Effective August 1, 2015, prescriptions 
for Botox and Xeomin will only be 
eligible for coverage through the 
special authorization process for 
those benefit plans with managed 
drug benefit coverage. Special 
authorization is a way to control drug 
costs and prevent misuse of specific 
drugs, which are covered only if the 
criteria of your drug plan are met. 
Botox and Xeomin coverage will only 
be approved if it is being used for its 
Health Canada-approved uses, not if 
used for cosmetic purposes. As Botox 
and Xeomin use is on the rise, special 
authorization is being put in place to 
help manage drug costs for affected 
benefit plans.

Plan members who currently have 
Botox or Xeomin prescribed can 
obtain their prescription with no 
change in process until July 31, 
2015. However, effective August 1, 
2015, all plan members on managed 
drug plans who need continued 
coverage for Botox or Xeomin will 
need their doctor to complete and 
submit a Special Authorization request 
form to Alberta Blue Cross. The 
information provided by the doctor 
will be assessed confidentially against 
established clinical criteria. Please be 
advised that doctors may charge a fee 
for completing the form, which is not 
covered by Alberta Blue Cross or by 
your drug plan.

Awareness letters will be sent to all 
affected plan members who have 
claimed Botox or Xeomin in the past 
12 months making them aware of the 
change in process effective August 1, 
2015.

Alberta Blue Cross closely monitors 
changes in drug usage and puts 
in place controls such as special 
authorization to keep escalating drug 
costs or misuse in check. As stewards 
of your benefit plan dollars, we take 
our responsibility seriously and take 
action when needed to protect the 
financial well-being and sustainability 
of your benefit plan.

Temporary reprieve on prescription 
drug pricing slows cost trend

http://www.ab.bluecross.ca/pdfs/81817.pdf


For more information about topics in this Connection Bulletin,  
please call your Alberta Blue Cross group sales or service representative.We value your feedback

The Connection Bulletin is published to communicate with 
Alberta Blue Cross employer group plan sponsors on a variety of 
topics relating to your plan.

We appreciate your feedback regarding the Connection Bulletin, 
and welcome any comments you may have about the newsletter 
or suggestions of topics for upcoming issues. Please send your 
feedback via email to connection@ab.bluecross.ca, by fax to 
780-498-8096 or via mail to Corporate Communications,  
Alberta Blue Cross, 10009 108 Street, Edmonton, AB T5J 3C5.

Back issues of the Connection Bulletin may be found on the 
Alberta Blue Cross web site at www.ab.bluecross.ca/
plan-administrators/connection-bulletin.html

® The Blue Cross symbol and name are registered marks of the Canadian Association of Blue Cross Plans, an association of 
independent Blue Cross plans. Licensed to ABC Benefits Corporation for use in operating the Alberta Blue Cross Plan.  
ABC 83340 2015/03
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Join our Facebook 
page to get the latest 
news and highlights.

Stay in the loop with 
tweets about Alberta 
Blue Cross products, 
services and events.

Get connected with 
other Alberta Blue 
Cross plan members 
and plan sponsors.
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Information for plan members to help you make the most of your benefits

FOR 
YOUR

Shining a light on  fraud detectionInvestigation results in fraud charges

In February, news outlets announced that Red Deer RCMP 

laid charges against two women who were alleged to have 

defrauded Alberta Blue Cross of more than $119,000.

This case was identified by our Audit Services team during 

an audit of employee coverage at a Red Deer employer. 

Our investigation discovered a large number of suspected 

fraudulent claims, which were turned over to the RCMP. We are 

pleased that charges have now been laid. This is one example 

of the types of issues we monitor and uncover through our 

fraud detection measures.Alberta Blue Cross has a zero tolerance policy towards any 

fraudulent abuse of the benefit plans we administer on behalf 

of our customers. We actively investigate and have extensive 

measures in place to detect and combat fraud and plan abuse. 

Fraud and plan abuse causes benefit plan costs to rise, which 

means higher plan premiums for consumers. Every dollar of 

fraud or plan abuse must ultimately be paid by plan members 

and plan sponsors. Preventing fraud and plan abuse helps keep 

our benefit plans viable. More information about how you can play an active role in 

protecting your benefit plan from fraud and plan abuse is 

available on our web site at  
www.ab.bluecross.ca/aboutus/fraud-prevention.php.  

Plan member information  
is just a tap awayYou can easily access your benefit information with one tap when you 

download the Alberta Blue Cross Android or Apple mobile app.

Depending on your plan design, you will be able to use the app to

• check to see if a claim has been received and processed;

• find out important information about your benefits including plan 

rules, next eligibility for products and services and what has been 

used to date; • arrange for off-line access to your ID card; and

• view emergency contact information and claiming tips when 

travelling out of province.We encourage you to head to the online Apple App Store or Google Play 

store and search for “Alberta Blue Cross - My Benefits” to try out the app 

today.

Monitoring provider claims for potential irregularitiesAlberta Blue Cross makes it a priority to continually monitor health 

benefit claims for the purpose of identifying patterns within the 

claiming environment. Claims from health care providers are reviewed 

through sophisticated analytics and any noticeable deviations from 

industry or individual claiming practices are evaluated for potential 

irregularities. 
Based on comprehensive reviews of our provider compliance 

monitoring practices, Alberta Blue Cross has enhanced our processes 

to better identify claiming patterns or trends that may be cause for 

concern. If potential concerns are identified, our compliance and 

assurance team focuses their attention to these areas to determine if 

further action is required. If risks from specific providers are identified, 

steps are taken to ensure claiming practices align with our business. This 

can include everything from educating the provider (or plan member if 

necessary) on claiming processes, to removing their eligibility, to making 

a criminal complaint to law enforcement (in extreme cases). 

One of Alberta’s  “Most Loved Brands”
For the second year in a row, Alberta 

Blue Cross has been ranked one of 

Alberta’s Top 10 Most Loved Brands in a 

recent study by the Canadian marketing 

research firm, Ipsos. A big thank you to 

Alberta consumers for recognizing our 

commitment to earning and maintaining 

your trust and confidence; providing you 

with unparalleled products, service and value; and making 

a genuine contribution to the communities we serve.

Committed to delivering 
unparalleled 
member 
satisfaction
In 2014, Alberta Blue Cross 
undertook a customer services 
satisfaction survey through 
industry-leading analytics group SQM in the interest of identifying 
further opportunities to evolve our service capabilities and 
effectiveness. SQM assessed customer satisfaction levels based 
on seven key performance indicators, as well as surveyed our call 
centre staff to assess satisfaction levels. We were extremely pleased 
to achieve what SQM called “stellar world class” results with 
satisfaction rankings in the range of 94 per cent. 

Based on these results, Alberta Blue Cross was recently advised 
by SQM that Alberta Blue Cross is a finalist in SQM’s annual North 
American Call Centre Industry Service Quality Awards of Excellence 
program for 2014 in the category of Best Performing Small/Mid-
Size Call Centre Award Finalist, and that we have received two 
awards—for Highest Employee Satisfaction for the Health Care 
Industry and World Class Employee Satisfaction.

These awards coincide with the recent announcement of Alberta’s 
Most Loved Brands by Canadian market research firm Ipsos. For the 
second year in a row, Alberta Blue Cross is pleased to be ranked 
as one of Alberta’s Top 10 Most Loved Brands, providing further 
affirmation of the quality of service we deliver to our customers.

Providing excellent customer service to your plan members is one 
of the differentiating factors that sets Alberta Blue Cross apart as 
our Alberta’s leading benefits provider. Other organizations in the 
top ten include WestJet, Safeway, the Alberta Motor Association 
and the cities of Edmonton and Calgary.

Supporting Albertans with Arthritis
Did you know that arthritis is now the most common cause 
of disability in Canada? With the number of Albertans living 
with arthritis growing rapidly and arthritis-related costs to 
our health care system increasing dramatically, Alberta Blue 
Cross is partnering with the Arthritis Society Alberta division 
to sponsor community education forums across the province. 
We are pleased to sponsor the “Minding Your Own Arthritis” 
forum, hosted by the Arthritis Society on May 12 in Edmonton. 
This community forum features key guest speakers who will 
discuss the link between mind-body and chronic pain. If you 
have employees who suffer from arthritis, you can get more 
details about upcoming forums at or by contacting the Arthritis 
Society at 1-800-321-1433.

Along with this issue of 
Connection Bulletin is the latest 
For Your Benefit newsletter, 
which is designed to help your 
group plan members make 
the most of their benefits. We 
encourage you to distribute 
For Your Benefit—which is 
also available as a pdf in 
the plan administrator’s 
section of our web site 
under “Resources”—to your 
employees. We welcome your 
comments about For Your 
Benefit and suggestions of 
topics for future issues. 
Please send your feedback to 
connectionbulletin@ab.bluecross.ca.

Help your employees make 
the most of their benefits

http://www.ab.bluecross.ca/plan-administrators/connection-bulletin.php
http://www.ab.bluecross.ca/plan-administrators/connection-bulletin.php
https://www.ab.bluecross.ca/plan-administrators/plan-administrators-home.php
https://www.ab.bluecross.ca/plan-administrators/plan-administrators-home.php
mailto:connectionbulletin@ab.bluecross.ca
https://www.ab.bluecross.ca/
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