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Person- 
centered care. 

 
UnitedHealthcare Community Plan of Arizona has launched an innovative care model designed 
to control costs and improve health outcomes. 
 
Across the country, a small number of Medicaid recipients account for the lion’s share of health care 
costs. These individuals often have complex health care needs and multiple barriers to care, including 
poverty, unstable housing, and a lack of social and emotional support. Instead of being connected to a 
primary care provider, they rely on local hospitals and make frequent visits to the emergency room. 
 
The result is high costs for services that fail to address patients’ real underlying health problems. 
 
At UnitedHealthcare Community Plan of Arizona, we’re taking another approach: the Person-Centered 
Care Model (PCCM). The PCCM, launched in April 2015, puts members at the center, surrounding 
them with an integrated care team that works together to provide targeted, coordinated care.  
 
Gemma O’Donnell, associate director of clinical operations, says the main feature of PCCM is “feet on 
the ground.” In the past, case management was based on telephonic nurse outreach to high-risk 
individuals. Now the plan has community health workers (CHWs) throughout the state who work in 
the field to connect face to face with high-risk members. 
 
“The CHWs locate hard-to-find members and meet with them in their homes or wherever they’re most 
comfortable,” O’Donnell said. “They work to gain each member’s trust, build that relationship and meet 
whatever nonclinical needs the members have, such as housing, food, transportation and emotional 
support.” 
 
The CHWs work with the rest of the Community Plan team, including clinical providers, behavioral 
health clinicians and pharmacists, to surround the member with coordinated care, helping to meet their 
full range of needs in the most efficient, effective and productive way possible. “The goal of PCCM is to 
empower members so they can learn to help themselves,” said O’Donnell. “But a lot of these high-risk 
members are so fragile, our CHWs start by just holding their hands and showing how much they care.” 
  

While it’s too early to have numbers to measure the 
quantitative impact of PCCM, O’Donnell has received 
hundreds of stories describing how the CHWs are 
improving members’ lives. “They are the most caring, 
compassionate people, and they go above and beyond 
to help,” she said. For example, one CHW hauled a huge 
container of water to a member living by himself in a tent 
in the desert. Another won the trust of a very sick, elderly 
Hispanic  woman who had refused to go to the doctor 
because she was afraid her legs would be amputated; 
the CHW went with her to the  doctor, where she was 
treated for gout and enjoyed a full recovery. 
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“There are wonderful things happening,” said O’Donnell. “I can’t brag enough about the compassion of 
our CHWs and the amazing things they’re doing for our members.” 


