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B U L L E T I N

News and information for group benefit plan administrators from Alberta Blue Cross

The Alberta Pharmaceutical Strategy: 
Assessing the impact on Alberta Blue Cross group benefit plans 

In April 2010, the Government of 
Alberta implemented a number of 
prescription drug pricing reform 
initiatives through its Alberta 
Pharmaceutical Strategy (APS). These 
initiatives included the re-pricing of 
generic prescription drugs in Alberta, 
and a transitional allowance added by 
pharmacies to the cost of prescriptions 
for an interim period while initiatives to 
deliver long-term drug pricing savings 
were implemented. 

Prior to the implementation of these 
initiatives, Alberta Blue Cross undertook 
an assessment of the anticipated 
impact of APS initiatives on employer-
sponsored group benefit plans based 
on what had been announced by the 
Government of Alberta. This assessment 
included a comprehensive analysis of 

our employer group book of business, 
drawing on our pharmaceutical 
expertise to consider potential brand 
name drug product patent expirations 
and which products are likely to move to 
generic status over the next few years. 

At that time, Alberta Blue Cross 
published our projection of savings 
for the first year of the APS drug re-
pricing (for the period from April 1, 
2010 to March 31, 2011) to be up to 
1.4 per cent. This forecast noted that 
the exact impact of the APS would vary 
depending on timing of the introduction 
of new generic drug products, and 
vary by group plan in consideration 
of a number of factors including 
plan structure, drug plan utilization 
and inflation, and plan demographic 
changes. It is also important to note that 
only a defined subset of drug products 
were subject to the APS, which also 
affected the extent of forecast savings.

After 18 months…  
Alberta Blue Cross has completed an 
analysis of the actual savings achieved 
through the first year of prescription 
drug pricing reform initiatives through 
the Alberta Pharmaceutical Strategy. We 
are pleased to report that based on an 
analysis of claims incurred since  
April 1, 2010, Alberta Blue Cross drug 
plans have seen a savings on average of 
2.0 per cent over this period which can 

be attributed to the positive net impact 
of APS drug re-pricing initiatives. 

The difference between projected 
savings and actual savings is due in 
large part to the genericization of the 
blockbuster cholesterol drug Lipitor 
earlier than expected. As reported in 
the summer 2010 Connection Bulletin 
newsletter, Lipitor lost patent protection 
in Canada in late May 2010 upon which 
a number of generic drug manufacturers 
made generic alternatives available to 
pharmacies. 
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While both projected and actual 
savings would have been higher in the 
absence of the transitional allowance, 
greater plan savings are expected as this 
allowance is reduced in year two and 
year three, then comes to an end in year 
four, and as new generic drug products 

enter the market at reduced prices on an 
ongoing basis. 

While the Government of Alberta has 
implemented a number of initiatives 
related to its Alberta Pharmaceutical 
Strategy, there were other initiatives 
that were proposed but have yet to be 
implemented. We will ensure you are 

kept informed of any further changes 
and potential impacts to your plan. 

We remain committed to working with 
employer group plan sponsors to ensure 
the long term sustainability of Alberta 
Blue Cross group benefit plans through 
industry-leading claims and cost 
management.

For your employees’ benefit
Included with this issue of the Connection Bulletin is a copy of the For Your Benefit newsletter for group plan members. 

The For Your Benefit newsletter provides timely information to group plan members and helps your employees make the 
most of their benefits. We encourage you to photocopy and distribute this newsletter to your employees. Copies of the For 
Your Benefit are also available on the Alberta Blue Cross web site in PDF format, in case you would rather download a PDF 
version to forward by e-mail to your employees.

We welcome your comments about For Your Benefit, as well as your suggestions for topics for future issues. Please send your 
feedback to connectionbulletin@ab.bluecross.ca.

Direct billing now includes massage therapy claims
Alberta Blue Cross is pleased to announce that as of 
December 1, 2011, we offer online claim submission 
capabilities for eligible massage therapy claims for those 
employer group plan members with massage therapy 
coverage.

Massage therapists are now able to submit claims online at 
the time of service through an easy-to-use secure web site, 

created and maintained by Alberta Blue Cross. This service 
is available at no cost to massage therapists across Alberta. 

With online submission, providers can offer the convenience 
of direct billing for eligible services to their patients with 
Alberta Blue Cross massage therapy coverage. This means 
your plan members no longer need to pay  
out-of-pocket for eligible claims beyond their portion 

and then wait to be reimbursed. Plan 
members are still responsible for 
payment of any co-pay or deductible 
amounts. 

The names of providers participating in 
online claims submission are  listed on 
our web site and available through our 
Customer Services department. 

Alberta Blue Cross already provides the 
convenience of direct bill capabilities for 
dental services, prescriptions, ambulance 
services, optical claims, chiropractic 
services and physiotherapy services—
and the vast majority of such claims are 
submitted online. 

We are excited to offer this convenience 
to those plan members eligible for 
massage therapy services.



Are you aware of the effects that rising 
pharmaceutical costs can have on your 
group drug benefit plan? The Globe and 
Mail newspaper recently highlighted a 
report by Helen Stevenson, chief executive 
officer of the consultant company 
Reformulary Group Inc regarding 
employers’ awareness of the cost of 
their drug plans. Stevenson previously 
oversaw the country’s largest drug plan, 
the $4-billion-a-year Ontario Public Drug 
Programs. Her report indicated that many 
employers don’t realize the ways drug 
costs can be reduced and managed. 

Stevenson lays out a list of ways to lower 
or manage drug costs—all of which 
Alberta Blue Cross already incorporates 
for our plan sponsors. Recognizing that 
prescription drug costs are on the rise 
every year, Alberta Blue Cross actively 
manages our benefit plans to ensure plan 
sponsors—such as yourself—are getting 
the best value out of your drug plan.

While some of Stevenson’s suggestions are 
common sense, such as choosing a plan 
design to match your goals and making 
use of reporting and analysis tools, other 
recommendations are procedures that 
Alberta Blue Cross offers in our drug 
benefit plans that you may not be aware 
of. 

Generic drugs and Least Cost 
Alternative policy 
To save money for your employees and 
your plan, most Alberta Blue Cross 
prescription drug plans pay according to 
the Least Cost Alternative (LCA) price 
where less expensive interchangeable 
products (generic drugs) can be used. 
Generic drugs are often substantially 
cheaper than brand-name versions 
and are as safe and effective as brand-
name drugs, which provides a way 
to significantly reduce both your 
prescription and non-prescription drug 
costs. 

Product review  
Not every new drug product that comes 
onto the market is automatically added to 
your group plan. As drug manufacturers 
churn out hundreds of new products 
each year, the Alberta Blue Cross benefit 
review group—working together with our 
highly specialized Clinical Drug Services 
team—assesses the scientific, therapeutic 
and socio-economic value of each new 
product and determines whether or not it 
merits addition. 

Special Authorization 
Depending on the plan, certain higher 
cost drug products may only be 
considered for coverage through Special 
Authorization, a clinical process in which  

a physician requests coverage for a drug 
for a specific patient. Each request is 
processed according to specific criteria for 
coverage which potentially reduces misuse 
and helps preserve the affordability of the 
drug plan.

Step Therapy 
An enhancement to the Special 
Authorization program for specific plans, 
Step Therapy promotes the use of safe, 
equally effective and less expensive drugs 
(first-line therapy) before “stepping up” to 
more expensive alternatives (second-line 
therapy). Step Therapy is an important 
tool that balances access to appropriate 
medications and cost management.

Set dispensing fees 
Pharmacies charge a “dispensing fee” 
for every prescription filled and are 
free to charge whatever they wish for 
the service. For Alberta Blue Cross 
drug plan members, however, Alberta 
pharmacies agree to certain maximums 
outlined in the Alberta Blue Cross 
Pharmacy Agreement. Through our 
Pharmacy Agreements, signed with 
individual Alberta pharmacies, your 
plan is guaranteed the lowest dispensing 
fee on prescriptions dispensed for your 
employees. 

Continued on next page...

Enjoy the convenience of paperless claim statements 
Did you know that your plan members 
now have the option of receiving 
claim and treatment plan statements 
electronically from Alberta Blue Cross?

Your plan members can sign up for 
this convenient feature through our 
secure online services for plan members 
site. Once registered, they will receive 
an e-mail notification advising them 
whenever they have a claim or treatment 
plan statement. They then simply follow 
the link in the e-mail to the secure area 

of our web site to see the details of claim 
or treatment plans, as well as a wide 
range of information about their claims, 
benefits, coverage and eligibility. 

In addition to the convenience of having 
claim and treatment plans at their 
fingertips, plan members will receive 
statements faster than by mail—and 
won’t have to worry about missing mail 
or potential postal service disruptions. 
They’ll also be helping the environment 
by eliminating tens of thousands of 

pieces of mail, and be helping Alberta 
Blue Cross to control plan costs. In 
the face of continually rising health 
care costs, reducing paper and postage 
expenses is just one more way we are 
working to ensure the value and long-
term affordability of your benefit plan. 

For more information about this added 
convenience, please visit our web site at 
www.ab.bluecross.ca or contact your 
Alberta Blue Cross group representative.

Ensuring value in your drug plan



Delivering added value through Blue Advantage
Help your employees save 
money on a variety of health 
related products and services 
by promoting the Blue 
Advantage program in your 
workplace.

Blue Advantage lists many providers 
across Alberta that offer discounts on 
everything from hearing aids, contact 
lenses and eyeglasses to laser surgery, 
medical devices, mobility equipment 
and fitness programs.

This program provides your 
employees with savings at 
the point of sale on the total 
cost of products and services 
from participating providers, 
regardless of whether the 

item is covered under your benefit plan 
or not. To find savings, just visit the 
Blue Advantage web site at  
www.blueadvantage.ca (also available 
as a link through the secure services for 
plan members section of the Alberta 
Blue Cross web site). Then to receive 

discounts, plan members simply present 
their Alberta Blue Cross ID card to the 
participating provider and mention the 
Blue Advantage program.

Promoting Blue Advantage to your 
plan members is easy. Just visit the Blue 
Advantage web site and click on the 
‘Employers’ tab on the right hand side 
of the page for a link to PDF copies of a 
plan member brochure, poster, tent card 
and pay-cheque insert—all of which 
you can print and use as you see fit. 

...Continued from previous page

Direct billing of pharmaceutical 
claims 
Alberta Blue Cross accepts electronic 
submission of prescription drug benefit 
claims directly from pharmacies across 
Canada. With direct billing, pharmacists 
submit prescription drug claims on 
the plan member’s behalf and they are 
processed immediately. The pharmacy 
is paid directly so your employees no 
longer need to pay out-of-pocket for the 
portion covered by their plan. 

Drug-to-drug interaction screening  
Drug-to-drug interaction screening 
is a tool used by Alberta Blue Cross 
to automatically screen all direct-bill 
prescription drug claims for possible 
interactions with previously dispensed 
prescriptions. This protects your 
employees against potentially dangerous 
drug combinations, and saves money 
for your plan by reducing incidences of 
prescription drug wastage. 

 
Offering wellness programs  
In the interest of supporting and 
maintaining wellness in the workplace, 
Alberta Blue Cross also offers Wellness 
Spending Accounts and access to the 
Alberta Blue Cross Health & Wellness 
Companion. These products and 
programs help support a healthy lifestyle 
for Alberta Blue Cross plan members, 
which can reduce potential claiming 

activity and preserve the affordability of 
your drug plan.

Health care fraud prevention 
Alberta Blue Cross has a policy of zero 
tolerance toward any fraud or abuse 
of the benefit plans we administer. 
We actively investigate and pursue all 
suspected unethical activity and have 
extensive measures in place to detect and 
combat fraud. 

Auditing 
Audits of pharmacy service providers 
are undertaken by Alberta Blue Cross 
on behalf of our plan members and plan 
sponsors to ensure Alberta pharmacies 
are operating within the terms of 
their Alberta Blue Cross Pharmacy 
Agreement. Audits are used to ensure 
prescription drug pricing and claiming 
practices are consistent, valid and 
reasonable. 

Sharing best practices  
Our innovative methods 
have made us leaders in the 
area of pharmacy benefit 
management. Working 
collaboratively with 
our counterpart 
Blue Cross 
Plans across 
Canada 
and 
sharing 

information with our counterpart 
plans in the United States, we ensure 
that our approach to pharmacy benefit 
management remains at the forefront 
of industry practice. At the same time, 
we emphasize balancing expectations of 
good value with expectations of good 
coverage to deliver drug benefits that 
meet the needs of plan members—
all while preserving long-term drug 
program viability for plan sponsors.



Bases of payment for dental claims updated 
Alberta Blue Cross has updated the 
bases of payment for 2012 for dental 
plans that reference the Alberta Blue 
Cross Dental Schedule and those plans 
that pay for dental services according 
to Alberta Blue Cross Usual and 
Customary dental fees.

The Alberta Blue Cross Dental Schedule 
and Alberta Blue Cross Usual and 
Customary dental fees are two separate 
and distinct bases of payment for 
dental plans, designed to meet our 
customers’ differing needs. Dental 
claims for the majority of our customers 
are paid according to either of these 
bases of payment.

Alberta Blue Cross Dental Schedule 
The Alberta Blue Cross Dental Schedule 
provides a managed approach to 
controlling dental plan costs—which 
helps maintain the affordability of our 
customers’ benefit plans. Dental claims 
for more than 345,000 Alberta Blue 
Cross customers are paid according 
to the Dental Schedule. This includes 
claims from most small employer 
groups and all individual health plan 
customers, as well as claims from some 
large accounts. For 2012, maximum 
payment amounts for dental services 
paid through the Dental Schedule have 
been increased over 2011 levels by a 

weighted average of 2.33 per cent. 
Increases are based on the results of an 
annual review of the rates contained in 
the current Dental Schedule, existing 
economic factors, other western 
provinces’ dental association fee guides 
and feedback we receive from customers 
and dental providers across Alberta. 
This review ensures the Dental Schedule 
remains affordable and continues to 
address the needs and interests of all 
concerned.

Alberta Blue Cross Usual and 
Customary dental fees 
Alberta Blue Cross Usual and 
Customary dental fees are used as a 
basis of payment for dental claims for 
many Alberta Blue Cross group plan 
sponsors. For 2012, Alberta Blue Cross 
Usual and Customary dental fees have 
increased by a weighted average of 
3.81 per cent over 2011 levels. Usual 
and Customary dental fees are based 
on recent claims’ data from actual 
marketplace billings of Alberta Blue 
Cross employer group dental plan 
participants by Alberta dental offices. 
These fees are calculated based on an 
analysis of more than 1,800 procedure 
codes available to Alberta dental 
providers.

Usual and Customary dental fees do 
not apply to our customers whose plans 
reference the Alberta Blue Cross Dental 
Schedule or another basis of payment 
for dental claims.

Know before you go 
Because there is no standard for billing 
of dental services in Alberta, dental 
offices across Alberta charge widely 
varying amounts for dental services. As 
a result, your employees may face out-of 
pocket costs regardless of the basis of 
payment for your plan. We encourage 
you and your employees to take an 
active role in ensuring you are getting 
the best value for your dental services 
and making the most of your dental 
benefits. 

Access to information 
All Alberta dental offices have copies 
of the 2012 Dental Schedule, as well as 
quick and easy access to information 
about your employee’s dental coverage 
online. Most dental offices submit 
claims online to Alberta Blue Cross 
right at the time of an appointment, 
which means you and your employees 
can know instantly if you have an 
outstanding balance. 

Please refer to your plan contract for 
specific details.



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 e-mail 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/gp_grpadm.html. 

www.ab.bluecross.ca
®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 82937 (2011/12)

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 sponsors.
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Mark your calendar to participate in 
Alberta Winter Walk Day 2012 
On Wednesday February 8, Alberta Blue Cross challenges 
you and your employees to bundle up, step outside and 
participate in Alberta Winter Walk Day 2012! 

A province-wide initiative to get Albertans up and moving 
during the winter months, Winter Walk Day celebrates 
our Alberta winter while promoting the year-round health 
benefits of walking. 

On this special day, all Albertans are encouraged to walk at 
least 15 minutes outside, then record the total minutes walked 
and register the number of minutes online at  
www.shapeab.com.  In 2011, over 100,000 participants—
including schools, workplaces, seniors centres and 
community groups as well as individuals and families—
walked for a combined total of over two million minutes. This 
year’s goal is to get over 120,000 participants. 

Groups that pre-register will be provided information to 
support their events, and groups that submit event photos or 
videos are eligible to win great prizes.

Winter Walk Day is sponsored by Alberta Blue Cross, the 
Alberta Motor Association, and SHAPE Alberta (Safe, 
Healthy, Active, People Everywhere) in partnership with the Be 
Fit for Life network and the Alberta Sport, Recreation, Parks 
and Wildlife Foundation.  

Enclosed with this newsletter is a poster to display at your 
discretion for your employees. For more information about 
Winter Walk Day or for more resources, please visit our web 
site at www.ab.bluecross.ca.

More than 120 Alberta 
Blue Cross employees 
participated in Alberta 
Winter Walk Day last year.

Why walk? 
Walking is great for our 
health, the environment, 
reducing traffic and 
building community.  So 
don’t hibernate! Pull on 
your boots, dress warmly, 
get outside and enjoy the 
fresh, crisp winter air. 


