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ACO REACH is the redesigned version of the Global 
and Professional Direct Contracting (GPDC) Model, 
emphasizing the need to address health disparities 
in underserved communities. It is CMS’ first payment 
model that requires participating ACOs to create and 
regularly update a Health Equity Plan.

CMS has issued a 5-step Disparities Impact Statement 
worksheet to help better define Health Equity Plans 
(although the exact requirements have yet to be 
published). While the five steps listed in the Disparities 
Impact Statement provide a great starting point, 
maximizing your opportunities to actually improve 
health equity and realize shared savings will require 
a focus on improving outcomes, rather than checking 
the right boxes for participation. 

Performance Year 2023 Is 
Rapidly Approaching
ACO REACH takes effect on January 1st, 2023 and as a 
participant in the first cohort, your Health Equity Plan 
needs to be ready before the ball drops. 

Let’s take a look at each of the 5 steps in the 
Disparities Impact Statement and how you 
can go beyond checking the boxes to ensure 
ACO REACH program success.

5-STEP DISPARITIES IMPACT STATEMENT 

https://www.cms.gov/About-CMS/Agency-Information/OMH/Downloads/Disparities-Impact-Statement-508-rev102018.pdf
https://www.cms.gov/About-CMS/Agency-Information/OMH/Downloads/Disparities-Impact-Statement-508-rev102018.pdf
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01. Identify Health Disparities and Priority Populations
Individuals

03. Establish Your Organization’s Health Equity Strategy

Step-by-Step Metrics For

04. Determine What Your Organization Needs to 
Implement Its Strategy
Optimize

05. Monitor and Evaluate Your Progress
Adapt and Accelerate

02. Define Your Goals
Secure

Planning for Success
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Pinpointing Individuals Enables 
Effective Intervention

Addressing health equity begins with evaluating 
data to identify disparities in specific outcomes and 
distinguishing the populations experiencing them. 
This evaluation then informs your health equity goals 
and planning.

But if you stop at just identifying disparities and 
priority populations, the resource-limited nature of 
interventions may prevent you from closing the gap 
Conducting interventions on entire populations is 
logistically and financially infeasible. Successfully 
advancing health equity hinges on your ability to 
pinpoint the specific individuals within your priority 
populations at the highest risk for adverse outcomes.

Precise and actionable individual-level risk 
stratification is key to addressing health disparities 
with targeted intervention programs. The more 
accurately you are able to pinpoint impactable, high-
risk individuals, the more effectively you will be able to 
advance health equity.

Unlocking Individual-Level Insights

With today’s artificial intelligence (AI) tools, you can 
pinpoint high-priority individuals with the utmost 
accuracy based on their specific, impactable risk 
factors—going beyond simple stratification by race 
and ethnicity.

These tools can analyze all clinical and claims data 
available to you to build predictive analytics specific 
to your populations, outcomes of interest, and goals. 
To maximize the actionability of predictions, some 
tools may also be able to incorporate the individual 
social needs assessments you will be collecting as 
required by the ACO REACH program, as well as public 
data on social determinants of health (SDoH).

Prioritizing at the population level helps you 
set appropriate health equity goals. To achieve 
these goals, you’ll need tools that enable you to 
pinpoint high-priority individuals and run targeted 
interventions that more effectively improve outcomes, 
reduce costs, and eliminate disparities. 

Identify Health Disparities 
and Priority Individuals
Identifying priority populations is critical for setting health 
equity goals, but pinpointing individuals is the key to 
improving health outcomes.
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To identify high-priority individuals for 
targeted interventions, you will need the 
ability to discern their unique clinical and 
social circumstances and understand how 
each of these factors contributes to overall 
risk for specific, undesirable outcomes.
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Bias Exacerbates Health Disparities

ACO REACH is breaking new ground by making the 
improvement of health equity an explicit goal for a 
value-based care program. But the greatest threat to 
improving health equity isn’t even mentioned once in 
the ACO REACH Request for Applications: bias.

Despite any participant’s best intentions, bias is 
pervasive in the risk stratification tools that are 
a hallmark of value-based care. If undetected, 
hidden bias will exacerbate your population’s health 
disparities—exactly the wrong outcome when 
implementing your Health Equity Plan. Meeting 
your health equity goals will require identifying and 
eliminating bias in your risk stratification tools to 
ensure disparities are not inadvertently worsened.

For examples of hidden algorithmic bias affecting 
health outcomes, look no further than Obermeyer 
et al. (2019), a seminal paper on algorithmic bias in 
healthcare. It uncovered that an algorithm managing 
70 million lives inappropriately used healthcare 
utilization costs as a proxy for future health needs 
and systematically produced risk scores that 
disadvantaged Black people. 

Secure Your Goals
After you define your health equity goals, secure them 
by eliminating hidden bias in risk stratification.
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Eliminating Hidden Bias

To make matters worse, many risk stratification tools 
are proprietary “black box” algorithms that prevent 
users from addressing the presence of bias, assuming 
bias can be detected.

Optimal solutions will enable you to analyze model 
performance across subgroups, provide dashboards 
and reports that detail sources of bias, and be deeply 
explainable and auditable. While defining health 
equity goals is a prerequisite to reducing health 
disparities, the single most important step you can to 
secure those goals is to ensure that hidden bias in your 
risk stratification methods is identified and eliminated.

Effect of Hidden Algorithmic Bias: Black People Needed to be Sicker 
to be Prioritized for Additional Health Resources
Average Number of Chronic Illnesses in Individuals 
Identified for Targeted Intervention

Percentage of Black People Among All Individuals 
Identified for Targeted Intervention

Adapted from Obermeyer Z, 
Powers B, Vogeli C, Mullainathan 
S. Dissecting racial bias in an 
algorithm used to manage the 
health of populations. Science. 
2019 Oct 25;366:447-153.

4.8
3.8

Black people

White people

Original algorithm

After correcting bias
17.7%

46.5%

To secure your health equity goals, you 
must use tools designed to detect and 
mitigate bias in your risk stratification 
approach before it’s deployed live and 
affects resource allocation decisions. 

https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.aax2342?url_ver=Z39.88-2003&rfr_id=ori%3Arid%3Acrossref.org&rfr_dat=cr_pub++0pubmed&cookieSet=1
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.aax2342?url_ver=Z39.88-2003&rfr_id=ori%3Arid%3Acrossref.org&rfr_dat=cr_pub++0pubmed&cookieSet=1
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Complex Systems Fail in 
Complex Ways

Your health equity strategy will likely center 
on interventions driven by risk stratification, 
including many of the following steps:

Establish Step-by-Step 
Metrics for Your Organization’s 
Health Equity Strategy
Establishing a health equity strategy isn’t complete until you’ve 
set step-by-step metrics for its key components.
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These steps are a solid foundation, but 
implementation and execution of such a strategy is 
complex, given the many dependencies. Unforeseen 
problems with any individual component of your 
strategy can dramatically affect downstream steps 
and the ability to meet your selected goals.

For example, your interventions may be highly 
effective at improving target outcomes in the right 
individuals but have minimal impact if your risk 
stratification frequently produces false positives, 
wasting limited intervention resources.

Conversely, your risk stratification may be highly 
accurate, but interventions may be ineffective at 
addressing the typical risk factors identified.

Without measuring the effectiveness of key steps 
within your strategy, it may be challenging to 
determine where problems are occurring and what 
changes need to be made early enough to avoid 
poor results at the end of a reporting period.

Success in ACO REACH requires the measuring and 
monitoring of key steps in your health equity strategy, 
providing insight into how its individual components 
impact your targeted health outcomes. 

Identifying disparities in clinical 
outcomes and the populations 
experiencing them

Leveraging all available data to 
identify and prioritize high-risk 
individuals

Designing interventions that 
address specific individual-level 
risk factors

Delivering interventions via 
care management teams or 
community-based organizations

Monitoring your outcomes of 
interest and reporting your 
progress to CMS
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When establishing your strategy, you should consider 
creating and tracking metrics that quantify:

01. Individual actions and processes driving 
your strategy

02. How successfully each action or process 
is executed as intended

03. How well each step’s desired result is 
achieved when executed as intended

04. How each step’s results contribute to your 
short- and long-term health equity goals

Improvement Begins With 
Step-by-Step Measurement

No strategy is complete without a way to measure 
whether it’s working. Establishing step-by-step 
metrics for each part of your strategy is critical when 
dealing with the complexity involved in improving 
health equity.

CMS has stated that reducing health disparities and 
tracking progress will be tied to greater financial risk 
in future iterations of ACO REACH. Becoming proficient 
with step-by-step metrics now will directly support 
long-term success.

PY23 is an ideal time to begin measuring individual 
processes and activities when financial risk in ACO 
REACH is still lower.

03

Your program evaluation tools must help 
ensure that your risk stratification and 
interventions are operating as expected, 
that specific activities are driving impact, 
and that outcomes can be traced through 
each step of your strategy.
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Optimize Your Strategy for 
Financial Success

In ACO REACH, continued financial success over 
time relies not only on implementing your health 
equity strategy, but meeting and even exceeding 
your goals in a cost-effective manner.

Do you have the right approach to ensure success?

Ultimately, the success of your health equity 
strategy will depend on how effectively you:

• Identify high-risk individuals

• Empower care management teams with the right 
individual-level, actionable insights

• Address the specific clinical and social needs of 
high-risk individuals to prevent adverse outcomes

But accurate predictive capabilities are not enough. 
Clinicians may not trust predictions if they are 
unaccompanied by clear detail on the specific factors 
contributing to an individual’s risk, leading to poor 
adoption. Clinical adoption is a key component of any 
health equity strategy. 

Ensure Success with Actionable 
Predictive Insights

Predictive accuracy is not the only concern 
when considering risk stratification approaches. 
Explainability and trust are key to maximizing the value 
of predictive insights. AI/ML tools have advanced to 
be more accessible to end-users than ever, enabling 
healthcare organizations of any size and data science 
expertise to empower clinicians with accurate, 
explainable, and actionable risk forecasts customized 
to organizations’ populations, data sources, and goals.

As you implement your health equity strategy, make 
sure that you choose the tools that enable clinicians to 
optimize health outcomes.

With CMS’ introduction of a new strategic approach 
and program requirements, now is an ideal time 
to evaluate the potential benefits of incorporating 
explainable AI/ML technology into your health equity 
strategy for ACO REACH.

Determine What Your 
Organization Needs to 
Optimize Its Strategy 
Implementing your health equity strategy is a necessary 
first step, but long-term success requires you to optimize it.
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To give your Health Equity Plan the best 
chance of success, you will need the ability 
to leverage all available data—including 
individual social needs assessments as 
required in ACO REACH—to generate highly 
accurate risk predictions at the individual level.
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Thriving by Adapting in a 
Risk-Based World

The Disparities Impact Statement worksheet implies 
that evaluating progress is simply a matter of 
selecting success metrics, tracking these metrics, 
and reporting them to CMS.

But what happens if you’re not making progress, 
or your progress isn’t fast enough?

While your health equity goals remain constant, 
your health equity strategy may have to adapt as 
your tools and interventions play out in real-world 
conditions. Maximizing your success will require 
constantly refining your health equity strategy as you 
identify which activities are driving the most value, 
how they should be performed for maximum impact, 
and which intermediate measures show you’re on the 
right path to meeting your overall goals. 

Adapt and Accelerate 
Your Progress
As you monitor and evaluate your health equity strategy, 
a continual improvement approach with the right tools will 
help you adapt and accelerate progress and impact.
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Adaptive Strategies Need 
Adaptable Technology

Succeeding with complex interventions in a real-world 
healthcare environment requires purpose-built data 
science infrastructure that’s adaptable and flexible. 
Your systems should enable you to ingest new data 
types and quickly iterate on testing new approaches 
and evaluating their impact.

To support an adaptive health equity strategy, the 
right data science infrastructure will:

• Standardize and normalize healthcare and social needs 
data regardless of format or source

• Provide a library of templates for common quality 
measures and outcomes

• Offer configurable reporting capabilities and metric 
definitions

• Enable rapid iteration with streamlined tools for 
versioning, modifying, auditing, and deployment of 
predictive tools 

Many tools will allow you to monitor and evaluate your 
initial strategy. But in a complex, real-world healthcare 
environment, you’ll need the right tools if you want to 
adapt and accelerate your progress and impact.

In order to adapt as you see real-world 
results and create new workflows and 
metrics to improve them, you’ll need 
systems that can adapt as quickly as 
you can plan.



Success Within REACH
As PY2023 approaches, there’s still time to update your strategy 
with critical capabilities that go beyond just checking the boxes 
and ensure successful impact in the ACO REACH program.

ClosedLoop is healthcare’s data science platform. 
We make it easy for healthcare organizations to use 
artificial intelligence to improve outcomes and reduce 
costs. Purpose-built and dedicated to healthcare, 
ClosedLoop combines a machine learning platform 
with a comprehensive library of healthcare-specific 
machine learning features and predictive model 
templates. Customers use ClosedLoop’s explainable 
AI to drive clinical excellence, operational efficiency, 
value-based contracts, and enhanced revenue. 

Winner of the CMS AI Health Outcomes Challenge 
and named Best in KLAS for Healthcare Artificial 
Intelligence: Data Science Solutions in 2022, 
ClosedLoop is headquartered in Austin, Texas.

Learn how ClosedLoop can help you successfully 
advance health equity in ACO REACH and beyond. 

Contact ClosedLoop

sales@closedloop.ai
www.closedloop.ai

Follow ClosedLoop
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Learn More

https://innovation.cms.gov/innovation-models/artificial-intelligence-health-outcomes-challenge
mailto:sales%40closedloop.ai?subject=
https://www.closedloop.ai/
https://www.closedloop.ai/
https://www.closedloop.ai/
https://twitter.com/closedloopai
https://www.linkedin.com/company/closedloop-ai/

