
Share this email:

Chronic pain is one of the most common reasons people seek medical care, according to the U.S.
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Research shows that opioid use for pain care among adults
with severe pain more than doubled from 4.1 million (11.5 percent) in 2001/2002 to 10.5 million (24.3
percent) in 2013/2014. Integrative pain management therapies, like acupuncture, cognitive behavioral
therapy and mindfulness-based techniques, offer evidence-based options for patients with chronic pain
as a first line of treatment. The problem – such interventions are not universally understood or applied.
What can we do to ensure that these and other proven non-drug options for comprehensive pain care are
more frequently considered in mainstream medicine’s approach to pain care? Innovation and
collaboration in practice, policy and payment is showing great promise.

At the University of Vermont Medical Center (UVM), Jon K. Porter, MD,
comprehensive pain medical director, and Cara Feldman-Hunt, MA,
integrative health program manager, are part of a team that has made
noteworthy progress in pain care, making a broad range of integrative health
services for chronic pain more accessible, increasing utilization and patient
outcomes, reducing costs.  

UVM’s Comprehensive Pain Program (CPP), started in 2018, includes an
innovative, collaborative initiative with Blue Cross/Blue Shield (BC/BS) of
Vermont that provides a range of integrative therapies under an outcomes-
based, bundled payment plan with a fixed price, similar to a primary care co-
pay. PATH (Partners Aligned in Transformative Healing) is a closed cohort of
10 to 12 patients who meet together twice a week for 12 weeks in one-hour
sessions. Patients are referred by the UVM Health Network as well as BC/BS
providers.

Transdisciplinary integrative therapists offering a broad range of integrative
care options include acupuncturists, chef educators, clinical dieticians,

EDMR psychotherapists, massage therapists, movement specialists, nurses, nurse practitioners,
physical and occupational therapists, physicians, psychiatrists, psychologists, Reiki practitioners and
social workers. They meet every week for care review to determine and guide each patient’s increasing
comfort and function based on the intervention being applied.

“This collaborative program is a platform for integrative health services; at the same time, serving as a
solid test base for greater, and perhaps earlier, access to integrative medicine by people living with
chronic pain.” says Dr. Porter. 

The program is popular among participants living with chronic pain who find comfort in the dynamics of
the group, helping them to feel “normalized instead of marginalized” with the freedom to find the
intervention that works best for their unique pain profile. “It allows us the flexibility to do what works best
in health coaching consultation with each patient, mitigating entry into addiction and leading to
transformative health behavior and reduced healthcare costs.” says Ms. Feldman-Hunt.

Impact assessments through the fourth year of the program show significant improvement in patient
function and well-being and ability to recover from stress and depression; claims analysis has shown
reduction in healthcare costs.  

What does the future hold for this unique program?  Dr. Porter believes the PATH model of collaborative
comprehensive care will continue to evolve and expand, bringing integrative medicine’s options to more
people suffering from chronic pain in other parts of the country. “We meet regularly, for example, with our
state’s Medicaid authority, which has expressed interest on behalf of larger, underserved populations in
our state, and we are part of a multi-state pilot program of the Whole Health in the States (WHITS)
initiative which focuses on innovative collaborative efforts among state agencies to reach underserved
populations with integrative healthcare that will optimize their health and well-being.”  

Integrative Pain Management Collaborative

1. Evaluate the need and capacity for comprehensive integrative pain management offered by your
institution to your patient base and community.

2. Talk to all stakeholders in the institution to clearly identify their interest and involvement.

3. Reach out to your state’s BC/BS agency to discuss areas of shared interest and mutual benefit.

4. Prepare a thoughtful, well-researched plan proposal that focuses on value, not volume, and
considers how it will impact BC/BS stakeholders, i.e. providers and patients. What services?  How
Long? At what intensity?  

5. Collaborate in the development of a payment structure that supports the program and is
reasonable for both parties (use fee-for-service as a baseline) within a contract that holds both
parties accountable. 

6. Consider outcomes measurement in terms of patient perspective, claims-based utilization and
function, program cost and program development. 
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Note: The Academic Consortium’s Pain Task Force published a White Paper in 2018 reporting
evidence-based nonpharmacologic pain strategies as part of comprehensive pain care. Evidence-
Based Nonpharmacologic Strategies for Comprehensive Pain Care is in the process of being
updated by the Pain Task Force.
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