
This report presents results from a mystery shopper study 
of state and local options counseling services supporting 
informed beneficiary choices. The goal of the study was to 
determine the level and accuracy of awareness of Programs 
of All-Inclusive Care for the Elderly (PACE®) by options 
counselors responding to individuals seeking long-term 
services and supports for a family member.
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The PACE Mystery Shopper: Background
In May 2016 the National PACE Association (NPA) partnered with a consumer experience research organization, Second To None, for 
a second time (Wave 2) to conduct a “Mystery Shopper” study in 10 states. Some of the states are participating in the Financial Align-
ment Initiative (FAI) Demonstration of the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) and/or implementing managed long-term 
services and supports. The goal of the study was to determine the quality and accessibility of state- and federally-funded counseling 
offered to caregivers wishing to understand the long-term services and supports (LTSS) options available to their loved ones.   

Shoppers contacted State Health Insurance Assistance Program (SHIP) offices or a similar state- or county-designated options 
counselor service to obtain information about managed care, home- and community-based services, and other resources available to 
frail, high-need populations. Almost all of the Mystery Shoppers called the consumer counseling services and presented themselves 
as individuals seeking information about LTSS and health care options for an aging parent who had significant LTSS needs. Three 
percent of the Mystery Shoppers called on behalf of themselves. If the options counselor did not include PACE as an option, callers 
prompted the counselor for information about the program. 

The 2016 study follows an earlier study in 2015 (Wave 1) that included the following 10 states: California, Florida, Michigan, New 
Jersey, New York, Ohio, South Carolina, Texas, Virginia and Wisconsin. Of 
these, Florida, Ohio and South Carolina were not included in Wave 2. Three 
new states were added: North Carolina, Oklahoma and Pennsylvania. Across 
all states, the number of call centers shopped increased from 13 during Wave 
1 of the Mystery Shopper study in 2015 to 50 during Wave 2 in 2016. For 
Wave 2, these call centers received a total of 376 calls, an increase from the 
300 calls made the previous year. 

Based on the PACE information the Mystery Shoppers received from the 
options counselors, either with or without prompting, callers identified the 
options counselors’ awareness of PACE as follows:

 � Full Awareness: The counselor spoke confidently and knowledgably 
about PACE.

 � Limited Awareness: The counselor spoke incorrectly and/or with 
some hesitation about PACE.

 � No Awareness: The counselor was not able to discuss PACE.

Recognizing that the U.S. Hispanic population accounted for 57 million 
individuals (or approximately 18 percent of the total population) in 2015, NPA decided to conduct a number of Mystery Shopper 
calls in Spanish as part of the Wave 2 study.1 A total of 38 calls were attempted in Spanish across the 10 states, with varied success in 
shoppers’ ability to connect with a Spanish-speaking counselor and, more generally, to have their calls answered. In nine instances an 
options counselor answered the call but was unable to locate a Spanish-speaking counselor.

In both waves the call centers shopped included both local and statewide call center numbers. However, in Wave 2 particular at-
tention was placed on local options counselors in areas where a PACE program was located. The growth in call centers contacted in 
Wave 2 was more representative of the number of options counselors available across the 10 states. Moreover, most calls in Wave 2 
were directed to SHIP counselors in each of the 10 states, along with a number of other similar state or county offices that provided 
options counseling. Mystery Shopper calls in Wave 1 also were made to multiple options counselors but were not directed to SHIP 
counselors in a number of states. Given the wide-reaching impact SHIP counselors have on Medicare beneficiaries, and increasingly 
on dual-eligible individuals, NPA decided to increase calls to SHIP counselors in Wave 2. 
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The Integral Role of Options Counseling for Our Aging Population
Options counseling is an interactive process to help individuals and caregivers make informed choices about how to access health care 
benefits and LTSS. With many state Medicaid programs requiring enrollment in managed care organizations (MCOs) for cover-
age, effective options counseling has been identified by state and federal 
agencies as instrumental in protecting consumers by supporting their 
informed choice. Individuals considering whether to enroll in an MCO 
need to understand provider networks, cost sharing, benefit changes 
and other factors. In states that offer PACE as an alternative to MCOs, 
these individuals also need to understand the PACE delivery system, care 
model and financing. Under the FAI demonstration, beneficiaries may be 
passively enrolled in plans if they do not opt out during a set time period 
prior to enrollment. In these demonstrations, assisting beneficiaries in 
understanding the care options available to them is needed to ensure that 
they assess their full benefits and are able to make informed decisions. 
Robust options counseling should inform consumers about the full range 
of LTSS options available to them. Currently, options counseling ser-
vices, which are generally funded by state and federal governments, are 
not meeting this fundamental need, based on the results of the Mystery 
Shopper study.

For approximately the next 13 years, 10,000 baby boomers will turn 65 
on a daily basis. Many will need help navigating coverage options, which can be complex and intimidating. Services such as SHIP 
counselors, who provide one-on-one counseling services to explain coverage options available to a beneficiary, have the potential to 
help. In 2013 more than 2.6 million Medicare beneficiaries accessed SHIP counselors, many of whom are volunteers, for one-on-one 
counseling.2 SHIP programs are located in all 50 states, the District of Columbia, and U.S. territories and may differ in name by 
region.3 The Administration for Community Living (ACL) is the main funding source for SHIPs, providing $52.1 million in funding 
in 2015.2 

Separately, SHIPs and Aging and Disability Resource Centers (ADRCs) located 
in states participating in the FAI receive funding to support dual-eligible indi-
viduals who are enrolling in a managed care plan. Funding varied by state from 
2012 to 2015, ranging from just over $100,000 to a couple of million dollars.4 
In September 2016 CMS announced a funding opportunity and is accepting ap-
plications for a new wave of funding to be awarded to SHIP counselors, among 
others, in FAI states in the coming years.5 Given the growing population of older 
adults and the increase in Medicare-eligible individuals, we expect that there 
will be a growing reliance on options counselors such as those provided through 
SHIP. As demonstrated in the Mystery Shopper results on the following pages, 
the resources available to meet this need may not be sufficient, leaving signifi-
cant room for improvement in options counseling services. Increasing funding 
to SHIPs, in combination with establishing standards for the accessibility of 
counselors and their understanding of the full range of LTSS choices, is needed 
to support active and informed choice by older adults and their caregivers. 
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Key Components for Developing Robust Options Counseling Services
As the marketplace for LTSS services evolves, especially with the introduction and growth of managed LTSS and the FAI Demon-
strations under way in many states, NPA recommends that options counseling and enrollment processes be developed that make con-
sumers fully aware of all LTSS options available to help them. Options counseling should be offered to all individuals prior to their 
enrollment in a plan and revisited as individual needs or circumstances change.

To ensure the integrity and success of options counseling services, we encourage CMS, state policy-makers and other stakeholders to 
develop systems that meet the following criteria: 

 � Accessible and Timely

 » Individuals are able to reach options counselors when calling a center.

 » Options counselors are able to be responsive at the time of the call with a consumer or caregiver.

 � Comprehensive and Competent

 » Individuals are aware of the full range of health and LTSS options available to them. 

 » Counseling services are staffed by knowledgeable personnel who are fully versed in the features of available options. 

 � Conflict-Free

 » Options counselors do not influence individuals’ choices for their own financial benefit. 
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Ten-State PACE Mystery Shopper Study:  
Wave 2 Call Centers
This table lists the call centers shopped in Wave 2. Eight call centers were consistently shopped in both waves, while the remaining 
call centers differed. Therefore, we are unable to compare the overall results of the two waves. However, a comparison of the limited 
number of  call centers that were in both Wave 1 and Wave 2 is available (see page 11). 

Call Center Shopped State or County Number

California
Statewide 800-434-0222
Alameda 510-839-0393
Fresno 559-224-9117
Humboldt 707-444-3000
Los Angeles 213-383-4519
Orange 714-560-0424
Sacramento 916-376-8915
San Bernardino 909-256-8369
San Diego 858-565-8772
San Francisco 415-677-7520

Michigan

Statewide 800-803-7174
New Jersey

Statewide 877-222-3737
Camden 856-858-3220
Cumberland 856-453-2220
Hudson 201-369-5280
Mercer 609-924-2098
Monmouth 732-728-1331

New York
Statewide 855-222-8350
Statewide 800-701-0501
Cattaraugus 716-373-8032
Erie 716-858-7883
Monroe 585-244-8400
New York 212-602-4180
Onondaga 315-435-2362
Schenectady 518-346-3497 
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Texas
Statewide 800-252-9240

Virginia
Statewide 855-889-5243
Charlottesville 434-817-5222
Fairfax 866-503-0217
Hampton City 757-873-0541
Lynchburg City 434-385-9070
Norfolk City 757-461-9481
Roanoke 540-345-0451
Tazewell 800-656-2272
Wise 800-252-6362

Wisconsin
Statewide 800-242-1060
Milwaukee 414-289-6874
Waukesha 262-548-7848

Oklahoma
Statewide 405-521-6628

North Carolina
Statewide 855-408-1212
Buncombe 828-277-8288
Davidson 336-243-3232
Durham 919-688-4772
Gaston 704-922-2111
Guilford 336-373-4816
Mecklenburg 980-314-1320
New Hanover 910-798-6400
Orange 919-245-4274
Randolph 336-625-3389

Pennsylvania
Statewide 800-783-7067
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Ten-State PACE Mystery Shopper Study:  
State Results in Wave 2 
Due to rounding, percentages in the following charts may not add up to 100 percent.

Accessible and Timely
Across the 10 states shopped in the study, more than a third of the Mystery Shoppers had difficulty reaching a counselor. Of the 
376 calls attempted in Wave 2, approximately 61 percent (228) resulted in a connection with a counselor. Mystery Shoppers were 
instructed to dial a call center twice before labeling a call as unanswered. 

Percent of Calls Answered

39%
61%

Answered 

Unanswered 

Comprehensive
Across the 10 states, approximately 15 percent of the options counselors who were reached discussed PACE as an option without 
requiring a prompt from the Mystery Shopper. The remaining 85 percent required a prompt from the Mystery Shopper to discuss 
PACE. 

PACE Prompting Among Answered Calls

15%

85%

Prompt Required

Prompt Not Required
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Offering comprehensive options counseling includes understanding the caller’s care needs. Among the answered calls, options coun-
selors asked questions to determine the needs of the Mystery Shopper 61 percent of the time. 

Understanding the Caller’s Needs

39%

61%

Options Counselor Did Not Ask Questions

Options Counselor Asked Questions

Competent
Among the 228 counselors reached in the 10 states shopped, more than 50 percent had no awareness of PACE. Forty-seven percent 
had some (full or limited) awareness of PACE. 

PACE Awareness

17%

30%

No Awareness

Limited Awareness

Full Awareness

54%
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In order to assess options counselors’ understanding of PACE, we looked to examine their ability to explain PACE eligibility criteria, 
program costs, the PACE delivery system and the PACE center. As shown on the following page, 47 percent of counselors with aware-
ness of PACE (limited or full) explained the PACE eligibility requirements, but only 23 percent explained that there are no co-pays 
or deductibles associated with PACE. Forty-five percent correctly indicated that if a person’s doctor was not part of the PACE delivery 
system (either as a staff physician or contracted community-based physician), the individual would have to obtain a new doctor.
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PACE Features Explained by Options Counselors Aware* of the Program
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*Full or limited awareness.

Among options counselors aware of PACE across the 10 states, more than half (51 percent) accurately informed callers of the 
optional nature of PACE center attendance, while 9 percent incorrectly stated that center attendance was required. 

Informed of Day Care Activities & Onsite Help

40%

18%

42%
Day Care Not Discussed
No
Yes

    Day Care Attendance

40%

51%

9%
Day Care Not Discussed
Optional
Required

To further assess the competency of options counselors, we looked to determine whether counselors with full or limited awareness 
of PACE in the 10 states were able to describe services furnished by PACE. More than half mentioned that PACE is a plan for those 
in need of nursing home care or long-term support, while less than a third explained that all Medicare and Medicaid benefits are 
provided under PACE. 
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Top Mentions Among Those Aware of PACE
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Mystery Shoppers were asked to indicate which PACE services provided to a participant were discussed by options counselors aware 
of PACE and which, if any, caregiver support services were mentioned. The services discussed for caregivers and for PACE partici-
pants varied, as demonstrated in the following two charts. 

Across the 10 states, options counselors aware of PACE were most likely to mention home care services (51 percent of the time) and 
access to a primary care physician (41 percent) as PACE services for participants. 

Services Discussed Among Those Aware of PACE
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Given that the majority of Mystery Shoppers called “on behalf of a loved one,” we looked to identify whether options counselors 
aware of PACE mentioned any support services for family caregivers. The top support service discussed was day care, mentioned by 
46 percent of the counselors, followed by in-home care and transportation. A third of the counselors did not mention any of the 
caregiver support services.
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Support Services Discussed for Family Caregivers Among Those Aware of PACE
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Conflict-Free
NPA promotes the sharing of information regarding all care options available to a beneficiary. However, recommending any partic-
ular plan is not consistent with offering conflict-free options counseling. Across the 10 states, the majority of options counselors (80 
percent) that were reached provided conflict-free counseling (did not recommend a plan) to the Mystery Shopper. The remaining 20 
percent recommended a plan. 

Plan Recommendations
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80%

Recommended Non-PACE Plan

Recommended PACE

No Plan Recommendation
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Seven-State Mystery Shopper Study: Results for Eight 
Call Centers Consistent Across Waves 1 and 2
The trends reflected in this section represent eight call centers in seven states that were shopped across Waves 1 and 2. The table 
below contains the call center numbers shopped in both waves. Given that the sample size of the call centers differs for the number 
of calls attempted in Wave 1 (N = 215) and Wave 2 (N = 159), we were unable to generalize based on comparisons across the two 
waves. However, we made some limited observations about the call centers between Wave 1 and Wave 2.

Call Center Shopped State or County Number

California*
Statewide 800-434-0222
Los Angeles 213-383-4519

Michigan

Statewide 800-803-7174
New Jersey

Statewide 877-222-3737
New York

Statewide 855-222-8350
Texas

Statewide 800-252-9240
Virginia

Statewide 855-889-5243
Wisconsin

Milwaukee 414-289-6874

* California was the only state where two call centers were shopped in both waves.
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Accessible and Timely

Calls Answered
Among the eight call centers shopped in both waves, there was a decline in the percent of calls answered between Waves 1 and 2.

Percent of Answered Calls
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This graph shows the percent of calls answered for all attempts in each call center between Waves 1 and 2. There was a decline in the 
percent of calls answered in Wave 2, with exceptions at two call centers in California and New Jersey.
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Comprehensive and Competent
Among all answered calls, there was a slight increase in full awareness of PACE from Wave 1 (18 percent) to Wave 2 (20 percent) but 
a decline in awareness, with 54 percent of options counselors having full or limited awareness of PACE in Wave 1 and 50 percent in 
Wave 2. A lack of awareness of PACE increased 5 percent from Wave 1 to Wave 2.

PACE Awareness
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Conflict-Free
For options counseling to be successful, it must be conflict-free. As demonstrated in the results below for the eight call centers 
shopped in both waves, there was a slight decline from Wave 1 to Wave 2 in the percent of counselors reached who did not recom-
mend a plan. Encouragingly, in both waves the majority of Mystery Shoppers received conflict-free counseling.

Percent of Counselors Who Did Not Recommend a Plan
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The percent of counselors who did not recommend a plan is indicated by call center in the graph below. Conflict-free counseling 
increased at the call centers in New Jersey and Virginia.
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The National PACE Association encourages the use of this Mystery Shopper study to improve training of options 
counselors, and for advocacy for robust consumer support. NPA has developed materials to assist states in designing 
effective options counseling programs. These resources are available on the NPA website. For more information, please 
contact Asmaa Albaroudi by email (asmaaa@npaonline.org) or by phone at 703-535-1574.

1 Pew Research Center

2 Administration for Community Living

3 National Association of Area Agencies on Aging

4 Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services

5 Grants.gov

http://www.npaonline.org/policy-advocacy/state-policy
mailto:asmaaa@npaonline.org
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/09/08/key-facts-about-how-the-u-s-hispanic-population-is-changing/
https://acl.gov/Programs/CIP/OHIC/SHIP.aspx
http://www.n4a.org/Files/What.SHIPs.do.and.Find.a.SHIP.pdf
https://www.cms.gov/Medicare-Medicaid-Coordination/Medicare-and-Medicaid-Coordination/Medicare-Medicaid-Coordination-Office/FinancialAlignmentInitiative/FundingtoSupportOptionsCounselingforMedicare-MedicaidEnrollees-.html
http://www.grants.gov/web/grants/search-grants.html



