Let’s get started: Guidance for
building a blockchain alliance
Blockchain works when organizations come together
to share and audit information and automate common
processes. But how do health care organizations work
together without risking their competitive positions?

SUBJECT MATTER EXPERT

Lorraine Frias is senior director of strategic initiatives and a leader in the Advanced
Technology Collaborative at Optum. In this article, Lorraine breaks down the steps
for building a blockchain pilot.

Q1

What are the guidelines for selecting a use case?
What’s unique about this technology is that blockchain requires density of
adoption. That is, it requires a group of organizations who are willing to
cooperate to test the efficacy of the technology.
Start by finding use cases that reflect business problems shared by many
organizations in your industry ecosystem. Identify organizations that will
benefit from working together to solve common data-sharing problems.
Ask these questions to guide how you identify a use case: Where is the
overlap of data and data processes between our organizations? Where
would the addition of mutually beneficial processes help? Where are the
barriers or dependencies lowest?
There are six levels of maturity for integrating blockchain:
1. Discovery
2. Use case identification
3. Proof-of-technology concept
4. Prototype
5. Pilot
6. Production
During discovery, hone in on a use case that is productive and doable
in the near term; one that will deliver value to the participants. In the
Advanced Technology Collaborative at Optum, we began to find patterns
of business problems that we could address with blockchain. We began
experimenting with the technology in a proof of concept. At the same
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time, we connected with organizations tackling these same problems
and who agreed to collaborate. Ultimately, we formed an alliance to trial
blockchain for provider directory management.

Q2

How are potential allies in a blockchain pilot selected?
This technology is still quickly evolving. Find potential allies who have
an appetite for early adoption of new technology. The good news is 68
percent of payers are planning to test a blockchain implementation in
2018.1
As you build an alliance, you want to make sure that there’s a good
cultural fit among members. Participants should include:
• Business leaders and technologists
• Managers involved in the process that you’re improving or replacing
• Enterprise architects from each cooperating organization
Look for people who are open and willing to learn. They are often
more risk-tolerant and flexible. And we often start with IT professionals
because the solution requires technological expertise to establish a
blockchain node.

Q3

Listen to strategies
for building
your blockchain
alliance.

LISTEN NOW

Are there particular issues to address when a technology pilot
involves competitors?
It’s important to have leadership support when working with outside
collaborators. Your executives will have questions about what you’re
building, blockchain ownership rights and intellectual property. They’ll
want to understand data security and the limits on data sharing.
Blockchain requires a more collaborative, even playing field. That means
executives won’t be calling every shot. They’ll be working together with
other alliance executives to guide the direction for the collaboration. For
that reason, reconciling cultural differences early is important. Address
hot topics openly and early.
• Creating a well-defined set of objectives
• Clarity around project scope
• An efficient organizational structure for the alliance
• Open and transparent communications
• A use case that will deliver return on investment for all alliance
parties
Blockchain technology will put you in the race. Relationships will get you
across the finish line. Listen to getting started with your alliance.

Listen to getting
started with your
alliance.

LISTEN NOW

Q4

Are there particular issues to address when a technology pilot
involves competitors?
It’s important to have leadership support when working with outside
collaborators. Your executives will have questions about what you’re
building, blockchain ownership rights and intellectual property. They’ll
want to understand data security and the limits on data sharing.
Blockchain requires a more collaborative, even playing field. That means
executives won’t be calling every shot. They’ll be working together with
other alliance executives to guide the direction for the collaboration. For
that reason, reconciling cultural differences early is important. Address
hot topics openly and early.

Q5

What’s the magic number of allies for getting started on a pilot?
It depends on your project. But it’s easier to start small with the right
type of members and grow. Our approach has been to start with a
minimal number of partners. This lets the alliance stay nimble and learn
and adjust quickly in the pilot stage. We have designed a strategy for
expanding the alliance post pilot, but want to stay with a tight group at
the beginning.
Optum is part of a collaboration working on a provider directory
exchange. We have formed a blockchain alliance with four other
industry leaders including Humana, MultiPlan, Quest Diagnostics and
UnitedHealthcare. Our goal is to reduce the cost of maintaining provider
data. Though it’s a small cohort to start, we believe the results will
produce a wide network effect. Annually, payers across the industry
spend more than $2 billion a year managing and exchanging provider
data. We believe that by sharing provider information updates with
participants in the alliance, we can:
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• Improve the timeliness of updates

• Take cost out of the process

Get practical guidance and
additional use cases for building
your blockchain initiative.

Results of this alliance will be available in the fall of 2018.
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• Improve the quality of the data

A successful blockchain experiment will achieve hard value for the organization.
If it falls short of that, you will learn about the suitability of the use case and your
cohort, and reveal additional dependencies. These types of explorations create a
culture of innovation and cross-sector engagement that underscore health system
transformation.
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