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Vi
A Secret Shopper Review of a Commercial Insurance Network Directory Listings for

Youth Mental Health Providers

In the absence of government oversight and independent
audits to review, the Quality Institute created a secret
shopper survey of commercial insurance networks to
assess functional network access to youth mental health
care. The Quality Institute engaged the Eagleton Center
for Public Interest Polling at Rutgers University (Rutgers)
to conduct the secret shopper calls and other checks of
the Horizon Blue Cross Blue Shield NJ (Horizon BCBSNJ)
OMNIA network, with advance notice to Horizon BCBSNJ.
Horizon Omnia was selected as the Horizon product

for review because it is a widely utilized commercial

plan in New Jersey with broad provider participation

and availability in the individual and employer markets.
Initially, the commercial secret shopper methodology
intended to include both Horizon and Aetna plans, as
both insurers administer coverage through the State
Health Benefits Program (SHBP) and maintain significant
commercial market presence in New Jersey. However,
due to legal language included in Aetna provider directory
materials prohibiting use of the directory data for certain
external review purposes and the inability to access
directory data in a machine-readable format suitable for
research use, the study ultimately proceeded with the
Horizon commercial network analysis only."*

The secret shopper survey was designed to evaluate real-
world access by assessing whether providers listed in the
network directory could be reached, whether they were

accurately represented as participating providers, and
whether an adolescent with low-acuity mental health needs
could obtain an in-person appointment within two weeks.

METHODOLOGY

The Quality Institute used a secret shopper methodology
to evaluate Horizon BCBSNJ's Omnia commercial network
for certain types of outpatient mental health providers for
adolescents. This approach provides a more meaningful
assessment of both directory accuracy and access than a
review of provider listings alone. The calls were conducted
between March 16 and March 27, 2026, by Rutgers on
behalf of the Quality Institute.

The sample frame included all 881 therapy providers
listed in the Horizon BCBSNJ Omnia directory who met the
study criteria. Directory searches were limited to Licensed
Marriage and Family Therapists (LMFTs), Licensed
Professional Counselor (LPCs), Psychologists, and Social
Workers with NJ addresses. Additional filters restricted
results to providers reported as accepting new patients,
serving youth (13-17), and offering in-person care. This
resulting sample included 881 providers across all 21
counties. Nearly half offered scheduling through the
Headway, LLC platform, while the remaining providers
required scheduling by telephone.

124The Aetna Terms of Use contains the following warning language: “By using Provider Search, you acknowledge and agree that Provider Search
and all of the data contained in Provider Search belongs exclusively to Aetna Inc. and is protected by copyright and other law. Provider Search
is provided solely for the personal, non-commercial use of current and prospective Aetna members and providers. Use of any robot, spider or
other intelligent agent to copy content from Provider Search, extract any portion of it or otherwise cause Provider Search to be burdened with
unwarranted high access or transaction activity is strictly prohibited. Aetna reserves all rights to take appropriate civil, criminal or injunctive action

to enforce these terms of use.”

Aetna. (n.d.). Print a provider directory. [Data query system]. https://www.aetna.com/docfind/home.do?site_

id=docfind&langpref=en&tabKey=tab5&fromDse=fromDse
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® 3881 Total Providers
428 (49%) scheduled via Headway platform
453 (51%) scheduled via telephone

To ensure representation across the state, this provider
list was stratified by county. In counties with ten or fewer
listed providers, all providers were included, with a
random sample selected from counties with more than
ten providers to select approximately 26% of the total list
for the study sample.

® 231 Sampled Providers (26% of Total Providers)
119 (52%) sampled via phone

112 (48%) sampled via Headway online platform

For the providers who scheduled via telephone,
researchers posed as a caregiver seeking an in-person
mental health appointment for an adolescent (providers
were asked to accept a 14-year old youth with low-acuity
mental health needs) covered by Horizon BCBSNJ Omnia.
Callers used a standardized script and asked whether:

® The provider accepted Horizon Omnia insurance

® The provider was currently practicing at the listed
location

® The provider treated adolescents
® The provider was accepting new patients

® An in-person appointment was available within
two weeks

Researchers contacted single-practice and small multi-
provider practices by telephone. If no one answered a
phone call, a voicemail message was left and any follow-
up information/call-back was recorded by the researcher.
Providers associated with Headway, LLC, were assessed
on the same criteria as telephone calls, using the online
scheduling platform. Providers who could not be located
through Headway’s website search tool were also
searched for through Google and included if found.

Directory accuracy was defined as whether the provider
could be reached and whether the listed information,
including phone number, location, insurance participation,
and specialty (ages served), was correct. Network
adequacy was defined as whether an adolescent could
obtain an in-person appointment within two weeks from
an in-network provider.

Secret Shopper Findings

The secret shopper analysis found substantial gaps between the number of providers listed in Horizon
BCBSN)'s Omnia directory and the number of providers who were available to deliver timely care to a
14-year-old youth. Of the 881 providers who met the study criteria, 231 were sampled. Among sampled
providers, only 14.7% were able to offer in-network, in-person appointments within two weeks.

First, directory accuracy was a significant challenge. A notable share of listed providers could not be reached because

phone numbers were disconnected or providers could not be identified through the directory or website. Approximately

15% of sampled provider phone calls failed due to a non-working number, incorrect number, or because the voicemail
had not been set up. For providers associated with Headway, an online scheduling platform, information could not be

located for 9% of providers.

Second, many providers listed in the directory did not accurately list the services they provide or their availability. Some
providers did not see youth, some were not accepting new patients, some only offered virtual care, and some did not

participate in the Horizon Omnia network.

Finally, of those that were in-network, treated youth, and were reachable, only a limited subset offered in-person
appointments within two weeks. Although the directory suggested that almost 900 providers are available across
New Jersey to accept new adolescent patients in-person, the number of providers who met all of these criteria was
substantially smaller. As a result, families attempting to use the Horizon Omnia directory may experience significant
delays, repeated calls, and difficulty finding timely in-network care.

The extent to which directory and appointment information could be confirmed varied across providers for several
reasons. In some cases, the calls ended before all information could be collected; in others, the providers required
intake forms that prevented reception staff from discussing availability; and, in some, the Headway provider pages were

missing address information.
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Among the 170 providers in the sample that were successfully contacted':

® Network participation was reviewed for 140 providers:
In-Network - 132 (94%)
Out-of-Network - 8 (6%)

® Directory address accuracy was reviewed for 134 providers:
Correct Address - 88 (66%)
Incorrect Address - 46 (34%)

® Availability of in-person appointments was reviewed for 154 providers:
In-person availability within 2 weeks - 36 (23%)
No in-person availability within 2 weeks - 118 (77%)

Many in-person appointments could not be scheduled because some providers offered only telehealth services (a
telehealth appointment within two weeks may have been available) or because the provider served only specific
populations (e.g., adults over the age of 18).

Offered telehealth appointments only - 62
e Phone calls - 19 (35% of all phone calls)
e Headway searches™® - 43 (43% of all Headway providers)
Population Restrictions (e.g., age) - 12 (8%)

Overall, the findings suggest that the Horizon BCBSNJ Omnia directory overstates the practical availability of
adolescent mental health services. The network may appear adequate on paper, but the real-world experience of
families indicates meaningful deficiencies in both directory accuracy and timely access. The findings support the need
for stronger standards for directory maintenance, regular verification of provider information, network adequacy
requirements that measure whether adolescents can obtain an in-person appointment within a reasonable timeframe,
and regulatory oversight and enforcement by DOBI.

12561 providers were unable to be contacted due to unreturned voicemails or directory accuracy issues.

126 Headway websites varied in reporting telehealth only availability, suggesting that telehealth-only offerings may be underestimated.
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Table M1

Commercial Insurance Network Adequacy "
Secret Shopper Results

N Percentage
Total NJ Providers on Horizion Omnia List 881 _
Providers Scheduling via Headway 428 49% v
Providers Scheduling via Telephone 453 51% -
\'}
Male 179 20% -
Female 702 80% Vi
Social Worker 428 49%
Licensed Professional Counselor 358 41%
Psychologist 62 7%
Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist 24 3%
Multi-credentialed 9 1%
Total NJ Providers Sampled 231 26%
Headway Lookups 112 26%
Phone Calls 119 26%
Male 53 23%
Female 175 77%
Social Worker 115 50%
Licensed Professional Counselor 86 37%
Psychologist 15 6%
Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist 8 3%
Multi-credentialed 4 2%
Phone Calls 119
Left Voicemails 43
No Contact Made: Provider Did Not Call Back 32 74%
Provider Called Back and Left A Voicemail 11 26%
In-person Appointment Available 2
In-Network 2
Out-of-Network 0
Network Not Confirmed 0
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Correct Address 1

Incorrect Address 0

Address Not Confirmed 1

In-person Appointment Not Available 6
1
In-Network 5
Out-of-Network 0
1\
Network Not Confirmed 1
v
Correct Address 3
Incorrect Address 1
Address Not Confirmed 2 L
Telehealth Only’ 3
Not Accepting New Patients 3
No Information Given 3
Unable to Confirm 29
No Contact Made: Non-working telephone/Incorrect Phone 18
Number/No Voicemail Set Up
No Contact Made: Call Blocked 1
Contact Made: Administrative Barrier (e.g., practice reserved
for patients with a specific PCP provider, intake required before 10
discussing availability or insurance, etc.)
In-Network 1
Out-of-Network
Network Not Confirmed
Correct Address 0
Incorrect Address 1
Address Not Confirmed 9
Contact Made: In-person Appointment Available 4

In-Network

Out-of-Network

Network Not Confirmed

Correct Address

Incorrect Address

Address Not Confirmed
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Contact Made: Provider Unavailable 43

In-Network 28 .
Out-of-Network 1 o
Network Not Confirmed 14 i
Incorrect Address 5 -
Correct Address 18 v
Address Not Confirmed 20 S
\'}
Telehealth Only" 16 N
Specific Population Exclusion (e.g., Adults Only) 5 Vi
Not Accepting New Patients 16 .
Provider No Longer Practicing at Listed Organization 6
(Left practice, supervisory role, etc.)
Headway Look Ups 109 25%
Provider Listed with Headway - No Listing 10 9%
Provider Listed with Headway - Listing 99 91%
In-Network 92 93%
Out-of-Network 7 7%
Network Not Confirmed 0 0%
Correct Address 64 65%
Incorrect Address 22 22%
Address Not Listed 13 13%
In-person appointment available within 2 weeks 30 30%
In-person appointment not available within 2 weeks 69 70%
Telehealth Only’ 43
Did Not Accept Adolescents 7
Total Sample (Phone Calls and Headway)
Network Participation Confirmed 140
In-Network 132 94%
Out-of-Network 8 6%
Directory Address Confirmed 134
Correct Address 88 66%
Incorrect Address 46 34%
In-person Appointment Availability Confirmed 154
In-person apt. available within 2 weeks 36 23%
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In-person apt. NOT available within 2 weeks 118 77%
Telehealth Only' 62
Phone Calls 19
Headway? 43
Age or Specific Population Restrictions® 12
In Network, In-person apt. available within 2 weeks 34 15%

Source: Data collection conducted by Eagleton Center for Public Interest Polling at Rutgers University on behalf of the Quality Institute.
* Telehealth appointments within 2 weeks may have been available.
2 Headway websites varied in reporting telehealth-only availability, suggesting that telehealth-only offerings may be underestimated.

% Providers were asked to accept a 14-year old youth with low-acuity mental health needs.
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