Telehealth is
expanding
access to
care for
people with
disabilities.

Can you have a consulta-
tion with your doctor without leaving your
home? What about reviewing your latest blood
pressure readings with your nurse or having a
session with your therapist from the comfort of
your living room? These ways of interacting with
your healthcare team are becoming increas-
ingly popular with patients and providers.

The term “telehealth” refers to the use of
telecommunications technologies to exchange
health information and provide healthcare
services. Other related terms are “e-health”
or “telemedicine.” Telehealth is not a separate
medical specialty. Products and services related
to telehealth are often part of a larger part of
healthcare institutions in information technol-
ogy or healthcare delivery.

Telehealth Examples

m Videoconferencing: Videoconferencing
between a patient and a health professional
can be used in diagnosing a problem and for
treatment planning. This might originate from
aremote clinic to a physician’s office using a
direct transmission link or may include com-

municating over the Internet with a service
such as Skype. Another use of videoconferenc-
ing might be a specialist assisting a general
practitioner to diagnose a patient or consult on
treatment options. This may involve a patient
“seeing” a specialist over a live, remote consult
or the transmission of diagnostic images and/
or video along with patient data to a specialist
for viewing later. Telehealth is popular with
radiologists who “read” thousands of images
remotely each year.

m Web-based portals for patient infor-
mation: These may include portals that allow
patients to access their own medical records or
lab results, or educational websites that provide
information on specific conditions, diseases, or
health topics.

= Remote patient monitoring: Remote
monitoring uses devices to remotely collect
and send data to a monitoring station for
interpretation. Monitoring might include a
specific vital sign, such as blood glucose, heart
ECG, or a variety of indicators for homebound
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Consultations

patients. These services can be used
to supplement the use of visiting
nurses and can dramatically reduce
the travel time required by home
health providers to visit and check
on their patients.

B Phone-based education or
therapy: Phone-based counseling
can be used by nurses, social work-
ers, therapists, and other providers to
improve adherence to healthy behav-
iors and to enhance coping skills.
Phone-based therapies can also be
used to treat depression, anxiety, and
other mental-health issues without
patients having to leave their homes.
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Benefits

Telehealth has several advantages over tra-
ditional visits with healthcare providers.
Teleheal;h'services can be exchanged over
geographic region, time, social, and cultural
bar,r-i'érs. As such, telehealth can improve
apéess to care, reduce costs, and allow care

_-providers to reach more patients. Telehealth
" services may be particularly useful to people

who are ill, have mobility difficulties, or travel
long distances to their providers.

Telehealth services have become more
accepted in recent years by patients, health-
care providers, and insurance companies.
Recent surveys have shown a rapid increase in
the number of specialty and subspecialty areas
that have successfully used telemedicine. Tele-
health services have been successfully used by
many medical subspecialties, including radi-
ology, dermatology, ophthalmology, mental
health, cardiology, and pathology.

The Institute of Medicine, a well-regarded
health advocacy group, has recommended
care coordination and self-management as



important areas for national action, and tele-
health services are an important component of
a patient-centered, quality healthcare model
for the future. The United States Department
of Health and Human Services (DHHS), whose
mission is to assure quality healthcare for
underserved, vulnerable, and special-needs
populations, has recognized this and recently
established the Office for the Advancement

of Telehealth to promote the use of telehealth
technologies for healthcare delivery, education,
and health information services.

The Future

Research on the effectiveness of teleheath in
improving healthcare is still in early stages.
However, current studies show telehealth’s
positive effects on patient satisfaction, accep-

Research

To learn more about improving mood in people with spinal-cord
injury (SCI) or multiple sclerosis (MS), researchers at the Univer-
sity of Washington are doing two different studies using tele-
phone-based counseling. People living with SCl or MS anywhere
in the United States may be eligible for these studies, since they
are carried out entirely by phone.

The inMotion study intends to evaluate the effect of exer-
cise as an alternative method of improving mood in persons
with SCI or MS. Participants receive phone calls and physical
activity counseling, and will receive up to $120 for their partici-
pation. People aged 45 or older with SCI or MS may be eligible
to participate. For more information on the inMotion study, call
866-928-2114 or e-mail agerrtc@uw.edu.

The Take Charge study is for people with MS. Its purpose
is to see if self-management treatments, when delivered by
telephone, can help reduce pain, depressed mood, or fatigue.
The study also wants to determine if these treatments can help
reduce the negative consequences these problems often cause in
terms of a person’s mood, daily activities, and enjoyment of life.
Participants will receive up to $120. For more information on the
Take Charge study, call 888-634-6778 or e-mail msrrtc@uw.edu.

tance of technologies, and self-management of
chronic conditions. Telehealth services have
been found to be beneficial in people with dia-
betes, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease,
psychiatric conditions (including depression,
anxiety, and bipolar disorder), and heart fail-
ure. Further research in this area is ongoing
and expanding to patients with a wide variety
of conditions. Telehealth services allow care
providers to more efficiently and effectively
meet needs for aging populations and for
people dealing with chronic illness or disabil-
ity, and will be an important component of the
changing health-delivery model in the United
States and elsewhere in the future.

The contents of this feature were developed
under a grant from the Department of Edu-
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