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TELEHEALTH - INTEGRATIVE MEDICINE'S OUTREACH CHAMPION
Alternative During COVID - Now a Healthcare Extension

Telehealth and telemedicine have been imagined, reimagined, and explored in a variety of models
since 1906 when the inventor of the electrocardiogram published a paper on the telecardiogram. 
It wasn’t until the late 1990s that the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reported
significant implementation of telehealth in the U.S., and by 2012, telehealth visits among rural
Medicare recipients, increased to 108,000 from just over 7,000 in 2004.

In 2020, the telehealth trajectory in overall healthcare rose dramatically, when the COVID-related
public health declaration that expanded Medicaid coverage to millions of people also opened
telehealth access for Medicare recipients. This single action encouraged clinicians and health
systems throughout the U.S. to quickly adopt telehealth options where possible as a universal
healthcare delivery safety net. Academic medical centers and health systems dedicated to whole
health and well-being have embraced and championed telehealth as a uniquely patient-centric
introduction to integrative medicine approaches and interventions to an increasing patient
population while helping patients manage their health across a broadening spectrum of needs.
Challenges remain, as well as questions.

Colleen Tewksbury, Ph.D., MPH, RD, CSOWM, LDN, is an Assistant
Professor in Nutrition Science, at the University of Pennsylvania, and an
Associate Adjunct Professor of Public Health and Surgery at the Perelman
School of Medicine. Dr. Tewksbury operates a large-volume (10,000 patient
encounters per year), bariatric surgery program out of three urban hospitals
and six clinic locations, with more than 30 clinicians—including surgeons,
physicians, advanced practice providers, registered dietitians, psychologists,
and registered nurses. 

“Prior to the COVID-19 era, our clinicians would travel to provide preoperative and postoperative
outpatient care from seven urban and suburban locations,” explains Dr. Tewksbury. “In three
years during and post-COVID, our practice went from 100% in person, to now nearly 70%
telehealth, with increasing ‘show rates’ from an expanding population that finds this service more
convenient and less expensive in terms of time and travel.” 

Additionally, Dr. Tewksbury recognizes that while telehealth is a good healthcare delivery option
for many, it has thrown a spotlight on disparities, i.e., for those who don’t have easy access to the
technology that may be required, those who struggle with communication or technical literacy.
“Other options should be considered when necessary; including interpreter services and audio
visits when safe to forgo video,” she suggests.“ A small number of individuals really struggle with
some technologies; in such cases, we don’t require one type of visit over another unless dictated
by insurance or support services.”   

The Experience - Benefits and Challenges 

Telehealth offers direct patient care with face-to-face videoconferencing; it connects clinicians with
specialists through "store-and-forward" technology as needed (messages, images, or data
collected and interpreted later) and it leverages remote monitoring tools to help manage chronic
illness. 

Examples of Telehealth Care:

While telehealth provides convenience in format and schedule for the patient, the healthcare
provider has a host of infrastructure and management decisions to consider before offering
remote clinical services. The American Medical Association’s Telehealth Implementation Playbook
is the “Gold Standard,” according to Dr. Tewksbury, for any provider interested in digital health
technology and how to navigate a process toward telehealth delivery. She advises a close
connection between technology, communications, and marketing staff is essential, in addition to
telehealth training for the clinical team. Training may include video counseling, i.e., being
cognizant that facial expressions representing empathy, facilitation, and praise may not translate
as well in a virtual platform. The clinician also needs to recognize the impact that the office setting,
professional attire, and even hand and head movement can have on the patient’s trust and
response.  

The Statistics 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC), the use of telemedicine technology increased for
office-based physicians from 15.4% in 2019 to 85.9% in 2021.
How has telehealth augmentation of in-person office visits
affected the quality of patient care? Results of a cohort study
of 526,874 patients recently published in JAMA Network
Open, indicated significantly better performance or no
difference in 13 of 16 comparisons, while patients with office-
only visits had modestly better performance in three of five
quality measures.

The Future 

“Now that it is no longer a tool of necessity, telehealth has given us an opportunity to rethink
healthcare delivery and learn where telehealth best fits into the whole health paradigm,” notes Dr.
Tewksbury. Questions remain: How does telehealth change electronic communication between the
patient and the provider, i.e., what are the boundaries and what are the expectations? How does
telehealth impact health equity? How will efficiency and productivity be measured against
outcomes? “Even among early adopters of telehealth and telemedicine, I don’t believe we can say
there is nothing more to be learned – the fact remains that remote clinical services and digital
health technology are here to stay!”
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Global Advances in Integrative Medicine and Health, the peer-reviewed scientific journal of
the Academic Consortium, is preparing a Special Collection featuring research initiatives focused
on remote mind-body interventions.
To have your manuscript considered for this collection, please note the journal’s manuscript
guidelines and the following deadline for submission.

Innovations in Mind-Body Research: Remote Delivery of Mindful
Movement Interventions

Guest Edited by Gloria Y. Yeh, MD, MPH, Harvard Medical School
Manuscript Deadline: September 1, 2023
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