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Did Someone
all a Doctor?

At the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, medical providers worked to quickly establish
a safer way to treat patients. The result was an explosion in telemedicine services

that allowed patients to see a doctor without ever leaving home.
— By Leah Schwarting, Daily Sun

WHAT IS TELEMEDICINE?

Telemedicine can take several forms. It includes real-time phone
and video communication between patients and providers as
well as remote monitoring of patients using tools that can collect
and communicate data, such as blood pressure monitors.

WHAT ARE COMMON USES FOR TELEHEALTH?

The pandemic led many providers to offer patients a telehealth option
instead of an in-person visit. Providers can use telehealth to virtually
help with tasks like managing chronic conditions, reviewing
lab work and treating some acute conditions.

HOW HAVE TELEHEALTH SERVICES

About a year ago,

EXPANDED IN RECENT YEARS? Dexston Reed opened

A FaceTime on his Mac.
Medicare expanded the benefit on a temporary It was his first tele-
and emergency basis in March, allowing for medicine experience.

“lI can be anywhere,”
he said. “T don’t have to be at my home. I can be someplace
else and access it.”
The use of telemedicine was gradually expanding for
years before the COVID-19 pandemic propelled it to
the forefront of health care. Nowadays, patients can
take advantage of telemedicine to communicate
with providers in real time through video or
phone conversations, receiving medical care

the payment of office, hospital and other visits
provided via telehealth to patients at home.
Providers, such as doctors, nurse practitioners,
clinical psychologists and licensed clinical social
works, can offer telehealth to their patients.

TN without ever stepping into an office.
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HOW T0 MAKE A TELEHEALTH
APPOINTMENT WITH THE VILLAGES HEALTH

The Villages Health offers primary and specialty care virtual visits using a telehealth system powered by Athena. Villagers and others
with telehealth appointments through TVH can visit thevillageshealth.com/telehealth to watch a short instructional video on how the
visit will go. The process is straightforward. “Your provider will give you a link via email, text message or through your patient portal,”
according to the video. “Simply click the link and it will send you directly to the telehealth portal.” After that, patients can check in.
They are then sent to the “virtual waiting room” where the clinician will meet with them as soon as possible.

TELEMEDICINE

Continued from C1

clinicians can also be shorter
as there is a more limited
physical exam.”

However, the loosening of
pandemic restrictions didn’t
bring an end to telemedicine.
In fact, the field has become a
more prominent in the United
State’s health care network,
and it remains part of local
care options.

Pandemic Growth

As the pandemic continued,
more and more telemedicine
services were offered.

A 2019 study by Amer-
ican Medical Association
researchers found just 15.4%
of physicians worked in a
practice that used telemedi-
cine to interact with patients
in 2016. But, according to
a 2021 study by McKinsey
and Company, the overall
use of telemedicine was 78
times higher in April 2020
compared to just two months
earlier.

In March 2020, the Centers
for Medicare & Medicaid
Services broadened access
to telemedicine for Medicare
beneficiaries in response to
the pandemic.

Locally, providers offered
patients the option of sched-
uling telehealth appoint-
ments and screened patients
by phone for COVID-19.

While The Villages Health
never closed its doors, staff
soon realized they needed
more options for patients
concerned about making
in-person visits.

“Early on, there was no
treatment for COVID-19, and
testing was scarce,” Lowen-
kron said. “As people became
more and more wary of step-
ping foot into our offices for
appointments, we started
offering telehealth options.”

Two weeks after the
telehealth option was intro-
duced in March 2020, the
percentage of patients
that chose telehealth over
in-person appointments at
TVH rose from zero to 71%.
TVH providers had 8,000
telehealth visits between
March 22 and May 8, 2020.

As interest in telemedicine
increased, so too did the need
to learn about best practices,
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and to help patients adapt to
the new virtual reality.

During 2020, University
of Florida researchers, led
by UF College of Journalism
and Communications
scholars Carma Bylund and
Jordan Alpert, surveyed 79
UF Health Cancer Center
patients. Bylund is a professor
in the public relations depart-
ment and the division of
hematology and oncology at
UF College of Medicine, and
Alpert is an advertising assis-
tant professor.

Their research team also
held in-depth follow-up inter-
views with 16 of the center’s
patients, and analyzed more
than 1,400 secure message
conversations.

The team used the informa-
tion they gathered to develop
materials for clinicians and
patients. The center’s clini-
cians got a flyer with tips on
how to communicate more
effectively with patients,
and patients had an FAQ
added to their appointment
reminders that addressed
topics frequently discussed in
secure messages.

Chelsea Hampton, a health
communications scholar at
UF, was part of the research
team.

“Recognizing, especially
within the context of cancer,
the challenges posed by a
pandemic are huge,” she said.
“You’re considering certain
types of care and care needs,
so obviously this was some-
thing we were going to need
to do some work on.”

For the most part,
Hampton said the patients she
spoke with had an easy time
transitioning to telemedicine
appointments, and the feed-
back was largely positive.

However, context matters,
she said, and telemedicine
could be challenging for those
who aren’t as familiar with it.

The research conducted
by her team worked to help
smooth out some bumps in
the road. For instance, clini-
cians’ flyers included advice
like having a backup plan to
use a phone if something went
wrong, or to share screens to
show materials.

Local Use

Interest in telemedicine
didn’t go away as the country
began reopening. Since his
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first appointment a year ago,
Reed has had others with his
primary doctor, who is not a
TVH provider.

“I like that I don’t have to
wait in the office for an hour,”
said Reed, The Villages Apple
Club president.

It also saves you travel
time, he said, and it’s on your
schedule.

“The only thing you’re
missing of course is the
actual physical looking at you,
taking your heart rate, etc.,
but if you’re skilled at this
you're getting your own blood
pressure and temperature,”
said Reed, of the Village of
Winifred.

About a year and a half ago,
Art Fenn had his first tele-
health appointment when a
doctor reviewed his regular
blood test results. It wasn’t a
TVH appointment, and took
place over Zoom.

“I had no problem using it:
it was easy,” said Fenn, of the
Village of Virginia Trace.

Telehealth still remains an
option at The Villages Health,
and Villagers and others are
getting on their phones and
computers to speak with their
doctors and other medical staff.
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RELIEF INSTITUTE OF AMERICA

The Pain Relief Institute of America
Proudly Welcomes Dr. Thomas Reilly!

Board Certified in Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation

Fellowship Trained in Interventional Spine and Pain Medicine
Earned his Medical Degree from the American University of Antigua
Completed a Surgical year at Grady Memorial Hospital

Completed a Nuclear Medicine Fellowship at Vanderbilt University Medical Center
Completed an Interventional Radiology Fellowship at St. Luke’s Roosevelt Hospital

Member of the Spine Intervention Society, North American Neuromodulation Society,
Academy of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation, American College of Radiology, and
the Radiological Society of North America
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DIAGNOSIS AND TREATMENT OF ANY
CHRONIC PAIN ISSUE INCLUDING:
e Low Back Pain
e Neck Pain

ca
int disease of

hips, shoulders, and knees, including
after total joint replacement
e Complex Regional Pain Syndrome (CRPS)

N
Thomas Reilly, MD
Board Certified
Physical Medicine and
Rehabilitation

SERVICES:

INTERVENTIONAL TREATMENT
SUCH AS:
e Epidural steroid injections
for back, neck, or sciatica
e Visco-supplementation (Hyaluronic Acid)
for degenerative joint disease of the knees
e Radiofrequency nerve ablation for

arthritis of the spine or knees

e Trigger point injections for myofascial pain

MEDICATION
MANAGEMENT:

e Close supervision of
all pain management
prescriptions
e Urine drug testing
and use of state-wide
prescription monitoring
services (Eforce)

1511 Buenos Aires Blvd e 352-565-4210

info@thepria.com e www.thepria.com

Q: Is it common to see an increase to my homeowners insurance premium each year?

A: Although it would be phenomenal to experience fixed insurance rates, yes, most homeowners will
witness a slight increase in the cost of their insurance each year. This is normal. Why? A few contributing
factorsinclude the age of the home, claim history, replacement cost, and location of the home. More so this
past year, other factors highly influencing rates include inflation and the detrimental effects of fraudulent
claims and roofing scams. If you see a significant increase in your premium, it may be worth looking into;
however, keep in mind the current marketplace is a work in progress, and you may not always see your rate
move in the direction you prefer. Whichever the case, The Villages Insurance is always willing to assist you

in the process.

A GUIDED INSURANCE SOLUTION
TheVillageslnsurance.com

FREE EDUCATIONAL WORKSHOPS | VISIT TheVillagesinsurance.com for dates and sign-up or call 352-674-3405

WHAT'S YOUR QUESTION? Email it to AskThelnsuranceAgent@TheVillagesinsurance.com or drop it off at one of our 8 convenient locations.
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U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs
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VA HEALTH SYSTEM INCREASES TELEHEALTH
ACCESS FOR VETERANS SEEKING CARE, SERVICES

The North Florida/South Georgia Veterans Health System uses telehealth technologies to increase veterans’ access to specialty care and services
in VA clinics near them. With telehealth available, patients may not have to travel as far, according to the VA website. Instead, they can receive their
medical care through video visits, remote health monitoring, as well as devices that gather health data. Last year, more than 2 million veterans
received care through the VA's telehealth program. The VA also offers programs to connect veterans who only have limited internet access to
telehealth options through methods like lending out internet-connected tablets. For more information, go to telehealth.va.gov/.

Continued from PREVIOUS PAGE

“Telehealth visits are used
for both acute complaints
and follow-up,” Lowenkron
said. “There is an ability to
do things like simple wound
checks, etc. and save the
patient a trip to the office.”

And sometimes, telehealth
may be all that a doctor or
medical office needs to make
a diagnosis or determine a
path forward.

“On a video call, you can
get the physical information
by looking at the patient,”
Lowenkron said. “How
does the person look? Is the
person nervous, agitated or
distracted? That gives you
insight.”

Doctors can also use the
patient’s medical history
to ask the right questions
during an appointment.

However, those choosing
the phone or computer to
talk to their doctor has scaled
back significantly. Only about
7% of TVH’s primary care
appointments are telehealth
appointments. For specialty
appointments, the number is
only 3%.

The numbers are below
national statistics compiled
by the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services.
An October 2021 poll
revealed that 23% of adults
surveyed reported having
used telehealth services
during the previous four
weeks.

“When offered a choice,
patients like to get out of the
house and go to the office,”
Lowenkron said. “There
is a comfort with going to
the care centers and seeing
people they know.”

Telehealth also has its
limitations. There are parts
of the physical exam that
are not possible with current
technology, Lowenkron said.
And, although there’s a visible
connection, touch often helps
in the connection and healing
process.

But, while telemedicine
may not be as popular as it
once was with TVH patients,
it remains a part of their
services so anyone who
wants or needs it has the
choice available.

Not every visit needs to be
in person, but telemedicine
won’t necessarily be appro-
priate for every kind of need,
Hampton said. Preferences
and needs must be taken into
consideration.

If it’s possible to use
telemedicine, that may be
preferable and make more
sense, particularly for people
who have a long commute or
transportation or mobility
issues.

“It’s good to try to meet
people where they are,”
Hampton said.

Despite not having any
problems with the Zoom
appointment, Fenn, presi-
dent of The Villages iPad Club,
wouldn’t choose to do it again.
From a patient perspective,
he thinks its better to physi-
cally see adoctor.

“It (the Zoom appointment)
did what I wanted to do, but I
prefer the other one,” Fenn
said.

The Future of
Telemedicine

In March, the American
Medical Association released
a survey that revealed nearly
85% of doctors surveyed
use telemedicine for their
patients, and almost 70%
reported they are motivated
to continue using it in their
practices.

“The use of telemedicine
came about largely because
of a necessity because of the
pandemic, but this has helped
us realize its utility regard-
less of the context,” Hampton
said. “It’s very very useful for
patients because of many
different factors.”

Congress also extended
telehealth policies adopted
during the pandemic
earlier this year as part of
an omnibus spending plan.
Under these policies, Medi-
care patients can receive
telehealth services regardless
of where theylive, and allows
for audio-only telehealth
services to continue to be
provided to Medicare tele-
health patients.

More recently, the U.S.
House of Representatives
passed a bill to extend Medi-
care telehealth services to
Dec. 31, 2024. The bill is
awaiting a vote in the U.S.
Senate.

“The COVID-19 public
health emergency made
plain that care via telehealth
should be available to all
Medicare patients, espe-
cially with their own physi-
cians, regardless of where
they live or how they access
these services,” said Dr. Jack
Resneck Jr., AMA president,
in a statement. “From conti-
nuity of care, broadened
access to care, and removing
geographic and originating-
site restrictions, our hope is
that the flexibilities afforded
during the public health
emergency will be made
permanent.”

Specialty Editor Leah
Schwarting can be reached
at 352-753-1119, ext. 5375,
or leah.schwarting@
thevillagesmedia.com.
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