Lessons Learned…

Six Years as a Telehealth Coordinator in NWO

I have worked in the healthcare field through 3 decades now. By nursing standards, I am an elder. To some that means I’m a bit dotty but must be tolerated as I do have seniority. To others, it means I may have nursing experiences that they can learn from. Outside of my involvement in Telehealth, the only more meaningful experience in nursing which I have ever encountered is birth. I was beginning to think there was nothing much new or interesting in nursing that I wanted to give a try. Until my involvement in Telehealth. Telehealth is going to have a very positive impact on healthcare in the North. 

I have been doing Telehealth consultations since 1996. Six years and some 500 consultations later, I am an unabashed Telehealth champion. I began doing consults with Toronto Hospital for Sick Children. In the past 6 years we have had more than 50 different doctors attend Telehealth appointments. The specialists figured Thunder Bay was probably an hours drive north of Barrie. They laughed when we told them it costs $ 1200 to fly return to Toronto because they could fly across the Atlantic ocean for that kind of money. They were surprised to hear some families drove 4-5 hours to get to Thunder Bay to have a Telehealth appointment and if  they specialist cancelled a consult on the day of the appointment, we would not be able to notify the family because they would be driving into their appointment already. People using Telehealth are both rich and poor, city folk and rural ones (15%) but all are using Telehealth to access medical care that is not available to them at home. This care has involved the specialties of Urology, paediatrics, dermatology, orthopedics, general- neuro or plastic surgery, psychiatry, to name a few. It has been reported that 40% of medical travel in northern Ontario is related to follow up appointments. Telehealth is perfect to use for many of these appointments.

By chance, we discovered other uses of Telehealth. One is to offer medical education opportunities to doctors, nurses, physiotherapists, social workers and other health care professionals. I have been involved in more than 70 of these sessions so far. Some of the topics have been on diabetes, cardiology, child abuse, cancer, asthma, headaches, arthritis, orthopedics and burn care.

Telehealth offers an opportunity to do the Business of health care too. The equipment at TBRH has been used by Hospital for Sick Children Psych Outreach Team, by Air Ambulance, by the Ontario Medical Association and by the Brain Injury group to have team meetings without team members having to leave home.

What’s next? How about job interviews, home monitoring, assisting satellite renal units, diabetes research and family visits when a family member is hospitalized for extended periods away from the family?

What do the Users of this technology think? They love it, health care providers and receivers. This has been determined by several evaluations involving both providers and patients. 

The Patients. Medical travel is tiring, costly and dangerous and is most difficult for the frail elderly and small children. Telehealth results in

· Less travel costs

· Less time away from family and work

· Smaller risk of flight and road accidents

· More time spent with patient than in an office appointment 

· Feeling exclusive if your doctor and specialist are both consulting on the case

· Longer consults (more time spent)  ??? 4-90 minutes ???

· Physician more likely to be on time 

· Learn more about my condition

· Much less stressful

The Physicians/health care providers  reported feeling Telehealth had 

· decreased their feelings of isolation

· allowed them timely access to specialist advice

· improved access to professional educational opportunities

· recognized their attendance with renumeration

· respected their normal referral patterns

· offered the potential for efficient teleradiology consultation

· simplified specialty access

Telehealth systems are costly. To be cost effective, they should be used as much as possible. In small communities, thought should be given to renting them out to business for meetings, to using them for distance learning.

I do not believe it has been determined yet whether Telehealth can be delivered in a cost effective manner… and… of course we would rather be seen in person, but when costs in terms of travel dollars, inconvenience and stress are factored in, Telehealth users strongly endorse Telehealth as a means to access quality health care.

Telehealth consults are an effective, welcomed method of delivering and receiving health care to those far removed from  areas of specialty  health care.

