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Though in-person visits currently dominate 
the health care landscape, evidence shows 
telemedicine services are set for growth in 
the near future. If the industry can address 
challenges of access and familiarity, it could 
lead to less costly, more convenient access 
for health plan members.

Can Telemedicine 
Change the Future of 
Health Care Delivery?

by | Dr. Brett Belchetz
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O ne of the most intimate social relationships occurs 
between patients and doctors. It’s a bond that is 
steeped in tradition and understanding, with rigid 
protocols surrounding confidentiality and ethics. 

For centuries, this has remained a constant.
But what has changed and continues to change is how plan 

members are accessing their primary health care. Most every-
one is familiar with the stereotypical notion of languishing in 
a physician’s waiting room, killing time by reading years-old 
magazines. But an increasing number of health care consum-
ers are instead opting to consult doctors over the Internet—
bypassing travel times and waiting rooms and instead con-
necting to health care providers from home or work.

The use of technology like laptops and smartphones to 
connect with physicians is part of a growing field in the ben-
efits realm called telemedicine. This article provides a primer 
on telemedicine and then explores some of its promises and 
challenges for the years ahead.

What Is Telemedicine?
The word telemedicine encompasses several different ap-

proaches to the same thing—providing health care to patients 
remotely. The hope is that this approach will allow more con-
sumers to access medical help, which could potentially offer 
savings to benefit plans through cheaper patient access than 
hospital or clinical visits and more patients proactively deal-
ing with health care concerns before they turn into bigger 
and more expensive problems.

On one end of the telemedicine spectrum, there are pa-
tients accessing medical advice through their phones. This 
in itself is not a new phenomenon. Long before smartphones 

became the norm, there are historical records that show doc-
tors held telephone-based consultations as far back as the late 
19th century.

In the November 1879 edition of the medical journal The 
Lancet, a correspondent tells the story of a U.S. doctor who, 
over a phone call, listened to the chest of a baby with a trou-
blesome cough and determined it was not serious enough 
to seek further medical attention. At the time, this was con-
sidered cutting-edge news that was worthy of note in medi-
cal literature, not least because Alexander Graham Bell was 
granted a patent for his electric phone technology only a few 
years prior.

On the other end of the spectrum, there are newer ca-
pabilities that allow patients to consult with doctors using 
modern communication technology, from laptops to smart-
phones, occasionally augmented with the Internet of Things.

These newer innovations in the telemedicine market come 
from diverse sources. They include efforts from governments 
and established private health care providers as well as small-
er startup companies that market their own solutions aimed 
primarily at consumers.

This includes an ambitious effort in the United States, 
where the Kaiser Permanente health care system has already 
managed to shift more than half of all visits from in-person 
clinics to an in-house telemedicine service. This stands out 
when you consider the sheer scale of Kaiser Permanente, 
which has more than 110 million patient interactions and is 
one of the largest hospital networks in the world.

When it comes to startup companies, the telemedicine 
field includes a number of business-to-consumer (B2C) or-
ganizations that allow patients to access health care in the 
same way they might order a car from a ride-sharing service.

In the United Kingdom, one B2C telemedicine provider 
from the Manchester area has a network of more than 7,000 
physicians.

Canada also has its share of telemedicine options that aim 
to provide convenient access to physicians and therapists. 
Tens of thousands of Canadian patients and hundreds of 
doctors have already begun using platforms such as Maple 
to access health care. 

The Telemedicine Market
Today, the lion’s share of medical consultations still hap-

pen during in-person visits. According to 2017 statistics 
from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and De-
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velopment (OECD) and the Ontario 
Telemedicine Network, 99.75% of all 
medical consultations are conducted 
in a family practice, clinic, hospital or 
patient’s home.

However, recent reports indicate that 
the coming years may see telemedicine 
grow to become a bigger part of health 
care delivery. In 2014, analysts at IHS 
Technology published a report that at-
tempted to make several projections for 
the global telemedicine market. At that 
time, it estimated that revenue from tele-
health services would reach $4.5 billion by 
2018, with roughly seven million patients 
using telemedicine to access health care.

Now that 2018 has arrived, the num-
bers indicate the field went well past 
those estimated figures. In June of this 
year, Wise Guy Reports published a pa-
per estimating that the global telemedi-
cine market had grown to be worth 
$31.2 billion in 2018, and it further 
estimated that the market would reach 
$72.5 billion by 2023.

This growth can be attributed to a 
number of factors, including increased 
government spending on telemedicine 
projects (the popularity of GP at Hand in 
the U.K., for example, led to that service 
requesting an additional £10 million in 
funding), increased adoption from legacy 
health care providers and a flurry of con-
sumer-based startups.

Other factors at play include pa-
tients’ and doctors’ increasing familiar-
ity with technology and a desire from 
consumers for a more convenient and 
technologically driven approach to 
health care.

Factors Driving Adoption
The most recent and comprehensive 

survey of consumer sentiment around 
telemedicine comes from the Medical 

University of South Carolina in the U.S. 
This 2017 study found that real-world 
use of what it termed direct-to-consumer 
(DTC) telemedicine was low. Only 3.5% 
of respondents had ever experienced a 
video-based consultation with a health 
care provider.

However, it highlighted growing 
interest in the concept. More than half 
of survey respondents said they would 
welcome seeing a doctor via video con-
ference (22.1% said they were “very 
willing,” while 29.8% indicated they 
were “willing”).

In addition, 15% of respondents said 
that they would consider changing pro-
viders to one that offered telemedicine 
as a service. This number may seem 
small in terms of overall population, 
but it can be viewed as statistically 
significant when considering that tele-
medicine is a new technology for most 
health care consumers.

Experts have identified several key 
trends that attract patients to a tele-
medicine platform. The first, and most 
prominent, is a desire for immediacy.

Canadian consumers, like most 
around the globe, are often motivated 
by a desire for convenience. Already 

catering to this desire are ride-sharing, 
food delivery and video-streaming 
companies that offer on-demand op-
tions for transportation, food and en-
tertainment. Telemedicine can offer a 
similar service for health care.

Many Canadians are unable to ac-
cess same-day or next-day appoint-
ments with their family doctors, 
whereas services like telemedicine can 
potentially connect patients with a li-
censed Canadian physician in a matter 
of minutes.

Telemedicine also aims to address 
some of the clinical barriers that pre-
vent patients from accessing timely 
health care. For example, patients suf-
fering from severe depression or anxi-
ety may find the logistics of going to 
a doctor’s appointment to be difficult. 
They might struggle to even get out 
the door, let alone use public trans-
portation or visit a doctor’s office with 
many other people around. Similarly, 
many patients avoid care altogether for 
sexual or other health issues, due to a 
feeling of embarrassment about being 
in a clinical setting or having to explain 
their problem to a receptionist or in 
front of others.

telemedicine

Takeaways
•  Telemedicine is a term for health care services provided remotely from physicians to 

patients through technology including telephones, smartphones and laptop comput-
ers. It aims to provide timely and convenient access to health care consumers.

•  Efforts in telemedicine are being led by governments, established private health care 
providers and startup companies.

•  The global telemedicine market has grown to $31.2 billion in 2018 and is estimated 
to reach $72.5 billion by 2023.

•  Challenges to growth include Internet access and technological familiarity, particu-
larly in rural, low-income and senior populations.

•  Telemedicine potentially could offer savings to benefit plans through lower cost 
patient access and more proactive approaches that result in earlier resolutions of 
health issues before they lead to bigger and more costly procedures.
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Those barriers are largely eliminated 
with telemedicine, through which a 
patient can simply pick up a phone or 
laptop in the privacy of his or her home 
or office.

Challenges Facing 
Telemedicine

As with every industry, telemedicine 
faces several challenges that need to be 
addressed in order for it to grow.

One major problem is that telemedi-
cine is contingent upon access to an af-
fordable and reasonably fast Internet 
connection, which isn’t always avail-
able to rural consumers, lower income 
users, seniors and other cohorts within 
plan membership.

Some of these issues are being ad-
dressed in Canada on a federal level. 
In June, Minister of Innovation, Sci-
ence and Economic Development 
Navdeep Bains announced a pro-
gram that would see free computers 
distributed to 50,000 low-income 
households. These residents would 
also benefit from subsidized Internet 
plans.

However, there are still many chal-
lenges regarding communities in the 
remotest parts of Canada, like Nunavut, 
the Yukon and the Northwest Territo-
ries, where fast Internet access is firmly 
out of reach for many residents because 
of distance and low population density.

Consumer-oriented telemedicine 
providers also must ensure that they 
keep the public’s trust and hold them-
selves to the highest standards of the 
medical community. This step is par-
ticularly crucial because the technol-
ogy behind telemedicine is still some-
what of a novelty. This means that if 
something adverse were to happen, it 
would likely become big news, result in 
negative publicity for the provider and 
damage consumer trust in the overall 
concept.

A recent example of this occurred 
last year in the U.K., when one telemedi-
cine provider attracted the ire of the 
Care Quality Commission (CQC), the 
U.K. health care regulator. CQC cited 
the service as inadequate because of sev-
eral major slipups. According to a CQC 
report, patients were provided blood 

thinners and antidepressants without 
appropriate and required monitoring 
and tests. The report also highlighted 
examples of drugs being prescribed in-
appropriately, including for one patient 
who was provided with an antinarco-
lepsy drug to stay awake at work.

This example in the U.K. serves as 
a vital reminder for telemedicine pro-
viders everywhere that they need to 
adhere to proper medical practices. As 
with clinics and other physical practic-
es, telemedicine requires physicians to 
work from a clear and definitive rule-
book, with sufficient monitoring to en-
sure proper compliance.

Conclusion
For many health plans, telemedi-

cine could be an option that allows 
members to access timely and patient-
centered health care on their own terms 
and in a way that fits their schedules.

The potential of telemedicine to 
provide consumer-focused products 
and services is why the field has seen 
rapid growth which, according to the 
aforementioned Wise Guy Reports pa-
per, will continue to grow globally at a 
compound annual growth rate (CAGR) 
of 18.3% between 2018 and 2023.

But along with its promise comes 
several challenges for telemedicine. 
Providers will need to figure out how 
to bridge the digital divide in order to 
serve low-income and elderly consum-
ers who may be left behind. And they 
must do this while avoiding mistakes in 
judgment or practice that could scare 
away potential users of this technology.

If providers are able to live up to the 
potential, telemedicine could have sig-
nificant ramifications for how everyday 
primary health care is delivered to plan 
members.  &

telemedicine
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