
Can telehealth improve access?
Elaine Khoong, MD MS
UCSF Assistant Professor
@elainekhoong

Health Literacy in Action Conference
October 14 2021



Disclosures

§ None



Schwamm et al. NPJ Digital Medicine. 2020





Nouri, Khoong, Lyles, Karliner, 
NEJM Catalyst, 2020



Digital 
Literacy

Use on online 
search 
function

Download a 
program or 
application

Complete 
an online 

form
Send an 

email

Create a 
login and 
password

Video-enabled device 
(and other remote monitoring devices)

High quality data access

Patient-facing barriers to telehealth



Mobile device disparities exist by age, income, education, community
% of US adults who own cell phones
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Pew Research, 2019



Digital Divide in San Francisco
Internet Usage & Basic Digital Literacy in San Francisco

SF Office of Digital Equity, 2017-2018

Basic Digital Literacy: online search, find website, send email, fill out online form
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Khoong, Butler, Mesina, Su, DeFries, Nijagal, Lyles; JAMIA 2020

Patient Interest in and Barriers to Telemedicine Video Visits in a 
Multi-lingual Urban Safety-Net System 

Cross-sectional phone 
survey 

of 202 patients scheduled for 
phone-only visits in safety-net 

system

87.6% 
racial 
minorities
55.9% non-
English 
speakers

Asked each patient about:

54% (n=109) 
were able to complete 
a test video visit

65% (n=132) 
interested in video 
visit over phone-
only

>50% (n=112) reported 
barriers to video visits
Most common:
• Inadequate data/Wi-Fi 
• Hesitancy about technology
• No access to device

Factors associated 
with interest in 

video
Younger age 

(<55)
73% 

interested in 
video

Non-English 
language 

preference

76% 
interested in 

video

Prior 
smartphone 
app usage

84.8% 
interested in 

video

Conclusions: Safety-net patients are interested in video visits and able to successfully complete test visits. 
Internet/data access is a common barrier and may impact equitable telemedicine access 

@elainekhoong
@blythe_butler
@CourtneyRLyles

Resources for telehealth in 
safety-net settings 
https://cvp.ucsf.edu/telehealth

@ucsfcvp

https://cvp.ucsf.edu/telehealth


Clinician/System-facing barriers to telehealth

Video-enabled devices

HIPAA secure 
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New technology-focused roles  
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Pre-COVID 
Reasons for Low 
Adoption

Lin, Health Affairs, 2018



Clinician concerns
Patient barriers

“…cannot reach… patients that don’t have phones…”

“…phone plans add cost when phone visits are used… costs not covered in billing”

Logistic challenges
• “…family being distracted”

• “…difficulty with interpreter logistics ESPECIALLY when working remotely”

Safety concerns
• “...explaining changes in medication doses without showing... Can be tricky/feel a little unsafe”
• “…couldn’t do… neuro exam on a patient in whom it would have been helpful…”

Satisfaction
• “… significantly takes away from my satisfaction… I dread phone clinic days, sadly.”

Sharma, Khoong, et al. Journal of 
Healthcare for Poor and Underserved. 2021



Clinicians’ perceived benefits

Convenience / efficiency
• “…valuable for patients who have limited transportation or ability to take time off work”

• “…linking in interested family members is easy”

• “.. For managing some chronic conditions or doing social needs screening… very useful and 
more convenient for families…”

Patient comfort
• “… patients asked more questions and were in some ways more engaged…”

Sharma, Khoong, et al. Journal of 
Healthcare for Poor and Underserved. 2021



Telemedicine in California Safety-Net Organizations

Uscher-Pines et al. 
JAMA 2021.



Payor policies

Center for Connected Health Policy, 2020



Solutions to Increase Telemedicine Equity

Policy

Community

Organization

Interpersonal (Clinicians)

Individual (Patients)

• Previsit
• Offer to every patient
• Screen for barriers and 

connect to resources
• During visit

• Adapt to patient’s needs
• Prepare to care for 

underserved patients
• Leverage additional data

• After visit
• Verify communication 

preferences  

• Advocate for equitable 
infrastructure and payor policies

• Design or choose solutions that 
facilitate equity

• Identify equity metrics
• Support and invest in infrastructure 

that ensures equity



Resources
o California Lifeline: https://www.californialifeline.com/
o Center for Care Innovations Telehealth Toolkit for 

Equity: https://www.careinnovations.org/resources/telemedicine-for-health-equity-toolkit/
o Center for Connected Health Policy: https://www.cchpca.org/policy-trends/
o FCC Broadband Benefit: https://www.fcc.gov/broadbandbenefit
o LEAP SF: Telehealth Resources for Intimate Partner Violence: https://www.leapsf.org/html/index.shtml
o National Digital Inclusion Alliance: https://www.digitalinclusion.org/
o NEJM Catalyst: Telemedicine Equity for Chronic Disease Management: 

https://catalyst.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/CAT.20.0123
o ”Telehealth Equity: Before and After COVID-19” in Primary Care in the COVID-19 Pandemic: 

https://www.carequest.org/system/files/Primary-Care-in-the-COVID-19-Pandemic-Harvard-
Report.pdf#page=251

o Trauma-Informed Telehealth Care: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7473719/
o UCSF Center for Vulnerable Populations: Telehealth in safety net 

settings: https://cvp.ucsf.edu/telehealth
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https://www.careinnovations.org/resources/telemedicine-for-health-equity-toolkit/
https://www.cchpca.org/policy-trends/
https://www.fcc.gov/broadbandbenefit
https://www.leapsf.org/html/index.shtml
https://www.digitalinclusion.org/
https://catalyst.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/CAT.20.0123
https://www.carequest.org/system/files/Primary-Care-in-the-COVID-19-Pandemic-Harvard-Report.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7473719/
https://cvp.ucsf.edu/telehealth


Questions? 

Email: elaine.khoong@ucsf.edu




