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Remote Care

It turns out that this is a dynamic so many of us have 
been living in since leaders around the world issued 
stay-at-home and safer-at-home orders in response  
to the novel coronavirus (COVID-19). 

Advocates of telemedicine have long argued that the 
majority of practice visits could be replaced with remote 
monitoring and telemedicine engagement. Early leaders, 
such as  Kaiser Health, even proved it,1 tipping over half 
their patient interactions to remote and virtual four 
years ago. Yet, overall, telemedicine uptake by patients 
stayed in the single digits.2 Despite the inconveniences 
and expense of in-person systems, they largely worked 
for providers and patients alike.

COVID-19 created the black swan event that changed  
all that. A black swan event3 is rare, unexpected and high 
impact. More importantly, people later find simplistic 
explanations for it, as if it were always meant to be.

You will see all the elements of a black swan story in  
the rise, fall and reset of telemedicine. Is telemedicine 
meant to last long after this crisis passes? It definitely 
looks like it.

If you watched television in the 1980s and 1990s, you might remember  
the original version of telemedicine by the phrase, “Help, I’ve fallen and  
I can’t get up.” The product from LifeCall was a button, worn around the 
neck, that would alert emergency services if the wearer needed help and 
could not get to a phone. It was designed for people isolated, unable to 
access in-person care and worried about their health.

Our Quick Take

When the pandemic took hold, practices and research sites limited physical access to 
protect people while health systems and industry partners moved to rapidly scale digital 
and voice channels to maximize patient connectivity. Regulators and payers joined the 
cause to reduce friction and fuel reimbursement. 

Even as that immediacy and urgency fade, healthcare leaders and patients alike have a changed expectation for a future 
that pivots off a connection, not an office or a site. As we enter 2021, the rise, fall and reset of remote monitoring and 
commercial telemedicine largely will shape the future of care and drive how life sciences leaders engage and support 
patients and prescribers. In this report, we look at what happened and what it means for the future.
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The Rise: Telemedicine’s Rapid Ascent

A study of 1,800 people4 in early June 2020 found that 
half had already used telemedicine during the COVID-19 
period, and 83 percent expected to use it after the threat 
of the pandemic had passed. Seventy-five percent would 
use telemedicine to see a doctor with whom they 
already had a relationship, and 55 percent would be 
willing to see an entirely new doctor virtually.

That is an amount of change we did not expect to see in 
years, happening in just a few months. 

Among one high-need segment—Medicare-eligible  
seniors—telemedicine use has jumped 340 percent5 since 
March 2020. Before the pandemic, only one in 10 seniors 

used virtual care. During the pandemic, 44 percent have 
adopted it, and almost all say they intend to continue 
using it after the crisis.

So, how are they using it? Telemedicine can intersect 
with many moments in a patient’s journey. Think about 
our American seniors mentioned above. 58 percent of 
them have used it just once, while 33 percent are in a 
monthly routine. 

Those are patients who are likely already to have a primary 
physician. What about the 45 percent of millennials6 who 
do not? They might intersect with telemedicine as a very 
first entry into the healthcare system. 

In general, though, people and practices use telemedicine in five specific use cases. These are:

1 / Diagnosis and prescription

This is the use case into which telemedicine was born. A sore throat? A nagging cough? A burning 
sensation where there should not be one? Telemedicine was the triage for familiar symptoms that 
required familiar treatment. In the COVID-19 era, this use case has to work much harder, helping 
patients with complex symptoms understand when to watch and wait and when to come in and test.  
It becomes a referral system for local labs, urgent care centers and pharmaceutical interventions while 
proactively planning for what might be next.

2 / Remote monitoring and trial engagement

Clinical trials pivoted quickly to change as many as possible in-person visits to investigator sites  
and labs to remote engagement. That required not only making telemedicine part of the protocol,  
but understanding which additional aspects of connected care—like wearable monitoring or digital 
diarizing—could keep the trial on track. This use case has data coming in and integrating from multiple 
patient-created, provider-created and digitally created sources.

3 / Disease management and monitoring

Perhaps the use case on the highest growth curve is within chronic disease management. Remote 
technology that brings local or at-home lab work together with telemedicine specialists to support 
patients on their complex journeys to maximize health and wellness. For patients addressing a specific 
and ongoing health challenge, systems will often match telemedicine support with remote monitoring 
tools to give healthcare professionals (HCPs) the clearest view. For example, in the U.S., Catapult Health,  
a provider of telemedicine services, launched a VirtualCheckup7 home kit that ships with a blood pressure 
monitor, a finger-stick blood-testing device and a measuring tape. Patients use the at-home tools, and 
then meet with a nurse practitioner via video for results, mental health screenings and an action plan.  
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4 / Adherence and prescription management 

Telemedicine also has an important continuity and compliance function, creating specific repeat 
opportunities for patients to reach out to determine whether to continue, change or advance care. In the 
study mentioned above,4 over 90 percent of respondents said they would be likely to use telemedicine 
to manage prescriptions, specifically to fill or learn more from a doctor about a treatment or device. 

5 / Specialty care 

Although it is easy to think of telemedicine as a tool for primary care, it is also showing strong success  
in specialty care. We are seeing individual specialists leverage telemedicine to help patients balance 
in-person diagnostics with more remote connections. Larger specialty practices are also taking hold in 
areas such as men’s health, migraine health, mental health, dermatology, obesity and even oncology. 
One upstart we are watching is Oncoshot, a collaborative oncology platform based in Singapore.  
It enables patients to share their healthcare data with trial institutes and partners to get an almost 
immediate and personalized view into which trials they might be qualified for. Their new partnership 
with MyDoc, a digital healthcare provider, will direct patients within that network to Oncoshot, where 
they will be matched to highly qualified oncologists via telemedicine to help them find those clinical 
trial possibilities. Prudential and ACT Genome have built similar partnerships with Oncoshot. 

Telemedicine From the Practice Perspective
Syneos Health exclusive research, 2020

19% 59% 76%
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An increasing number of physicians have set up 
telemedicine platforms for their practices in recent months.

Overall
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Telemedicine is mainstream
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Over the past couple of months, physicians have had a 
telemedicine baptism by fire. And more are comfortable 
because of it.

HCPs are more confident

There has been a decrease in physicians who reported using 
virtual care minimally (1%-10% of the time) and an increase 
in physicians who reported using virtual care more often.
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An increasing number 
of physicians are now 
leveraging telemedicine 
platforms to provide 
virtual care to patients.

*percentages 
  represent reported 
  use of telemedicine 
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Despite the exciting and rapid uptake by patients,  
and support and adoption by nearly every healthcare 
stakeholder, there is uncertainty ahead. From questions 
about payer coverage to lasting effectiveness of practice 
commitment, there are so many potential challenges  
to maintaining momentum. But the overall outlook 
remains strong.

Business Models for Telemedicine

The massive growth in telemedicine has been enabled in part by flexibility. From the mass appeal of Zoom to 
highly customized sites for individual brands, telemedicine is what users and providers need it to be. For example: 

Model 1. 
Equipment and 

Platforms

2. 
Platforms and 

Markets

3. 
Virtual Medical 

Groups

4. 
Online Prescription 

Pharmacies

Providers Enable physicians  
and Health Care 
Organizations (HCOs)
to conduct televisits, 
potentially broadening 
their footprint beyond 
immediate geography

Enable physicians  
to conduct televisits 
and drive patients to 
participating HCPs 
(Uber-like model)

Focus on telemedicine 
services via plans and 
employers, but often 
offer services directly  
to patients as well

Provide televisits to 
individual treatments 
in a branded 
environment; support 
acquisition of leads

Examples •   Zoom (for 
healthcare)

•   Simple Practice  
(with EHR)

•   Klara
•   PatientPop

•   Amwell
•   PlushCare
•   CareClix

•   Teladoc
•   MDLIVE
•   HealthTap

•   Ro
•   Lemonaid
•   DocTalkGo
•   UpScript

Commercial 
Opportunity

Identify tele-HCPs for 
detailing claims and 
site content

Drive prescriptions by 
directing patients to a 
televisits partner via 
brand website

Identify and profile 
HCPs associated with 
the larger groups for 
detailing

Drive digital patient 
acquisition with 
branded partnership

Clinical 
Opportunity

Identify telehealth 
opportunities for 
decentralizing  
clinical trials 

Drive clinical 
enrollment by 
directing patients 
beyond immediate 
geography

Identify and profile 
HCPs associated  
with fast-paced  
clinical trials

Drive better 
prescription 
adherence by 
leveraging branded 
technology 
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—Pew Research Center, 2019; Pew Research Center, 2020
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The Fall: Back to the Practice

Several months into the pandemic, we saw a global drop-off in telemedicine usage, pushing practices to quickly shift 
again as they realigned resources back to in-person visits.

A gradual and regional easing of restrictions made it more feasible for patients to see prescribers face-to-face again, 
but the short-term sprint with telemedicine in the first months of the pandemic also revealed real challenges to its scale. 
For example:

Revenue

In the U.S., public and private insurers moved quickly to remove reimbursement barriers to 
telemedicine visits, but practices and systems quickly realized visit fees alone would not be enough  
to replace income lost to procedures, facility fees, etc., in addition to the costs of creating new 
processes, buying new tools and reallocating staff.

Technology

For all of their seemingly frictionless charm, video interfaces can be difficult for patients and 
providers. Many patients struggle with video connections and interactions, causing frustrations and 
care challenges. Providers struggle with the same “Zoom fatigue” that impact so many professionals, 
working to maintain empathy while staring into a computer screen each day.

Touch

The physical exam remains a critical part of medicine. Some symptoms may be easy to diagnose 
over a video connection—and even preferable in terms of some communicable diseases—but the 
physical data point is important to others. From symptoms of pain to confusion, doctors often need 
more than video can provide. Physicians are trained to look for subtle signs—self neglect, flushing or 
swelling—that can be hard to see through a screen.

That touch is important not just for diagnoses, but for human connection. Physicians in discussing 
end-of-life care and serious exacerbations talk about the terrible discomfort of trying to adequately 
have those conversations over the emotional and distance gaps created by phone or video.

2021 HEALTH TRENDS: REMOTE CARE
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Inequity

The digital divide is exacerbating the challenge of COVID-19. Many of the same people—categorized  
by age, race, income and essential-worker status—are most at risk for serious complications or death 
by COVID -19; they are also the least likely to have access to telemedicine. They may lack broadband access, 
appropriate devices, technology literacy or the ability to pay for extra minutes on their cell phones.  
The result is a hierarchy of care that has left some receiving high-quality virtual visits and others doing 
their best with phone calls or risky in-person visits.

Despite these very real challenges, telemedicine remains above pre-pandemic usage. But these shifts  
in preference and volume are creating a real whiplash effect for practices as they move to retrain, retool 
and then reallocate staff, while not decreasing quality of care for patients and doing everything they can 
to maintain employment security for their colleagues.

One area that continues to see strong growth in telemedicine is clinical research. In fact, many are 
saying they do not see “the fall” at all. 

COVID-19 has been an inflection point for the clinical research industry. Sponsors went from talking 
about telemedicine and remote care tactics to using them extensively. We do not see that changing. 
One clinical leader explained, “I worked with a sponsor who said, ‘We want something we can deploy 
quickly, but we’re going to take it off as soon as this is over in a few months.’ Within about two months, 
they came back and said, ‘We’re not going take this off and we want to find more ways to use it.’” 

—Epic, 2020

—Pew Research Center, 2019; Pew Research Center, 2020
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Dynamic Market: Dealmaking in Telemedicine

The surge of usage and predicted stickiness ahead has put stand-alone telemedicine providers in the spotlight  
for investment.

Amwell + Google There was no shortage of telemedicine partnerships and acquisitions in 2020,  
but the one that may have received the most attention was an investment. 
Google backed Amwell,7 the telemedicine company, with $100 million of funding 
to boost their IPO and an agreement to mutually name each other as preferred 
partners. Amwell already runs on Google Cloud, but this deal will take the 
partnership farther, integrating artificial intelligence technologies to power 
intake and triage, plus assist with natural language translation.

MDLive + Public MDLIVE is also looking at a public offering,8 currently slated for early next year.  
The platform is less than half the size of Amwell and Teladoc, but its membership 
model and behavioral health strength give it a distinct position in the market.

Teladoc + Livongo Industry leader, Teladoc, hosted 2.76 million telemedicine connections in the 
second quarter of 2020. Believing it can do even more, Teladoc recently acquired 
Livongo Health,9 a chronic care management service/diabetes coaching 
company to move its organization closer to the disease management and 
monitoring model mentioned above. Analysts say this megadeal will lead more  
in the industry to acquire remote monitoring partners.

Talkspace + Talkspace could be the next to announce a deal.10 It focuses on the mental  
health space, which has consistently been one of the strongest specialties in 
telemedicine. Recent acquisitions in the sports health space further give it 
resonance in fast-changing times.
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The Reset: A Right-Sized Role  
for Telemedicine

The delivery of patient care has been forever changed by telemedicine. It went from a niche to a necessity and now  
to a reset that puts it in the right role for a changed future.

Think about telemedicine as moving down a continuum (see image below). In 2019 and long before, it would have 
been stalled on the left of the continuum, something you used if you had a strong preference or if you absolutely had 
to because you lacked access any other way. The American Veterans Association is a good example of the latter, using 
telehealth for long over a decade to connect its incredibly geographically diverse members with specialists far from 
their homes.

On the right of the continuum, telehealth becomes a surrogate for in-person healthcare. It is deputized to meet a 
critical need at a critical moment.

As we approach 2021, telemedicine is resetting. It is becoming a natural supplement to a larger trusted system of care 
that will increasingly include face-to-face interactions, telemedicine, remote monitoring, predictive engagement and more.

There are specific roles we see telemedicine being used most extensively for in the years ahead. For example:

Ongoing Monitoring

For nonurgent diseases, like diabetes, hypertension or other metabolic disorders, telemedicine 
presents a compelling second line of defense. HCPs will continue to see their patients in person on  
a set schedule, but telemedicine will increasingly create opportunities for additional check-ins, ongoing 
monitoring and more systemized support. 

Protocol Design

Pharmaceutical innovators around the world are integrating planning around the trial interface into 
early protocol design. They are thinking about how patient burden can be limited, data most effectively 
collected and costs most efficiently managed using telemedicine, remote monitoring and broader 
aspects of telehealth. The new approaches are opening recruiting to broader geographies and 
increasing the satisfaction of patients and sites.
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Cost Reductions

Telemedicine can operate with significantly less infrastructure than in-person medicine, making it  
a more affordable option for patients and systems. With that in mind, we look to payers, providers and  
even industry to start to spot for the best-fit roles for telemedicine and guide patients to them (much like 
with flu shots, once given at the practice, but now almost exclusively referred to retail stores in the U.S.).

Personalization/Flexibility

As patient satisfaction and engagement scores continue to become more important in healthcare, 
choice will become more critical to strategy. Healthcare systems will elevate telehealth as an alternative, 
not only for patients who need it to address personal barriers (geography, mobility or time) but also 
those who simply prefer a digital channel for comfort, convenience or confidence.

Healthcare Debt

COVID-19 is taking another toll on health. As we have shifted resources to battle the disease, we have 
put other care on hold. Chronic condition treatment did not advance. Cancers and heart disease went 
underdiagnosed. People have lived with high levels of stress and anxiety, often putting healthy routines 
on pause too. Loss of work has added new financial and personal pressures. Telehealth will help lift 
some of the load from in-person healthcare as patients start to return en masse to care. 

Wraparound Health

Certainly, the long-term opportunity of telemedicine is to be part of a larger ecosystem of home health. 
The system brings together telemedicine with all of the services and tools that make healthcare more 
predictive and proscriptive: remote monitoring, self-reporting, nudges and support.

Market Building

Individual treatment brands, retailers and employers will leverage telemedicine directly to both 
demonstrate their value to patients and invite them to specific education or diagnostics. For brands, 
the use of telemedicine will almost always be integrated with omnichannel engagement that seeks to 
find the right people at the right moment for consideration, and then connect them with the experts 
who can help them discover what is most useful to them.
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The role of life science leaders is to continue to find ways 
to meet patients and care teams wherever they are, 
across both the continuum of care and the continuum  
of connectivity.

As we move toward 2021, it is important to anticipate 
that nearly all nonurgent types of healthcare can and  
will be delivered via telemedicine. That means support 
tactics for everything from treatment education to 
symptom management to ongoing monitoring need to 
be customized for the real ways patients and professionals 
will be connecting—in person, yes, but also via video, 
chat, email, portal message, phone call, text, etc.

Not only does the channel matter, the relationship 
does too. As we prepare doctors, nurse practitioners, 
physician assistants and nurses to connect with 
patients in the channel that is most effective for them, 
we have to think about the “them.” In some cases, the 
telemedicine relationship is with a professional the 
patient knows well; in other cases, it is a first-/only-time 
encounter that carries with it a different level of 
individual knowledge and trust.

The Clinical Perspective: Inflection

The uptake telemedicine and other methods by which we can continue 

interaction with patients for clinical trials has been stellar in many 

respects. Traditional clinical trials require many, many visits to an 

investigative site or lab. With the onset of COVID-19, we did not have a 

choice but to find other methods because we could not send patients to 

hospitals, to doctors’ offices; we needed to keep them safe. We had been 

talking about telemedicine before COVID-19, but we had not done much. 

Then, suddenly, it skyrocketed. Physician offices that already had 

telemedicine capabilities—like a Teladoc—could use those. But many 

offices did not have those capabilities, so we needed to match systems 

that could be deployed in as quickly as two weeks and integrate closely 

with other means of data collection, like adding a wearable or patient-

reported outcomes to the study. This has been an inflection point for 

using these tools extensively. We do not see that changing. 

—Kathleen Griffin, Executive Director, Customer and Digital Engagement 
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