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Integrated Care Stories:

Telehealth

Kaiser Permanente’s value-based, integrated care

and coverage model differs from much of the

United States health care system, which relies on
disconnected clinical practices paid through fee-for-
service. These disconnected approaches typically
result in highly fragmented care, a focus on quantity of
services with less focus on ensuring high-quality care,
and an emphasis on acute care rather than long-term
investments in population and community health.

Kaiser Permanente achieves better outcomes through
a combination of care coordination, comprehensive

data collection and use, and aligned incentives that all
promote affordable, high-quality care. This case study,

part of our Integrated Care Stories series, highlights the
benefits of Kaiser Permanente’s approach.

The challenge

During the COVID-19 pandemic, people needed
telehealth services to get care while staying safe at
home. Health care systems rushed to create new
telehealth services or expand their virtual offerings.
Many had not made the necessary investments in
telehealth infrastructure before the pandemic. They
faced multiple barriers, including high startup costs,
lack of equipment, lack of physician buy-in, workflow

Telehealth during the COVID-19 pandemic:

Email, phone, video, and office visits
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challenges, and patient difficulties using the new or
expanded telehealth technology.!’

The integrated care and
coverage solution

Kaiser Permanente was investing in and using
telehealth long before the pandemic. For decades,
health information technology has been a key feature
of our integrated care delivery approach, as we
capture and store information to track the full range
of our members’ health conditions, test results, and
treatments and use that information to improve their
health. Kaiser Permanente’s experience managing
large numbers of electronic health records has allowed
us to build and improve a wide range of telehealth
offerings over many years.

With a strong telehealth infrastructure already in
place, Kaiser Permanente was able to rapidly scale our
virtual services to meet increased demand during the
pandemic.? Telehealth use increased quickly in early
2020 and has remained high compared to rates before
the pandemic, even as in-person care has resumed.
Members have been satisfied with telehealth, with 8
out of 10 members saying they plan to continue using
telehealth services after the pandemic.?
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Outpatient touches:
Email, phone, and office visits over time
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Building on these successes, we continue to evolve
and innovate. Kaiser Permanente has begun piloting
the use of mental health and wellness mobile apps,
a particularly important offering as the pandemic
upended routines and added new stresses to
people’s lives. Clinicians can refer members to

3 mindfulness and meditation apps designed to
reduce anxiety and improve sleep, and 3 cognitive
behavioral therapy apps that provide interactive
support activities and coaching. Care teams are
tracking app use to assess their value and make
improvements.* Other recent innovations include
digital-first insurance options, which leverage our
telehealth capabilities to provide a new alternative
for affordable coverage. Through these plans,
members access their care team through telehealth
services first, but can come in for in-person office
visits as well.> Kaiser Permanente also is helping

a network of safety net organizations find new
approaches to expand virtual care access for
populations experiencing homelessness and others
with access challenges.®
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How Kaiser Permanente’s integrated
care and coverage model supported
this innovation

Connected, coordinated care teams: Members
benefit from well-coordinated care in the Kaiser
Permanente system. Clinicians can easily coordinate
with one another and seamlessly refer patients

to other team members — primary care doctors,
specialists, lab technicians, pharmacists, and other
health care professionals.

All Kaiser Permanente care encounters — in-person
or virtual — are directly connected to members’
electronic health records and are accessible to
their entire health care teams. More than half of
our members who used telehealth services during
the COVID-19 pandemic said their health concerns
were resolved after their virtual visit. When
additional support was needed, members could
see their doctors in person in our clinics.
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Flexibility within a budget: The Kaiser Foundation
Health Plan collects member premiums in advance
and then pays delivery system partners for members
care throughout the year. This creates the flexibility
within and across the health plan, the hospitals, and
the medical groups to deploy those resources to
best meet our members’ needs. Instead of relying on
revenues generated when patients are sick, we are
incentivized to invest in longer-term infrastructure
and population health investments that improve
long-term outcomes, and to provide timely, effective,
and efficient care and service.

]

Kaiser Permanente began using electronic
health records in the 1960s, and we invested in
connecting electronic health records across our
full network more than a decade ago.” Thanks
to this investment, we developed our telehealth
capabilities early, which, in turn, allowed us to
scale our offerings quickly during the pandemic.
We continue to create new telehealth care and
coverage options.

Integrated data for each member: Members can
easily access their personal data through Kaiser
Permanente’s comprehensive, interconnected data
system. They can see detailed health information,
connect with their care team, and access telehealth
services through kp.org, our secure, web-based
member portal.

In 2004, Kaiser Permanente launched our
integrated, secure electronic health records system,
which connects information for all our members
across all our medical offices and hospitals.? Linked
to this system, we use the secure kp.org portal to
make it easy for members to access their personal
records and track and manage their health.
Members can view their medical history, schedule
appointments, view test results, order prescription
drugs, view health and wellness resources, and
access telehealth services.

Information sharing across clinical care teams:
Clinicians have access to all Kaiser Permanente
medical data for every member, enabling care
teams to identify opportunities to improve the
safety and quality of care. Kaiser Permanente tracks
and maintains records over decades, enabling a
long-term perspective on each individual’s health
over time. Our care teams also can make well-
informed decisions based on a full range of patient

information and can easily connect with each other to
work effectively as a team.

Doctors can leverage telehealth tools to consult
with other care team members by phone, video,
and sometimes secure text messaging as well. For
example, a primary care doctor may connect with a
specialist to access additional expertise quickly and
ensure high-quality care.

Focus on individual and population health: Our
mission, and our long-term perspective, motivates us
to address individual and community drivers of health.
We work to eliminate racial and economic disparities,
make community investments, and collaborate with
community partners. These investments in individual
and population health help us retain our members, and
Kaiser Permanente benefits when those long-tenured
members and the broader communities we serve
realize positive health outcomes.

Kaiser Permanente is investing in equitable
telehealth access for our members by providing
telehealth care in more than 150 languages and
offering access to audio-only services for members
who prefer or need this option.? We also distributed
over $5.25 million to safety net organizations
working to expand telehealth access during the
pandemic. These investments and innovations will
help expand long-term telehealth access.
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This story is part of a series on the value of Kaiser
Permanente’s integrated care and coverage model.

To share additional Kaiser Permanente stories for
consideration, contact the Institute for Health Policy.
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