
Enhancing Access via Telehealth 
@ US Dept of Veterans Affairs

Susan Kirsh, MD, MPH
Acting ADUSH, Office of Veterans Access to Care

& 
Leonie Heyworth, MD, MPH
Director of Synchronous Telehealth, Office of Connected Care | Telehealth



What’s 
Happening 
In Virtual 
Care at VA?
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Priorities
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Accessibility
Bring care to the Veteran

Capacity
Match supply and demand across the enterprise

Quality
Provide the right care at the right time

Experience
Make VA health care simple and delightful



Telehealth Data 2019

> 1.6% of Veteran received care 
in their home or non-VA location

4



VA Video 
Connect

Schedule
VA Video 

Connect visit Open
Portal/email and 

click on link

Join
Virtual 

medical 
room
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How Will COVID-19 Change Access?
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What’s Our New Normal?

• The pandemic emphasizes the importance of ongoing care delivery in the 

safest manner possible for both Veterans and staff

• “Virtual care should remain the primary modality of care when clinically 

appropriate.” 

• VHA has made great strides in delivery of virtual care – must now focus on 

Specialty Care

• Recent Article in NEJM Catalyst:
Heyworth, L., Kirsh, S., Zulman, D., Ferguson, J. M., & Kizer, K. W. (2020, July 01). 

Expanding Access through Virtual Care: The VA’s Early Experience with Covid-19. 

Retrieved from https://catalyst.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/cat.20.0327

https://catalyst.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/cat.20.0327


Heyworth, L., Kirsh, S., Zulman, D., Ferguson, J. M., & Kizer, K. W. (2020, July 01). 
Expanding Access through Virtual Care: The VA’s Early Experience with Covid-19. 
Retrieved from https://catalyst.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/cat.20.0327



Heyworth, L., Kirsh, S., Zulman, D., Ferguson, J. M., & Kizer, K. W. (2020, July 01). 
Expanding Access through Virtual Care: The VA’s Early Experience with Covid-19. 
Retrieved from https://catalyst.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/cat.20.0327



Access 
Foundations
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Extending Reach to “Anywhere”

Anywhere to Anywhere Regulation: Anywhere to Anywhere Legislation:
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https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2018/05/11/2018-10114/authority-of-health-care-providers-to-practice-telehealth
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/2372/text?q=%7b%22search%22:%5b%22MISSION+ACT%22%5d%7d&r


•
•

The Telehealth Capable Team
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https://youtu.be/hIU8xgreOCM

Bridging the Digital Divide: “Zero Rating”Access & the Digital Divide

6 months after loaned tablet 
receipt:
  in Veterans reporting 

convenient care (67% to 
80%)

 28% fewer missed 
appointments or no shows 
in mental health

  in VA’s mental health 
continuity of care 
measure (31.6% to 40.2%)

https://youtu.be/hIU8xgreOCM
https://youtu.be/hIU8xgreOCM


Lifeline Program
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VFW

VFW

Walmart

Walmart 

VFW

Walmart

Walmart

American Legion 

Walmart

ATLAS (Accessing Telehealth through Local Area 
Stations)
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Reimagining 
Access
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“My VA Images” 

Does It 
Need an 
Appointment
?
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“MyHealtheVet” 

Making an Appointment 2.0



Maximizing Remote Care
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Phase 1

Phase 3

Phase 2

EMR



Critical Next Steps
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Measure & Evaluate 
Access & Virtual Care Research Cores

Focus on the Veteran
What do they want? When? How?

Make telehealth delightful
An encounter of choice for provider and Veteran

Innovate & iterate
Pilot and measure
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