
Promoting Health Equity and Diagnostic Excellence 
for Eye Care in Rural Communities Using 

Collaborative Models of Ocular Telehealth



Rurality is a context, not a problem.



 Rural communities are a vital 
part of a greater American whole, 
the unique strengths of each 
contributing to more than the 
sum of their parts.
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It is very difficult to access subspecialty eye care in many 
rural communities.



County-level availability of ophthalmologists in the United States.
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Lack of access to subspeciality eye care in rural communities
puts people at risk of blinding disease.



Blinding Retinal Disease
 The CDC reports that diabetic 

retinopathy is the leading cause of 
blindness for working-age adults.

 

 The CDC also reports that Age-
Related Macular Degeneration is 
the leading cause for adults over 
65.
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To meet this challenge, we must evolve beyond 
axial contexts of care.



12



New Mindsets, New Models, New Possibilities
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Telehealth

Mobile HealthPersonal Digital Health

Clinic Innovation
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Interprofessional collaboration via telehealth can promote 
diagnostic excellence and health equity.
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VIRTUAL MEDICAL RETINA CLINIC

HOW IT WORKS:

• Leverages fundus photography 
and OCT to evaluate patients 
remotely

• For difficult cases or unclear 
pathology, optometrists and 
ophthalmologists place an e-
consult in CPRS asking for an 
expert opinion

• A retina specialist reviews the 
patient chart and imaging and 
completes the consult with an 
interpretation and suggested plan 
of care



Your Colleagues Down The Hall

• Our framework:

- Autonomy

- Respect

- Collaboration

- Veteran-centric



Our Work
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• Created a map of the distribution of patients living with retinal disease in VISN 23, tiered by acuity, with 
overlying layers of VA facilities with eye care and VA facilities with retina subspecialty care.

• Served >90 veterans with complex eye disease across 9 states. 

• Expanded program to two new sites, with agreement in place to expand two others. 

• Reduced community care expenditures by ~$200K

• This work received a 2023 Service to the Citizen Award.

• Team submission of business case to VA Shark Tank program; selected as semi-finalists with finalist 
notification to follow in August 2024.

• Designated a “Strong Practice” by the national VA Clinical Resource Hub. 
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