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Key Questions 

• What are issues and challenges associated 
with current telehealth definitions in the 
U.S.?

• What are the current telehealth definitions 
used among U.S. stakeholders and across 
literature?

• What are the key considerations in 
selecting telehealth definitions that are the 
right fit for services or programs provided?
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In order to answer the key questions of this project 
we did a scoping review of academic literature, 
legislation, and organizational websites related to 
telehealth to determine which terms were being used 
and how they were being used. 

Project Procedures

Academic Literature from 
PubMed from March 1, 
2016 – March 1, 2021

Legislation from 
GovHawk.com was 

included from January 1, 
2015 – March 15, 2021

Websites were accessed 
between March 1, 2021 –

February 28, 2022



Organizations Included in Scoping Review
List of Telehealth Related Organizations and Federal Agencies

Agency for Healthcare and Research Quality American Psychological Association 
National Telehealth Technology Assessment 

Resource Center 

American Academy of Family Practitioners American Telemedicine Association New England Journal of Medicine 

American Academy of Pediatrics Center for Connected Health Policy Office for the Advancement of Telehealth 

American Association of Retired Persons Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
Office of the National Coordinator for Health 

Information Technology 

American Health Information Management 

Association 
Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services Rural Health Information Hub 

American Health Insurance Plans Federal Communications Commission 
Telehealth Center for Excellence – University of 

Mississippi Medical Center (UMMC)

American Hospital Association* Federal Office of Rural Health Policy U.S. Department of Agriculture 

American Medical Association Health Resources and Services Administration Veterans Affairs 

American Pharmacists Association 
Healthcare Information and Management 

Systems Society
World Health Organization 

U.S. Department of Defense U.S Department of Labor National Institute of Standards and Technology

U.S. Department of Justice U.S. Department of Veteran’s Affairs Indian Health Service

U.S. Department of Agriculture National Science Foundation
The Office of the National Coordinator for Health 

Information Technology

* This organization had two definitions of telehealth represented on its website. It was counted as two documents in the scoping review analysis numbers.



Key Question 1
What are the issues and challenges associated with 

current telehealth definitions in the U.S.?
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When describing the practice of medicine 
at a distance being able to communicate 

effectively using terms that mean the 
same to each stakeholder is vital.  

Understanding how different 
stakeholders use varying terms can help 
to make communication more effective.



• Telemedicine – This terms has 
been historically used to 
describe health at a distance.

• Telehealth – This term gained 
popularity in the 1990s.

• The terms are sometime used 
interchangeably but are 
considered to be distinct by 
some stakeholders. 
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Key Question 2
What are the current telehealth definitions used 

among U.S. stakeholders and across literature?
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In the source data (literature, 
legislation, and websites) we looked 
at the number of times each of the 
following terms were used.  

“Virtual Care”

“Digital Health”

“Telemedicine”

“Telehealth”3 748

2 665
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135
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Occurrences of Terms



We reviewed 15 organizations for 
their use of each of the terms: 

“telehealth,” “telemedicine,” “digital 
health,” and “virtual health”

Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (AHRQ)
American Medical Association (AMA)
American Telemedicine Association (ATA)
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS)
Federal Communications Commission (FCC)
Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA)
Indian Health Service (HIS)
National Institutes for Health (NIH)
National Institutes of Standards and Technology (NIST)
The Office of the National Coordinator for Health 
Information Technology (ONC)
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)
U.S. Department of Labor
U.S. Department of Veteran’s Affairs (VA)
World Health Organization (WHO)



Telehealth-Related Organizations Use of Terms

Organization Telehealth Telemedicine
Virtual 
Care

Digital 
Health

Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (AHRQ)

American Medical Association (AMA)

American Telemedicine Association (ATA)

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) Cites HRSA

Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS)

Federal Communications Commission (FCC)

Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA)

Indian Health Service (HIS) Cites HRSA

National Institutes for Health (NIH)

National Institutes of Standards and Technology (NIST)

The Office of the National Coordinator for Health Information Technology (ONC) Cites HRSA

U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)

U.S. Department of Labor Cites HRSA

U.S. Department of Veteran’s Affairs (VA)

World Health Organization (WHO) * *



Health Resources and Services 
Administration (HRSA)

Telehealth is defined as the use 
of electronic information and 
telecommunication 
technologies to support long-
distance clinical healthcare, 
patient and professional 
health-related education, 
public health, and health 
administration.

Centers for Medicare & 
Medicaid Services (CMS)

Telehealth, telemedicine, and 
related terms generally refer to 
the exchange of medical 
information from one site to 
another through electronic 
communication to improve a 
patient’s health.

National Institutes of Health 
(NIH)

Sample Telehealth Definitions

Telehealth – The use of 
communications technologies 
to provide and support health 
care at a distance.



Health Resources and Services 
Administration (HRSA)

The term telehealth includes 
telemedicine services but 
encompasses a broader scope 
of remote healthcare services. 
Telemedicine is specific to 
remote clinical services, 
whereas telehealth may 
include remote non-clinical 
services, such as provider 
training, administrative 
meetings, and continuing 
medical education, in addition 
to clinical services.

Agency for Healthcare Research 
and Quality (AHRQ)

Telehealth, often referred to as 
telemedicine, is the delivery of 
health-related services and 
information via 
telecommunications 
technologies in the support of 
patient care, administrative 
activities, and health education.

American Medical Association 
(AMA)

Sample Telemedicine Definitions

Telehealth, telemedicine, and 
related terms generally refer to 
the exchange of medical 
information from one site to 
another through electronic 
communication.”



Health Resources and Services Administration 
(HRSA) – Bureau of Primary Care

Virtual care uses technologies, such as 
telehealth, remote patient monitoring, and self-
management tools driven by artificial 
intelligence and machine-based learning.

American Telehealth Association (ATA)

Virtual care is so much more than online urgent 
care; it is healthcare you can access from the 
comfort and safety of your home. It is all four 
modes of care; asynchronous, chat, phone, and 
video visits.

Sample Virtual Care Definitions



World Health Organization 
(WHO)

Digital health is “a broad 
category encompassing 
electronic health, mobile 
health, telehealth and health 
data, among others.

Agency for Healthcare Research 
and Quality (AHRQ)

Digital healthcare research 
applies to activities involving 
the transfer of information 
between patient and provider 
throughout the entire patient 
journey, as well as the 
intelligent use of all related 
data.

American Medical Association 
(AMA)

Sample Digital Health Definitions

We define telehealth as a 
digital health solution that 
connects the patient and 
clinician through real-time 
audio and video technology 
and can be used as an 
alternative to traditional in-
person care delivery, and in 
certain circumstances can be 
used to deliver such care as the 
diagnosis, consultation, 
treatment, education, care 
management and self-
management of patients.



Key Question 3
What are key considerations when selecting 

telehealth definitions that are the right fit for 
services and programs provided?
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• Audience 

It is important to consider for whom you 
are defining the concept of telehealth.  Is 
it for education of providers, legislation 
and reimbursement, or information for 
consumers?

• Purpose 

Why are you defining the concept of 
telehealth?  Is it to set parameters for 
what is allowable by legislation or is it to 
educate on the concept in general?



In the source documents for this 
project, the term “digital health” 
was commonly used as a large 
umbrella term. 

The term “telehealth” was used 
regularly  interchangeably with 
“telemedicine” but when they are 
differentiated the term 
“telehealth” is considered to 
encompass the term 
“telemedicine” as a subset.

Correlation of Terms



Important factors when considering a definition for Clinicians:

1. Most patients are not going to distinguish between the terms 

“telehealth” and “telemedicine” in their use.

2. When dealing with issues of reimbursement, legislators define 

the terms “telehealth” and “telemedicine” interchangeably; 

therefore, clinical usage of these terms should be consistent with 

applicable laws and policies.

Sample footer text



Important factors when considering a definition for Academia:

1. Academic researchers seek to understand how the terms are 

interrelated and the specific nuances between the terms. 

2. Academic researchers may need to distinguish the terms to 

accurately describe and frame their research.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://www.flickr.com/photos/80824546@N00/36676600380
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Important factors when considering a definition for Federal 

Stakeholders:

1. Telehealth is currently the most used term and would have the 

most recognition among federal stakeholders.

2. For reimbursement related policies (i.e., legislation), it will be 

important to identify what is being recognized as telehealth for 

reimbursement. 

Sample footer text



Consider adding or adopting ancillary terms such as artificial intelligence (AI), 
virtual reality (VR), mHealth, remote patient monitoring (RPM), asynchronous, 
synchronous, and telehomecare.

Final Considerations for Definitions
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You
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Division of Digital Healthcare Research

Digital Healthcare Research at AHRQ



www.ahrq.gov

Our mission is to produce 

evidence to make health care 

safer, higher quality, more 

accessible, equitable and 

affordable

To work with HHS and other 

partners to make sure that 

the evidence is understood 

and used

Agency for Health Care Research and Quality



AHRQ’s Priorities
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HEALTH SYSTEMS RESEARCH: DIGITAL HEALTHCARE RESEARCH



Digital Healthcare Research (DHR)

DHR’s mission is to determine how the various 
components of the ever-evolving digital 
healthcare ecosystem can best come together 
to positively affect healthcare delivery and 
create value for patients and their families.

DHR’s vision is that every patient and care 
team will have ready access to all applicable 
data and knowledge, mediated by advanced 
analytics and understandable visualizations, to 
address a patient’s health and healthcare. We 
are after ultimate data and knowledge liquidity 
at the point of care.

https://digital.ahrq.gov/

https://digital.ahrq.gov/annual-report-2021

https://digital.ahrq.gov/
https://digital.ahrq.gov/annual-report-2021


Digital Healthcare Research (DHR)

Strengthening Patient 
Engagement to Improve Care 
and Shared Decision Making

Supporting Clinicians to Improve 
Decision Making and Patients' 
Care

Improving the Delivery of Health 
Services at the Health Systems 
Level



Patient-Focused Research Exemplars

• Use of mHealth Technology 
for Supporting Symptom 
Management in 
Underserved Persons Living 
with HIV

• Engaging Disadvantaged 
Patients in Sharing Patient-
Generated Health Data and 
Patient-Reported Outcomes 
Through Health Information 
Technology

33

Strengthening 

Patient Engagement 

https://digital.ahrq.gov/ahrq-funded-projects/use-mhealth-technology-supporting-symptom-management-underserved-persons-living
https://digital.ahrq.gov/ahrq-funded-projects/engaging-disadvantaged-patients-sharing-patient-generated-health-data-and


Clinician-Focused Research Exemplars

• Translating Hypertension 
Guidelines into Practice: 
Development of Interoperable 
Clinical Decision Support

• Human Factors 
Considerations in the Design 
and Implementation of 
Telemedicine-Integrated 
Ambulance-Based 
Environments for Stroke Care 
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Supporting Clinicians 



Health System–Focused Research 

Exemplars

• Advancing the 
Collection and Use of 
Patient-Reported 
Outcomes Through 
Health Information 
Technology

• Anesthesiology Control 
Tower: Feedback Alerts 
to Supplement 
Treatment (ACTFAST)
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Improving Care

Delivery at the

Health Systems Level

https://digital.ahrq.gov/ahrq-funded-projects/advancing-collection-and-use-patient-reported-outcomes-through-health
https://digital.ahrq.gov/ahrq-funded-projects/anesthesiology-control-tower-feedback-alerts-supplement-treatment-actfast


Social Data: A Type of PGHD

ED SDoH Questionnaire

The use of an emergency 
department referral infrastructure 
including an electronic assessment 
of patients’ social needs and use of 
United Way’s 211 service can 
facilitate referrals for those in need, 
which shows the potential of such 
infrastructure to improve health 
outcomes and reduce inappropriate 
emergency department usage.

Predictive Modeling vs Questionnaire

Recently funded research will compare 
the effectiveness of predictive modeling 
versus questionnaires in identifying those 
with unmet social needs. The models will 
utilize more than 150 data elements from 
the electronic health record (EHR), health 
information exchange, State social 
service organizations, geocoded data 
sets, and public health data sources.
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https://digital.ahrq.gov/ahrq-funded-projects/emergency-community-implementing-social-needs-assessment-and-referral
https://digital.ahrq.gov/ahrq-funded-projects/predictive-modeling-social-needs-emergency-department-settings


Patient-Generated Health Data and 

Telehealth

“By integrating PGHD into the point of care for virtual visits, 

doctors can glean a deeper understanding of a patient and 

can more accurately intervene, diagnose, and provide 

suggestions for next steps.”

Validic Blog Post: https://validic.com/how-pghd-can-improve-virtual-visits/
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Integrating Patient-Generated Digital 

Health Data Into Electronic Health 

Records in Ambulatory Care Settings 

https://validic.com/how-pghd-can-improve-virtual-visits/
https://digital.ahrq.gov/ahrq-funded-projects/integrating-patient-generated-digital-health-data-electronic-health-records


COVID Telehealth Grants

• COVID-19 Research Grant Awards

► AHRQ awarded 28 research grants totaling ~$17 million to explore essential 

questions about the delivery of healthcare during the COVID-19 pandemic 

► Several of the COVID-19 research grant awards focus on telehealth

• Telehealth COVID-19 Grants

► Leveraging Health System Telehealth and Informatics Infrastructure to Create a 

Continuum of Services for COVID-19 Screening, Testing, and Treatment: A 

Learning Health System Approach 

► The Role of Telehealth in COVID-19 Response

► Quality, Safety, Value: Impact of sudden shift to telehealth due to COVID-19 

within Nurse-led care models located in Colorado rural and urban communities
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https://www.ahrq.gov/coronavirus/grants.html
https://digital.ahrq.gov/ahrq-funded-projects/leveraging-health-system-telehealth-and-informatics-infrastructure-create
https://digital.ahrq.gov/ahrq-funded-projects/role-telehealth-covid-19-response
https://reporter.nih.gov/search/iv0nc0cfwUeu_kXibfsqAw/project-details/10189368


digital.ahrq.gov
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THANK YOU!

Derrick.Wyatt@ahrq.hhs.gov

http://www.digital.ahrq.gov
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The Evolving World of Telehealth  
Technology: Wrapping It Up!

Elizabeth A. Krupinski, PhD

Associate Director Assessment Arizona Telemedicine Program
Director Southwest Telehealth Resource Center  
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https://www.ama-assn.org/system/files/telehealth-survey-report.pdf

Why is all this important?

https://www.ama-assn.org/system/files/telehealth-survey-report.pdf
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AAMC Telehealth Competencies

1. Patient Safety and Appropriate Use of Care

2. Data Collection and Assessment of via Telehealth

3. Communication via Telehealth

4. Ethical Requirements and Legal Requirements for Telehealth

5. Technology for Telehealth

6. Access and Equity in Telehealth

https://www.aamc.org/data-reports/report/telehealth-competencies

© 2 0 2 2 Ar izona Telemedicine P r o g r a m

https://www.aamc.org/data-reports/report/telehealth-competencies


5G cellular networks

© 2 0 2 2 Ar izona Telemedicine P r o g r a m



Smart Environments
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Ubiquitous Sensors

© 2 0 2 2 Ar izona Telemedicine P r o g r a m



AI/VR/AR/Robots
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Direct-To-Consumer

© 2 0 2 2 Ar izona Telemedicine P r o g r a m



Non-Traditional Participants

© 2 0 2 2 Ar izona Telemedicine P r o g r a m



Telehealth Technology Will
• Telehealth leading/inspiring changes in health technology overall
• Transform & empower - telehealth & digital technology will permeate all aspects healthcare –

clinical, administrative, financial – including self care

• Advance & improve clinical decision support systems
• Facilitate remote patient monitoring & self care, provide ready access to your own electronic

health records, improve wearable monitors & alerts

• Allow triaging, prioritizing (patients, rooms, devices etc.), diverting

• We will see dramatic changes not only in patient care but also preventative care/lifestyles, health  
education & patient engagement in well-being all enabled by cutting-edge emerging technologies

• Require new workflows, operating procedures & training

© 2 0 2 2 Ar izona Telemedicine P r o g r a m



What Else is Needed?
• Research!!!

• Implementation Sciences
• Data management
• Data ownership & responsibility
• DEI
• Costs
• Outcomes (longitudinal)

© 2 0 2 2 Ar izona Telemedicine P r o g r a m
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