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Home-Based Agents Answer the Healthcare Call 
By Chad W. Lyne, director of corporate strategy for Alpine Access, Inc. 
 
Companies across the healthcare spectrum, including insurers and managed care organizations, 
medical device manufacturers, pharmaceutical providers, hospitals, and other medical care 
providers, are increasingly relying on outsourced contact centers to achieve their objectives.  
Market research from analysts at Frost & Sullivan and Datamonitor shows that healthcare 
organizations currently outsource more than 30,000 (20 percent) of their call center agent 
positions.  By 2013, the outsourced figure is expected to exceed 42,000 positions.  In contrast to 
other industries such as communications and financial services, however, privacy concerns and 
regulatory barriers have prompted healthcare organizations to focus on domestic delivery 
solutions, with nearly 75 percent of outsourced positions being US-based. 
 
While many of these outsourced agents have historically been located in large brick-and-mortar 
facilities in major metro areas, a large and growing number of contact center professionals are 
now being found outside of the “four walls” of a traditional call center.  According to Frost & 
Sullivan, the majority of healthcare organizations are now turning to virtual contact centers with 
home-based agents.  In fact, less than a third of healthcare organizations plan to increase their 
use of domestic brick-and-mortar agents, while more than half plan to dramatically increase their 
deployment of home-based professionals. 
 
 
 
Americans Wary of Using Social Media to Talk to Doctors 

 
According to Healthcare IT News, Americans are not embracing social media as a 
communication channel when it comes to healthcare.  Eighty-five percent gave a thumbs down to 
using social media for medical communication if it were offered.  Just 11 percent said they would 
use social media tools, such as Twitter or Facebook, for their patient/doctor communications.  A 
slightly higher number, 20 percent, were open to using chat or instant messaging.  Even among 
the eighteen to twenty-nine age demographic, a group seemingly ideal for electronic health 
communication, only 21 percent “would take advantage of an online forum if offered.” 
 
However, despite this, people are open “to using the Internet for more administrative functions, 
such as billing, accessing their records, and setting appointments.”  A slight majority (52 percent) 
was favorable to using email for communicating with their doctors.  Online appointment setting 
garnered a 56 percent favorable response; online access to medical records, 50 percent; and 
online bill payment, 48 percent. 
 
Interestingly, “a nurse help line was the preferred form of communication across all demographic 
and age cohorts,” with 72 percent saying they would use a nurse help line if offered by their 
doctor.  Additionally, 55 percent are “interested in online advice from nurses.” 
 
 
  

http://www.healthcareitnews.com/news/poll-84-percent-americans-wouldnt-use-social-media-talk-their-doc
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Healthcare Providers Establish Telehealth Reimbursement Models 
By Neil Versel, InformationWeek 
 
Doctors are running out of excuses for not embracing telemedicine, remote patient monitoring, 
and other forms of telehealth services, attendees at the Institute for Health Technology 
Transformation Health IT Summit (held in May) heard.  Many physicians still resist telehealth for a 
variety of reasons.  For instance, video consultations take away the tactile part of a patient exam, 
and insurance companies don't cover electronic communications with patients.  Some doctors still 
view online services, even with established patients, in the same light as prescribing drugs over 
the Internet for people they don't have an existing relationship with. 
 
But healthcare providers tend to view insurance companies, not patients, as their customers, 
since health plans pay most of the bills, Scott Simmons, telehealth director at the University of 
Miami School of Medicine, said recently.  Patients might be willing to pay for extra services such 
as secure electronic communications and video chats with their doctors if they perceive a 
convenience factor. 
 
"Parents will pay for it for their kids," concurred Claudia Tessier, cofounder and president of the 
mHealth Initiative, a Boston-based organization that promotes mobile and wireless technologies 
in healthcare.  It may be worth an extra fee to working parents not to have to leave work to bring 
a sick child to the doctor. 
 
 
Healthcare Weathers Downturn, Braces for Reform 
 
Lingering fallout – loss of jobs and employer coverage – from the great recession slowed demand 
for healthcare services but did little to slow aggressive competition by dominant hospital systems 
for well-insured patients, according to key findings from the Center for Studying Health System 
Change’s (HSC) 2010 site visits to twelve nationally representative metropolitan communities.  
 
Despite the weak economy, hospitals with significant market clout continued to command high 
payment rate increases from private insurers, and tighter hospital-physician alignment, 
particularly growing hospital employment of physicians, heightened concerns about growing 
provider market power, the study found.  “Despite the sluggish economy, dominant hospitals and 
systems generally maintained strong bottom lines, and many expanded beyond traditional 
geographic boundaries in their quest for well-insured patients,” said HSC president Paul B. 
Ginsburg, PhD. 
 
High and rising premiums led to increasing employer adoption of consumer-driven health plans 
and continued increases in patient cost sharing, but the broader movement to educate and 
engage consumers in care decisions lagged.  State and local budget deficits led to some funding 
cuts for safety net providers, but an influx of federal stimulus funds increased support to 
community health centers and shored up Medicaid programs, allowing many people without 
private insurance because of job losses to remain covered.  Hospitals, physicians, and insurers 
generally viewed health reform coverage expansions favorably, but all worried about protecting 
revenues as reform requirements phase in.   
 
The full study is available at www.hschange.org.  
 
 
  

http://www.informationweek.com/news/healthcare/patient/229500589
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USDA's MyPlate: Shortcomings Remain 
 
With much fanfare, the USDA launched MyPlate, its replacement for the outdated and much-
maligned Food Pyramid. The colorful quarters of the plate – green for vegetables, red for fruits, 
orange for grains, and purple for protein – are aimed at nudging Americans away from meals 
dominated by meat and starch to those made up mostly of plant-based foods. 
 
Unlike MyPyramid, its predecessor, MyPlate offers people immediately useful information without 
having to consult their computers.  It visually represents portion sizes and sends the message 
that a balanced meal should be at least half vegetables and fruits.  MyPlate is also based on 
better science than MyPyramid or the granddaddy of food icons, the Food Guide Pyramid. 
 
But MyPlate ignores important issues like the healthiest choices for grains, protein, and fat, 
reports P.J. Skerrett, editor of the Harvard Heart Letter, in a post on the Harvard Health Blog.  
Equally important, it is silent about avoiding sugary baked goods, breakfast cereals, and drinks, 
as well as salty processed foods and snacks, which make up a big chunk of the average 
American’s daily caloric intake. 
 
One small but interesting fact lost in the hullabaloo over the launch of MyPlate: it's almost exactly 
the same as the New American Plate, developed in 1999 by the American Institute for Cancer 
Research. 
 
Harvard Health Publications (HHP) is the publishing division of Harvard Medical School. HHP 
health publications are available at www.health.harvard.edu.  
 


