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Introduction  
 

Advances in communication and information technologies 

(ICT) have created opportunities to improve access to 
healthcare services in countries around the world, although 
challenges still exist.1-3 The interest in using telehealth for 
virtual encounters has increased even more with the 
emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic.4 However, in order 
to develop a meaningful and sustainable telehealth program, 

a number of steps should be addressed. These critical steps 
are outlined in this report, along with examples of regions of 
the world where this has been implemented. 
Approach: Planning, Design, and Implementation 

Steps to address: 

1. Build Upon Relationships, Existing Programs, and 

Systems of Care 

It is important to develop a collaborative relationship with 
individuals and organisations in the countries with an interest 
in telehealth. This may include established telehealth organi- 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

sations, academic centers, and governmental organisations, 
such as the Ministry of Health, Social Security, or Foreign 
Affairs and appropriate telehealth and communication 

industry partners. Building upon those relationships will 
assist in appropriate integration of telehealth programs within 
the existing national healthcare systems. Furthermore, these 
relationships can ensure that appropriate cultural, social, and 
political issues are addressed and build trust in the 
collaboration.5 

2. Team Building 

A collaborative team should be established that will assist in 
the planning, design, and implementation of the telehealth 
applications and overall program with the country. These 
teams generally will include individuals with medical and 
public health expertise, technical and 

information/communication technology experience, project 
administrative organisers, evaluation/research expertise, 
business planners, and representatives of the appropriate 
government organisations and universities. Considering 
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patient/consumer representation may be helpful. Effective 
dialogue in the planning will also provide a platform for 
improvements and sustainability.6 

3. Needs Assessment and Cultural Perspectives 

Working with healthcare organisations and healthcare 

professionals in the country of interest will help define the 
priority healthcare needs and appropriate approach in 
providing telehealth services to meet those needs. Again, 
needs assessment should address cultural and social 
perspectives, such as indigenous healing practices along with 
conventional medical approaches.7-9 

4. Planning for Implementation 

Choosing the most appropriate affordable technologies and 
platforms that meet the defined healthcare needs is an 
important effort. This may be done in collaboration with 
telehealth industry partners but should be done with 
appropriate competitive bidding or analysis. Approaches 

may include a combination of real-time live interactions and 
asynchronous, “Store-and-Forward,” or Web-based 
interactions, regarding consultations, second opinions related 
to diagnoses and treatment in context to the resources 
available within a country or region.10-14 

Determining the needed or available communication and 

connectivity available or could be developed needs to be 
addressed to ensure that there is adequate and realistic 
communication infrastructure to support the telemedicine 
applications programs. This is frequently a challenge when 
attempting to reach rural or remote locations with telehealth. 
This may require hybrid integrated communication platforms 

to reach the last mile and provide internet access, both wired 
and wireless, such as fiber, microwave, satellite, or cellular 
networks.15, 16 

Education and Training in the use of telehealth and 
integration into workflow is critical to implementation, 
maintenance, and sustainability of a telehealth program. All 

too often, telehealth technology is purchased for use in a 
country’s healthcare delivery system but is not used or not 
sustained due to lack of adequate training in using these tools 
and constant turnover in personnel that are not trained in the 
use of the technology. Therefore, ongoing training and 
education become important for successful integration into 

the healthcare delivery system of a country.17 
Determining integration of telehealth with existing 

electronic health records is also important as countries 
around the world are transforming their record keeping from 
hand-written documents to digital formats. This provides 
platforms for maintaining health records, making them more 

legible and consistent, as well as easier health information 
exchange and public health analytics. Similar to in-person 
visits, telehealth virtual encounters need access to the most 
comprehensive view of a patient’s health history and 
appropriate documentation.18 
5. Sharing Knowledge, Cultural Exchange; internal 

and external 

The use of telehealth technologies provides a means to share 

knowledge and experience within and between countries in a 
timely manner both for communicable and non-
communicable chronic diseases. In addition, aspects of 
preventative medicine can be introduced to address primary, 
secondary, and tertiary prevention. These approaches can 

mitigate development and progression of disease and avoid 
more expensive and serious health problems or 
complications. Projects such as the Extension for 
Community Health Care Outcomes (ECHO) uses telehealth 
for provider education and case reviews.19-24 These 
approaches are being shown to decrease the need for 

emergency care and hospitalisation or necessary transport to 
a higher level facility. Even better integration of traditional 
and conventional healthcare can be enabled through the 
sharing of knowledge and experience, as well as engaging the 
general population that may be accustomed to using both 
approaches. For example, during a pandemic, countries can 

quickly share their knowledge and experience, and explore 
best practices that can mitigate the spread of a disease.25, 26 
6. Data Collection, Analysis, and Evaluation 

In order to determine the impact and potential benefits of 
telehealth, as well as a return on investment, systems are 
needed to collect pertinent data for analysis, evaluation, and 

demonstration of the value. Programs should clearly define 
their goals and objectives in using telehealth. This should 
include determining the metrics and data that needs to be 
collected. The National Quality Forum (NQF) published a 
document that can be useful in developing an evaluation 
framework.27 This report outlines the domains, subdomains, 

and priority measure concepts that should be considered and 
applied in evaluating a telehealth application and program. 
Feedback from patients, healthcare providers and other users, 
as well as leadership are important aspects of determining 
satisfaction and usefulness of the telehealth applications, as 
well as addressing solutions to problems encountered. 

7. Sustainability 

In order to sustain a telehealth program, it requires a well-
developed business plan that outlines costs, benefits, costs 
savings, and cost avoidance. Furthermore, ongoing analysis 
and evaluation of the program is critical, along with 
continued quality improvement that addresses the challenges, 

weaknesses, and strengths of the program. As the 
technologies used advance and evolve, additional experience 
and feedback is obtained, continued quality improvement can 
be an integral part of any telehealth program.28 
8. Implementation and Getting Started 

Building upon the plan and design of the telehealth program, 

a realistic timeline for implementation can be prepared and 
adjusted as the program moves forward. The importance of 
prior planning that ensures successful implementation and 
utilisation of telehealth will be critical for maintenance, 
expansion, and sustainability. 

Examples of International Telehealth Programs and 
emerging possibilities have been outlined in several countries 

in Ibero-America, Africa, Asia, China, and the Middle East, 
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as well as in developed countries such as in Europe and the 
United States. We have formed a non-profit organisation, 
Health Information Associates International-Telehealth 
Outreach for Unified Community Health (HIAI-TOUCH: 
https://www.healthinformation international.org) that can 

provide consultation for planning, design, and 
implementation of telehealth with other countries and 
organisations with interest in integrating digital health into 
their operations. Opportunities to collaborate with other 
international organisations, such as the World Health 
Organization (WHO),29-33 Pan American Association 

(PAHO),34 Doctors without Borders,35 the Swinfen 
Charitable Trust,36 The International Society for 
Telemedicine and eHealth (ISfTeH),37 American 
Telemedicine Association (ATA),38 and many other regional 
and national organisations to provide a robust framework for 
advancing the meaningful use of telehealth globally.39 

 

CONCLUSIONS  

 

Opportunities and Challenges 

By applying these important concepts and steps in planning, 
design, and implementation, telehealth programs are more 

likely to be successful and sustainable. Integrating telehealth, 
and digital health in general, as part of an overall healthcare 
strategy can provide a platform for improved healthcare 
delivery, access, and ultimately, better health outcomes and 
quality of life in countries around the world. Since most 
health issues are global and universal, sharing knowledge and 

experience can assist in developing realistic programs that 
can add real value and benefit to people everywhere. 
Collaboration among countries also adds value in developing 
telehealth programs that are culturally appropriate and 
address the critical health needs and priorities of each country 
and region of the world.40-44 
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