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PATIENT RELATED BARRIERS TO 

TELEHEALTH ADOPTION 
 

It is no secret that the COVID-19 pandemic catalyzed the rapid adoption of virtual 

care, telemedicine, mobile health, healthcare technology, and other forms of 

healthcare innovation nationwide.  

While the technology for telehealth has been around for years, the relaxation of 

federal regulations coupled with the effect of pandemic-related measures on 

patients ushered widespread adoption by payers, providers, and patients. To 

portray the magnitude of this change in healthcare, McKinsey estimated that 

telehealth claims were 38x higher in February 2021 than in February 2020.  

Adoption of telehealth has indeed skyrocketed, illustrated by the explosion in 

claims; however, there is significant variation across specialties. According to 

Bestsennyy, Gilbert, Harris and Rost, psychiatry and substance use treatment 

accounted for over 80% of claims in February 2021.  According to Rock Health’s 

report on consumer adoption of telemedicine in 2021, out of all patients that 

sought telehealth, 11% were seeking mental healthcare.  In comparison, 18% of 

telehealth patients were seeing care for chronic conditions.  This is notable if we 

take prevalence into account. Roughly 60% of Americans suffer from chronic 

disease while only ~20% suffer from mental illness. (cont’d) 
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Evidence from various providers and HCIT companies paint a similar picture. In December 2021, 

CareCloud, an EHR provider, reported 400x more behavioral telehealth appointments now than the 

beginning of 2020.  Demand for mental and behavioral healthcare continues to be the major driver of 

telehealth activity, in comparison to other therapeutic areas. This is why it is crucial to understand the 

dynamics of adoption surrounding telehealth for mental & behavioral health. Through analysis of 

different factors affecting adoption, we can identify ways to address these challenges while improving 

value.  

 

Barriers to Telehealth Adoption 

 

While adoption of telehealth has certainly accelerated, serious challenges exist. We have grouped these 

challenges into four categories: 1) technology-related 2) regulation & reimbursement-related 3) provider-

related and 4) patient-related.  

In technology-related challenges, it is obvious that rural areas have less access to high-speed internet, 

which effectively means that people there have less telehealth access, as the most popular medium for 

telehealth is live video. However, the recently signed Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act includes over 

$40 billion in funding to expand broadband access.  This funding will focus on expansion of broadband in 

rural areas and other areas without access to broadband internet. Regulation & reimbursement is 

arguably the most crucial factor affecting telehealth adoption. In November, CMS announced that it will 

continue to reimburse telehealth through 2023.  However, many state-level policies are still up in the air, 

and could revert to pre-pandemic policies. Regulation and reimbursement are especially relevant to 

behavioral health. At the beginning of the pandemic, relaxation of rules from the DEA made it much 

easier for patients suffering from substance use disorder to access virtual care, given the spike in deaths 

from opiates. According to NPR, “[these changes] also eliminated some common barriers to care that 

have plagued addiction treatment, like a shortage of health care providers able to prescribe them, lack of 

transportation to get to the doctor, or having a suspended driver's license.”  Thankfully, Congress has 

changed the law so telehealth could be used for mental health services after the public health is lifted.  
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So right now, reimbursement dynamics and regulations for telehealth for mental health services look 

positive. Nevertheless, providers are relatively powerless to address these challenges.  

 

While there are significant challenges that slow down initial adoption for providers, physician adoption 

has been relatively robust already. According to Bestsennyy et al., “As of April 2021, 84 percent of 

physicians were offering virtual visits and 57 percent would prefer to continue offering virtual care.  

Furthermore, the focus of this report are opportunities for providers that already offer virtual care.  

Currently, in many cases, patients have broadband access and virtual care in areas where telehealth is 

legal and reimbursed and have significant demand for mental and behavioral healthcare. Even in these 

situations, adoption is still low. In patient-related challenges, we identified telehealth awareness, digital 

literacy, mental illness symptoms, and language as significant barriers to adoption. Unlike technology-

related or regulation-related challenges, it is possible for virtual care providers to address these patient-

related barriers to adoption, while improving the value of care.  

 

Telehealth Awareness 

 

Background: Telehealth awareness refers to; 1) patients understanding that telehealth is accessible, 2) 

patients understanding that telehealth for mental and behavioral health is widely considered to be just as 

effective and high-quality as in-person care by researchers, experts, and organizations including APA.  

According to Rock Health, 36% of patients who did not utilize telemedicine, said they did not access 

telehealth because they unaware that it was an option and/or because of quality concerns.  

The most likely telehealth users were young (between the ages of 18 and 44), had higher incomes, were 

from urban or suburban areas, and had advanced degrees. Given this profile, elderly patients, pediatric 

patients, and patients in rural areas are likely not targeted by virtual care provider marketing. This is not 

for lack of demand. According to USDA, “the effects of the opioid epidemic are more intense in rural 

communities where employment opportunities are often limited and isolation is pervasive.”  In October, 

the American Academy of Pediatrics, American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and 

Children’s Hospital Association declared a pediatric & adolescent mental health crisis. Just a few weeks 

ago, the Surgeon General, Vivek Murthy, released a new advisory describing the mental health crisis 

among American youth.  Additionally, the prevalence of dementia and other neurodegenerative diseases 

is still growing, due to the aging population. Indeed, reviewing earnings calls from publicly traded mental 

healthcare providers shows that the focus remains on adults in urban areas. For example, LifeStance 
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Health, one of the largest publicly traded mental healthcare providers, announced in the last earnings call 

that their most recent acquisitions deepened their presence in Atlanta, Austin, Chicago, Seattle, DC, and 

South Carolina. 

 

Recommendation: One way mental healthcare providers can address the challenge of lack of telehealth 

awareness is to increase marketing to elderly patients, patients in rural areas, and to the families of 

pediatric patients. This would involve 1) dedicated additional resources for marketing to these 

demographic groups 2) leveraging demographic-specific marketing channels and 3) tailored messaging. 

For example, adolescent patients are likely to be most responsive to new social media platforms such as 

TikTok. Rural and elderly patients are more likely to respond to phone, mail, and email marketing 

campaigns. Providers can also tailor messaging to address specific types of treatment relevant for each 

group. Addiction treatment is direly needed in rural areas, elderly patients have increased need for 

neurodegenerative disease treatment, and adolescents are seeking treatment for depression and anxiety. 

 

Value: This would effectively increase access to mental healthcare, by showing patients that telehealth is 

an option. Since our recommendation only concerns marketing efforts, this would not affect the type of 

care or quality.  

 

Digital Literacy 

 

Background: Lack of access to broadband has frequently brought up as a reason for lower adoption rates 

of telehealth. However, even if hypothetically everyone in the United States had access to broadband 

internet – digital literacy would still hinder patient adoption. If a patient does not proficient internet and 

computer skills, utilizing telehealth will not be possible. According to researchers at the University of 

Chicago, digital health literacy played a significant key role in telehealth utilization and telehealth 

willingness. Low levels of digital health literacy led to less engagement and interest in using video 

telehealth. Digital health literacy was differentiated from health literacy. Health literacy was not a 

predictor of patient willingness to use telehealth (video/phone). In addition, they found significant 

telehealth adoption gaps for video technology.  Lack of digital literacy is likely a significant barrier to 

telehealth adoption for mental health services, especially for patients in rural areas and elderly patients 

(demographics with a high need for mental health services). According to recent research, 1.4 million 

adult Texans say that a lack of digital literacy is their main barrier to adopting home broadband service. 
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Video telehealth would definitely not be a viable option for people who are unfamiliar with using 

broadband internet. Additionally, according to US Census, over 20% of Americans do not speak English at 

home. While most of those people will likely have the ability to speak English, a portion of that population 

will not. In addressing digital literacy for telehealth adoption, it is crucial to address the problem from a 

multi-cultural and multi-lingual lens. Addressing digital literacy, specifically digital health literacy, would 

certainly increase adoption rates and have a positive effect on the value of care.  

 

Recommendation: We have two recommendations for providers addressing digital literacy to increase 

telehealth adoption: 1) Creation of a seamless patient experience 2) Consider other media for delivery. If a 

virtual care provider provides education and step-by-step resources of how to use telehealth, this can 

overcome lacking digital literacy. Furthermore, making sure the patient journey requires minimal self-

direction and input from patients can reduce the hurdle to using telehealth. A report published by 

McKinsey recommends that providers continue to focus on “creating a seamless consumer interface, 

breaking down silos in care provision (across virtual and in-person) with improved data integration and 

insights.” This can also help bolster continued adoption as the pandemic comes to an end, lowering 

barriers to in-person care. Part of creating a seamless patient experience (reducing the need for high 

digital literacy) is creating an experience that caters to foreign language speakers. An example of this is 

Mt Sinai Health System announcing the integration of interpreter services in over 200 languages into its 

telehealth platform.  The language and conceptualization of mental health is very different from 

language to language, and culture to culture so integration of language is crucial.  

 

We recommend in-house interpreters or third-party interpretation vendors. Focus on reducing friction for 

an interpreter to directly join a video telehealth visit is important. In addition, time to connection should 

be at a minimum as well. Call routing architecture as well as contracts with external vendors should 

optimized to reduce the time it takes for interpreter to join a telehealth appointment.  

Our second recommendation involves considering alternatives to video telehealth such as text messages 

and phone calls. According to a study published in Frontiers in Psychiatry in 2020, “text-messaging is an 

appropriate tool for low digital literacy populations and underserved groups. For instance, our own HIPAA 

approved texting platform, HealthySMS, was developed with and for low-income populations (mostly 

Spanish speakers) and shows high acceptability in underserved populations.”  The University of Chicago 

study referenced earlier found no telehealth adoption gaps for phone usage between patients with low 
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digital health literacy and high digital health literacy. Providers can offer telehealth through text message 

and phone calls, along with video – wherever clinically appropriate. 

 

Value: Addressing digital literacy directly through the patient journey (including interpretation services) 

would effectively increase access to mental healthcare, by showing patients how to use telehealth. This 

would not detrimentally affect quality of care, and has the opportunity to increase quality by resulting in 

higher patient engagement during treatment. However, this could raise costs slightly. Reducing fixed 

costs associated with offering integrated interpretation services is one way to mitigate this concern. 

While our second recommendation may reduce costs slightly while increasing access, there is the risk of 

reducing quality, as telephone calls and text messaging offer less effective treatment than video, 

according to some sources.   
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