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"�Take two aspirin and  
text me in the morning" —  
how patient communication 
transforms healthcare 

Introduction



The healthcare industry has a complicated relationship  
with modern technology. Leaders eagerly invest in the  
latest and greatest diagnostic tools and medical equipment  
to enhance treatment, yet, despite all the clinical advances  
in healthcare, many organizations still rely on landline phones, 
fax machines, and pagers.

This is frustrating for clinicians who know there is a better way to communicate 

but must put away their smartphones and use outdated tools on the job. It�s also 

frustrating for patients who can bank via text and order groceries with an app, yet 

have no choice but to play phone tag with their physicians.

Not only do communication delays negatively impact patient satisfaction, but they 

can also a�ect patient health, impact safety, and increase hospital readmission 

rates.

How patient communication transforms healthcare 

Introduction

4   |   Patient Communication



For patients, what type of  
communication is most likely  

to earn a reply?

Letter in  
the mail

Email Missed call /  
voicemail

Message in a  
patient portal

Text  
message

Extensive research indicates that sending a text message is 
the most e�ective way to connect with a patient. In fact, 
when it comes to a phone call, only 52% of calls are picked up  
by Americans, and 70% of Americans will not answer  
their phones from an unfamiliar number. 

And email isn�t any better. Almost 75% of consumers are overwhelmed  

by email overload. More than 244 billion emails are sent every day, yet  

only 23% of emails from businesses are read. In contrast, text messages  

have an open rate of 98%.

Talk to healthcare professionals about how e�ective they believe their  

patient communication is, and the common refrains will include:

�

�

No one answers the phone. 

We leave voice message after voice message.

Some patients don�t even have their voicemail  
set up, so we just wait for a call back.

When we �nally get a call back from a patient, 
they often need to talk to the nurse who in 
many cases is with another patient.
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Industries like hospitality, �nance, 
and retail have known for decades 
that being tightly connected to 
the customer is critical to success. 
These industries connect with their 
customers in a deeper way, creating 
personalized and user-friendly 
experiences both digitally and in-
person. And their digital presence often 
leads with a smart device strategy.

Healthcare must evolve its communication  

in similar ways so they can better engage  

the patient and scale operations to serve  

more patients with fewer resources. As health 

systems venture into this new territory, it�s a  

bit scary. What are the rules of engagement? 

How do I protect personal health information? 

When do I use this new mode of communication 

with my patients?

This eBook is intended to help healthcare 

systems start to explore the use cases and 

bene�ts of virtual care and how to e�ectively 

incorporate this new mode of communication to 

better engage patients and improve outcomes.
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Macro trends accelerating the 
need for patient communication

Chapter One



Communication overload is an old problem in healthcare, but 
without new solutions, it will only get worse. 

Clinicians are outnumbered, and at the same time the �silver tsunami�  

of Baby Boomers is growing in magnitude, the shift to value-based care  

is putting a greater burden on providers to keep chronically ill patients out  

of the hospital. That�s no small feat, especially considering 60% of adults  

in the U.S. have at least one chronic disease and 40% have more than one, 

according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).

Welcome to the age of telehealth  
and virtual check-ins

Chapter 01

Without an easy, secure way to remotely engage 
patients, providers will be unprepared for these  
macro trends:

1.  Clinician shortage

2.  Aging Boomers

3.  Value-based care

4.  Patient empowerment
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Doctors are already outnumbered about 2,000 to 1, 
with the average physician seeing 20 patients a day 
and spending 25% of their time on paperwork. 

Such patient loads will continue to grow over the next decade,  

and by 2032, the U.S. will experience a shortage of up to  

122,000 physicians, according to the Association of American 

Medical Colleges. 

Nurses are also in increasingly short supply as patient populations 

grow and Boomer nurses continue retiring. The U.S. will need an 

additional 203,700 new registered nurses each year through 

2026 to meet the increased demand, according to the American 

Association of Colleges of Nursing.

With fewer physicians to care for patients, and fewer nurses to help 

them, patient communication will inevitably su�er � that is, unless 

care providers have more e�cient ways to connect with their ever-

expanding patient rosters.

Clinician shortage 

�

�

We foresee the growth of 
patient text messaging to 
help us scale our clinical 
and support sta� to service 
10x more patients and 
are preparing ourselves 
operationally to do this.

Matthew Fenty 
Director of Innovation, Strategic Partnerships
St. Luke�s University Health Network
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Aging boomers 

Not only do doctors have more patients, but 
also their average patient is getting older.  
The number of American seniors is expected 
to grow from 52 million in 2018 to 95 million  
by 2060. 

And seniors tend to have more complex health needs, 

more doctors, and more medications � which means 

more to remember and more opportunities to be non-

compliant with their care plans. Despite their advancing 

age, Boomers remain a �ercely independent group.

For seniors to safely age in place, they need better ways 

to connect with their physicians in between visits. The 

federal government agrees, and the Centers for Medicare 

& Medicaid Services (CMS) has made sweeping changes 

over the past few years to incentivize the use of telehealth 

solutions for Medicare Advantage patients � including 

remote patient monitoring, virtual checkups, and other 

digital technology that helps physicians scale chronic care 

management programs.

of Boomers say they�ll never move from 
their current home, according to a recent 
Chase Bank survey.

52%

Meanwhile, an AARP survey found that 
three out of four adults over age 50 want 
to stay in their homes and communities 
for as long as possible.

10   |   Patient Communication

Chapter 01   |   Macro trends accelerating the need for patient communication



The A�ordable Care Act mandated a rapid shift from 
�fee for service� payment models to �fee for value� 
payment models.

Both CMS and state-run Medicaid programs have created  

value-based care models that require providers to prove they�re 

meeting quality standards and helping patients while also reducing 

costs. Provider performance is then tied to incentives and/or 

penalties. Hospitals have been hit particularly hard by  

the shift to value-based care.

Value-based care 

As hospital margins get squeezed on every front and physicians 

struggle to keep up with patient loads, new communication 

channels allow health systems to scale their operations in order to 

serve more patients more e�ciently.

Patient empowerment

Patients are accustomed to using their smartphones to 
manage every aspect of their modern lives � until they 
enter the healthcare system, where they�re confronted with 
an archaic array of phone calls, voice messages, and faxing.

These outmoded methods can undermine patients� con�dence in the 

quality of care they�re receiving and place an unnecessary burden on 

people who are already contending with the stress of being hospitalized  

or battling a serious illness.

That�s not good for the patient experience or for healthcare organizations. 

Competition is sti�, patients are increasingly becoming payers, and 

thanks to the Hospital Consumer Assessment of Healthcare Providers and 

Systems (HCAHPS) survey, bad patient reviews can also lower a hospital�s 

reimbursement rates. (On the other hand, high HCAHPS scores can earn 

hospitals bonus funds.)

For patients who expect multi-channel communication, a hospital’s  

inability to leverage mobile technologies will increasingly become  

an HCAHPS liability. On the other hand, higher patient satisfaction � 

through HCAHPS scores and even online user reviews � leads to  

more patients and more revenue.

Under CMS�s Hospital Readmission Reduction Program, 

2,583 hospitals (87% of all eligible hospitals) had their 

Medicare payments reduced 2019, which cost them

$563 million
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Leaving voicemail in  
a virtual care world

Chapter Two



Patients prefer a richer, more  
convenient experience

Chapter 02

Healthcare communications might be stubbornly 
stuck in the past, but consumers are not. 

The �app economy� has shortened everyone�s tolerance for 

ine�cient processes and set an expectation for immediate,  

on-demand service. In the time it takes to play phone tag  

with a physician, people can have lunch delivered, order a  

ride-share, balance their checkbook, �nd a date, and watch  

a movie � all from their smartphones.

Phone tag is particularly frustrating for younger generations,  

who famously prefer texting over talking and are accustomed  

to getting answers quickly.

Young people aren�t the only ones who appreciate virtual care 

options such as text or video. People are busy, and phone calls 

require them to stop what they�re doing. They can read and 

respond to text messages on their own time. Then there�s the 

proliferation of unsolicited robocalls that dramatically reduces 

everyone�s desire to answer calls from unknown numbers.

of Gen Z patients are �dissatis�ed� or 
�very dissatis�ed� with their physicians� 
�responsiveness to follow-up questions 
outside the appointment,� and 15% of 
Millennials feel the same way (vs. 10-12% 
among older generations).

24%
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Whatever their reasons, consumers across 
generations will increasingly look for healthcare 
providers to provide multi-channel communication. 

Many providers already use reminder apps that automatically text 

patients about upcoming appointments. While text reminders are 

a step in the right direction, these apps leverage unsecure, non-

HIPAA-compliant, consumer-based messaging channels such as 

SMS. This is outside the purview of hospital IT and compliance 

teams, and patient privacy is not protected. Providers can only 

text limited information (nothing identi�able), and it�s a one-way 

conversation. If a patient needs to reschedule an appointment 

or ask a simple question about how to prep for an upcoming 

procedure, they have to make a call and leave a message.

Beyond reminders 

of patients are more likely to 
choose a provider that sends text 
reminders about follow-up care, 
according to the Accenture 2019 
Digital Health Consumer Survey.

70%
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Most healthcare organizations already let patients request re�lls, 
schedule appointments, and receive appointment reminder 
messages via patient portals provided by their electronic health 
records (EHR) software. 

In some cases, patients can even send messages to their clinicians. Of course,  

that�s one more inbox for clinicians to check and one more inbox for patients  

to manage.

According to the American Hospital Association, 93% of hospitals allow patients online 

access to patient EHR portals, but less than 20% of patients ever log in. Unique URLs, 

apps that must be downloaded, passwords, and multi-step authentication processes, 

and complex interfaces make these portals confusing for patients to navigate and a 

less than ideal way to communicate with providers. 

That�s largely because EHR solutions were designed for patient reference and 

to securely share patient test results and records but not for ongoing outpatient 

communication. Most people don�t log into patient portals on a regular basis.  

Some people don�t even check their personal email accounts regularly. But the 

average person looks at their smartphone 52 times a day, according to Deloitte�s  

2018 Global Mobile Consumer Survey, and texting is the top communication service, 

with 93% of consumers now using it. 

If providers want to keep up with patients and stay on top of their growing workloads, 

they need more than patient portals and reminder apps. They need an easy, secure 

way for clinical and administrative sta� to communicate with patients and other care 

professionals using the convenience and immediacy of voice, video, or text.

The problem with patient portals
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How health systems score  
quick wins with telehealth  
and virtual check-ins

Chapter Three



Best of both worlds � talk to sta�,  
talk to patients using one app

Chapter 03

Unlike patient reminder apps, Clinical 
Communication & Collaboration (CC&C) 
platforms with integrated telehealth 
capabilities of video, voice, and text, 
provide users with access to a rich array 
of engagement options. 

And unlike EHR patient portals, CC&C platforms 

with integrated virtual care capabilities are built to 

connect the entire clinical and non-clinical sta� 

network within a hospital or health system. The 

network provides sta� caring for patients with easy 

access to case managers, social workers, consulting 

physicians, and other clinical experts, who can easily 

be looped into text-based conversations, group 

phone calls, or video consults.
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