Telehealth Reimbursement; A COVID-19 Playbook on How to Get it Done in your State!
Michelle Collie PT, DPT, MS
Advocating for reimbursement of Telehealth services in this unprecedented time IS POSSIBLE. But,
strategy, collaboration, time, grit, persistence, professionalism and an ongoing values approach to
ensuring our need to provide access to care will challenge any person or organization who wishes to
take this on. This is one person’s success story or how-to. May it give peers the guidance to make it
happen in your state for your patients.
Step 1: Create a COVID Telehealth task force. It is recommended to simply request and assign people
you know and trust to be on this task force. This should include the States Chapter president, chair of
the PPS SIG, and a representative from the home health chapter for your state.
Step 2: The APTA state chapter president or president of the PPS SIG will be the front-line person or
advocate that state officials have the bandwidth to communicate with. Such positions are considered
the representatives for professionals, rather than a person advocating for financial gain or a small
business.
Step 3: If available, engage with your state chapter lobbyist. At this time, they can be instructed to cease
all other work for your association and focus on the needs of the profession during this unprecedented
time.
Step 4: Strategically consider what relationships and who you know in the Health Care Commissioners
Office and the Governor’s Office.
Step 5: Determine a communication strategy. Start with the Health Care Commissioner for your state (if
this position exists) and the Governor’s Office. Please note, the role of the Health Care Commissioner is
typically to ensure patients have access to care. They do this by overseeing the payers.
Step 6: The representative for your state (APTA or PPS) should call the respective offices.
Script:
“I am calling as a representative of the physical therapists in this state. Per the Home Land Security
Report on March 19th, 2020 (https://www.cisa.gov/publication/guidance-essential-criticalinfrastructure-workforce), physical therapy is an essential service. With the current pandemic it is
essential we continue to provide access to care. We can manage patients and keep them out of ED’s
and their PCP practices. Telehealth would allow us to do this. However, payers are not reimbursing for
telehealth. Access to care is being compromised. I am requesting an executive order from the governor
to enforce this. I am happy to share executive orders from other states that have resulted in insurers
changing policies and affecting change that allows physical therapists to provide access to care to
patients, keep them home and away from the physicians and hospitals. How would you advise we
proceed with this initiative?”.

Step 7: Engage in dialogue with open ended questions that look for solutions. Other questions that can
be asked
•

Who else would you recommend I contact to pursue this?

•

Do you believe there is any reason why this is not a reasonable request?

•

What else or other information would you like from me at this time?

•

How and when shall we follow up?

Step 8: Follow up! Immediately send a thank you email reiterating the key points and the follow up
plan. Be clear and concise. Everyone is busy and overwhelmed. Be professional. Share the governor’s
executive order from Rhode Island. Consider adding Massachusetts if they think Rhode Island is too
small to count!
Step 9: Based on the response, do not give up. If you have no success with the governor’s office or the
Health Care Commissioner, contact the state legislators in your districts. Still no success – contact the
local physical therapists in the communities and educate them on a grass roots level. Now get your
physical therapist to contact state legislators, and the Health Care Commissioner.
Step 10: The best advocates are our patients. It is very challenging to engage with patients on matters
such as this; however, ask them to make a call. Our patients need and expect access to care. But we
need them to be safe and telehealth is a way to do this.
Step 11: Most people do not understand the value of telehealth. Be educated and prepared on how to
advocate for this service. This IS NOT an alternative or replacement in the long term for outpatient
services. This is an essential service during a crisis to protect our communities. Be prepared to clearly
explain the value of a one-on-one, face-to-face consultation and ‘visit’. In-depth questioning on patients
concerns, impairments and limitations. Especially in this time of need. Use the following examples to
justify your points:
o

o

A 45-year-old man is working from home with his laptop on the kitchen table, suffering
from neck and shoulder pain. We can help him set up his work-station in this new
environment and manage his symptoms so he does not need to call his physician, and
can still work.
A 60-year-old women who had a knee replacement 2 weeks ago. She needs reminding,
updating, reviewing, progression of her exercise program to ensure in 2 months’ time
her knee is not stiff and needs surgical intervention. Why would we allow 60-year-old
women to risk coming to a clinic, if we can manage her with video conferencing? Or if
this woman is quarantined and has no choice, she cannot come to the clinic. How and
who is screening her for infection, or other longer-term secondary health care
challenges?

There are many examples and stories – you will need to be confident in educating what we do and why
telehealth allows access to care.

Step 12: Do not give up! Your communication strategy means you can utilize your lobbyist. Make plans
for daily contact, or as appropriate with the leaders in your community, your state.
Step 13: During this time, collaborate to develop a list of key contacts personal for your local payers.
Include workers comp, private payers, Medicaid funded payers and attorneys.
Step 14: If the governor makes an executive order, take one moment to celebrate a victory for your
patients and our profession, then get to work!
Step 15: Craft a letter from the representative of your profession in the state and email it to all the
payers. Please see the Rhode Island example.
Step 16: Follow up!
•

•

•

•

•

The 5 National payers (Aetna, Humana, United, Cigna, Tufts) have responded as of 3/22/2020
with generic policy statements. Please share this information with the PPS payment specialist
Robert Hall (rhall@ppsapta.org).
Contact your local Medicare Administrator Contractor. At this time, it is unknown how they will
respond. However, because Medicare is a federal program it is unlikely a state’s executive order
will impact your local reimbursement.
Contact your states Medicaid programs. Recommend your lobbyist contact to determine the
states plans and under what jurisdiction they fall under for reimbursement. Do not
automatically assume these programs are under CMS. Funding is from the federal government
but overseen by the state.
Workers comp: advocate and again communicate. Build Relationships, make phone calls, and
find the leaders in the workers comp carriers to contact. Again, educate clearly on what/how
telemedicine services are and the value they offer.
Local private payers: This group is likely more integrated into your community. Therefore,
relationships are key.

Step 17: Be active on social media. Educate your community, which includes payers, on the value of
telemedicine at this time. It does not decrease the value of outpatient services! It allows us to increase
access to care, and access to safe care. Let’s not flatten the curve, lets crush it!

3/19/2020
Yesterday, Governor Gina Raimondo issued Executive Order 20-06 entitled, “FOURTH
SUPPLEMENTAL EMERGENCY DECLARATION – EXPANDING ACCESS TO TELEMEDICINE
SERVICES.” This Order was an extension and expansion of the March 13 th notice issued by the
Rhode Island Office of the Health Insurance Commissioner that put forth instructions to health
insurers on how to proceed with ensuring access and continuity of care through the utilization of
telemedicine services.
On behalf of the physical therapy provider community in Rhode Island, the American Physical
Therapy Association Rhode Island (APTARI) is committed to providing services to patients most in
need during the COVID 19 health crisis. Facilities have chosen to limit or suspend in-office services
due to the concerns expressed by patients and staff about the transmission of the virus. In addition,
in-home and school-based providers are facing similar challenges. As health care providers, we are
ethically responsible to ensure access to care, but cannot continue to meet this obligation without
the use of telehealth services. There are many patients who are recovering from significant injuries
and ailments that require physical therapy services in order to achieve a successful recovery.
Without such services, these patients run the risk of suffering additional health complications and
setbacks to their recovery.
A majority of APTARI members are equipped to provide telehealth sessions for patients who are
willing to schedule such “visits.” As a specialty provider of health services, we were encouraged by
the Governor’s declaration that broadens the scope of services eligible for reimbursable telehealth
services. In accordance with the Executive Order, APTARI members stand ready to provide all
clinically appropriate and medically necessary services to our patients. We stand ready to work
collaboratively with the health insurers and Office of the Health Insurance Commissioner to
establish reimbursement guidelines and telehealth protocols in an effort to provide our patients
with the best and most appropriate care during this health pandemic.
In closing, APTARI is committed to providing the best care possible through telehealth and greatly
appreciate the Governor’s recognition and order allowing providers to continue to practice
remotely and be reimbursed at traditional in-person rates. We would appreciate any efforts to
expedite the necessary guidance on telehealth services in order to begin serving the needs of our
patients.
Please feel free to contact me personally to discuss the capabilities of our members to offer care
through telehealth.

Yours Truly,
Michelle Collie PT, DPT, MS
President APTA RI
Ph: 401-952-4516
mcollie@performanceptri.com

cc: Marie L. Ganim, PhD
Health Insurance Commissioner

