Introducing economical criteria for telehealth implementation: an application at the Telehealth Network of Minas Gerais
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Telehealth Network of Minas Gerais connects 608 municipalities in the State of Minas Gerais, Brazil, to support primary care professionals located in remote and isolated regions of the state. Since June/2006 about 31,000 teleconsultations and 800,000 ECG analyses have been done. To reach this scale of attendance, the Network was formed by successive implementation phases. At each phase, the implementation methodology has been enhanced. Although the objective of those expansions is not economical, the return of investment should be considered as one of the criteria for choosing the municipalities to receive the telehealth service. Under the economical point of view, telehealth service in these municipalities has the objective to reduce patient referral costs. However, previous evaluation of these costs is extremely difficult because the large amount of information and the cost to collect them. Although not very precise, a methodology to make a fast economical evaluation of telehealth impact to reduce referral cost was developed. Since most of referral costs are related to patient transportation, the economical criterion adopted to evaluate the economical feasibility was the average referral distance. Knowing the distance to most important referral centers and the average number of patients referred in the municipality it is possible to make an estimative if telehealth will be able to promote referral savings. Appling this methodology it was possible to establish the minimum referral distance for service implementation for the Telehealth Network of Minas Gerais as 50 Km. Although this is not the decisive criteria, using this methodology it is possible to introduce economical aspects to the decision of which municipality should receive telehealth service.

Keywords: economical evaluation, economical criterion, cost

