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With 2020 behind us, VirtualMed 

Staff reviewed the telepsychiatry 

patient volumes of our hospital 

and healthcare system partners to 

understand the story of 2020 as it 

played out in the data. However, to 

understand the data, there needed to 

be context. 

Introduction

The coronavirus pandemic reshaped our daily lives in 

2020. Telemedicine captured the headlines as a modern 

way to not only support the influx of patients, but 

reshape healthcare as we know it. 

As the pandemic took hold, telemedicine became the 

primary substitute for in-person care and a vital lifeline 

for patients in critical need. As for lower-acuity patients, 

such as mental and behavioral health, solutions like 

telepsychiatry became telemedicine’s the next frontier.

What was telemedicine’s 
story in 2020? 
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2021 and beyond
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In this white paper, you’ll learn: 

To do this, we used the 
headlines of 2020 to 
provide context to the 
story in the data. 

https://www.virtualmedstaff.com/


VirtualMed Staff specializes in building onsite telemedicine 

programs for hospitals and healthcare facilities. Each telepsychiatry 

consultation referenced in this analysis represents a patient that 

visited a hospital emergency department seeking mental and 

behavioral care and was subsequently referred to a VirtualMed Staff 

telepsychiatrist for consultation.

About the data 
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In a sense, the 2020 telepsychiatry patient volume data was the story of 2020. With a year 

marked by shelter in place orders and measures to reduce the spread of the virus and the rise of 

a mental health crisis in America, the patient volume data closely paralleled many of the events 

of 2020.

The below graph reflects the overall volume of telepsychiatry 
consultations across all VirtualMed Staff telemedicine programs. 

Summary of findings 
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Figure 2: Cumulative patient volume data for all clients, January to November

No personal health information (PHI) was used in the creation of this report. VirtualMed Staff 

only tracks the volume of consultations conducted by VirtualMed Staff psychiatrists. Any 

reference to the specific number of consultations has been removed for the privacy of our 

partners. All graphs included in this report reflect overall trends and percentage changes, rather 

than specific data points.

https://www.virtualmedstaff.com/
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This decrease was due in large part to 

shelter-in-place orders and hospitals urging 

patients to avoid emergency departments 

for fear of overwhelming hospitals. 

The start of the pandemic 

Figure 2: Decrease in telepsychiatry  
consultations, January to April

January
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March

April

From January to April 
2020, telepsychiatry 
patient consultations 
decreased an average of 
31% for all VirtualMed Staff 
telepsychiatry programs.

The most substantial 
findings in the patient 
volume data included: 

The data tells one story, but the headlines of 

2020 capture the context. Here’s a look at how 
the headlines of 2020 provide context to the 
extreme swings in psychiatric patient volumes.

•	 An overall decrease of 31% in telepsychiatry  
	 consultations from January to April 

•	 An overall increase of 61% in telepsychiatry 
	 consultations from April to August 

•	 An overall decrease of 25% in telepsychiatry  
	 consultations from August to November

•	 Increases in telepsychiatry consultations for  
	 individual facilities ranging from 38% to 105% 

https://www.virtualmedstaff.com/
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At the onset of the pandemic, patients were encouraged to use telehealth and telemedicine to 

screen for coronavirus before visiting a hospital. Several headlines and articles iterated this and 

read, “What you need to know about telehealth during the coronavirus crisis”. Robert Wyllie, 

Chief of Medical Operations at Cleveland Clinic, issued similar sentiment in early March, “We don’t 

want them coming into a doctor’s office or urgent care or emergency room to sit in a waiting 

room and potentially infect other patients.” 

Despite being around for decades, the coronavirus pandemic introduced telemedicine to many 

healthcare consumers. The headlines often reflected this, reading, “The coronavirus outbreak 
could finally make telemedicine mainstream in the U.S.” and “Patients and doctors are turning 
to telehealth, but what is it? ”. 

As Americans sheltered in place and took measures to socially distance themselves, feelings 

of anxiety, depression and loneliness began to rise. From mid-February to mid-March, Mental 
Health America experienced a 20% increase in free screening tests for anxiety.

The helpline for Substance Abuse and Mental Health 

Services Administration received 8 times more calls 
and texts in the same period. 

As the data and headlines 
began to accumulate, one 
thing became increasingly 
clear to healthcare leaders: 
A looming mental health 
crisis was on the horizon.

https://www.wsj.com/articles/what-you-need-to-know-about-telehealth-during-the-coronavirus-crisis-11584874801
https://www.wsj.com/articles/hospitals-use-telemedicine-to-minimize-contact-with-virus-patients-11583337283
https://time.com/5793535/coronavirus-telemedicine-telehealth/
https://time.com/5793535/coronavirus-telemedicine-telehealth/
https://www.cnn.com/2020/03/18/health/coronavirus-telehealth-explainer/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2020/03/18/health/coronavirus-telehealth-explainer/index.html
https://www.mhanational.org/
https://www.mhanational.org/
https://publicintegrity.org/health/coronavirus-and-inequality/coronavirus-calls-texts-mental-health-hotlines-are-surging/
https://publicintegrity.org/health/coronavirus-and-inequality/coronavirus-calls-texts-mental-health-hotlines-are-surging/
https://www.virtualmedstaff.com/


In mid-April, headlines began to announce an approaching mental 

health crisis. An excerpt from an article published by the National 

Council for Behavioral Health on April 16th titled, Behavioral Health
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Approaching a  
mid-year psychiatric  
patient surge

A timeline of the 
headlines from 
various news sources 
seemed to echo 
one another in their 
sentiment, reading: 

The coronavirus pandemic is pushing  
America into a mental health crisis

Telepsychiatry Bridges Gaps in Access  
to Mental Health Care

The Coming Mental Health Crisis

COVID-19 Brings New sense of Urgency to 
Supporting Telepsych with Permanent Reforms

Post-Pandemic Mental Health Wave Coming, 
Study Finds

Flattening the Mental Health Curve is the Next 
Big Covid Challenge

With the headlines ringing alarm bells and hospitals preparing on the frontline, the biggest 

question was whether the headlines would match the patient volumes. With the benefit of 

hindsight and after reviewing the data, we can reflect. 

Crisis in America Getting Worse, stated, “A wave of closures would make the nation’s growing 

mental health and addiction crisis dramatically worse.” VirtualMed Staff partners witnessed a 

similar experience at the frontline. 

In May of 2020, Kathy Rhodes, Director of Behavioral Health at TriStar Health, stated in an article 
by VirtualMed Staff that they had experienced a 30% decrease in call volume and a 25% 
decrease in psychiatric patient visits in previous weeks. “Patients are delaying treatment, 

missing prescription refills, and holding out as long as they can,” said Rhodes, “but now 

symptoms have worsened and potentially require more acute and inpatient care.”

In May, the headlines announced the mental health crisis was leading to a psychiatric 
patient surge headed towards hospital emergency departments. 

May 4 

May 12  

May 14

May 23 

May 27 

May 29

https://www.thenationalcouncil.org/press-releases/behavioral-health-crisis-in-america-getting-worse-as-covid-19-forces-community-behavioral-health-care-organizations-to-cut-back/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2020/05/04/mental-health-coronavirus/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2020/05/04/mental-health-coronavirus/
https://wellbeingtrust.org/news/telepsychiatry-bridges-gaps-in-access-to-mental-health-care-how-providence-st-joseph-health-and-well-being-trust-are-bringing-care-to-communities/
https://wellbeingtrust.org/news/telepsychiatry-bridges-gaps-in-access-to-mental-health-care-how-providence-st-joseph-health-and-well-being-trust-are-bringing-care-to-communities/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/05/coming-mental-health-crisis/611635/
https://www.modernhealthcare.com/opinion-editorial/covid-19-brings-new-sense-urgency-supporting-telepsych-permanent-reforms
https://www.modernhealthcare.com/opinion-editorial/covid-19-brings-new-sense-urgency-supporting-telepsych-permanent-reforms
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-05-post-pandemic-mental-health.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-05-post-pandemic-mental-health.html
https://theconversation.com/flattening-the-mental-health-curve-is-the-next-big-coronavirus-challenge-139066?utm_medium=amplinkedin&utm_source=linkedin&wdLOR=c6DB090C6-C102-0A4F-9C29-C286D1799F00
https://theconversation.com/flattening-the-mental-health-curve-is-the-next-big-coronavirus-challenge-139066?utm_medium=amplinkedin&utm_source=linkedin&wdLOR=c6DB090C6-C102-0A4F-9C29-C286D1799F00
https://www.thenationalcouncil.org/press-releases/behavioral-health-crisis-in-america-getting-worse-as-covid-19-forces-community-behavioral-health-care-organizations-to-cut-back/
https://www.virtualmedstaff.com/resources/blog/telepsychiatry-supports-healthcare-systems-surge-in-psychiatric-patients
https://www.virtualmedstaff.com/resources/blog/telepsychiatry-supports-healthcare-systems-surge-in-psychiatric-patients
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2020/05/04/mental-health-coronavirus/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2020/05/04/mental-health-coronavirus/
https://wellbeingtrust.org/news/telepsychiatry-bridges-gaps-in-access-to-mental-health-care-how-providence-st-joseph-health-and-well-being-trust-are-bringing-care-to-communities/
https://www.modernhealthcare.com/opinion-editorial/covid-19-brings-new-sense-urgency-supporting-telepsych-permanent-reforms
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-05-post-pandemic-mental-health.html
https://www.virtualmedstaff.com/


 

info@virtualmedstaff.com   |   877.732.7089  |   virtualmedstaff.com 02262021

From its lowest levels 
in April to its highest 
August, telepsychiatry 
consultations increased an 
average of 61% across all 
VirtualMed Staff programs. 

In short, yes. The volume of telepsychiatry 

consultations from the low point in April to the 

highest levels in August reflected what the headlines 

warned. After a significant drop in psychiatric 
patient volumes, a steady increase followed. 

Was there a  
psychiatric  
patient surge?  

Figure 3: Increase in telepsychiatry  
consultations, April to August

April May
June July

August

https://www.virtualmedstaff.com/
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Figure 4: Each color represents an individual client’s telepsychiatry patient 
volume throughout the year
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As the graph above demonstrates, each facility experienced varying surges in mental and 

behavioral health patients visiting their facility and overall reflects a steady increase in demand 

for telepsychiatry consultations. 

The headlines and the above data tell the story of how COVID-19 impacted telepsychiatry patient 

volumes in 2020. However, the story doesn’t stop there. 

At an individual level, the surge in telepsychiatry consultations was even more pronounced. 

Below are the data trends for the five largest healthcare facilities that partner with 
VirtualMed Staff and the increases in telepsychiatry consultations at each facility.  

•	 Facility A: 38% increase 

•	 Facility B: 107% increase

•	 Facility C: 95% increase

•	 Facility D: 66% increase

•	 Facility E: 63% increase

Facility A Facility B Facility C Facility D Facility E

https://www.virtualmedstaff.com/


At present, coronavirus cases are still surging throughout the United States and much of the 

world. Estimates vary as to what 2021 will bring in terms of number of cases and deaths, but 

one thing is clear: coronavirus will continue to affect mental health for some time. 

Telepsychiatry will continue to be leveraged to provide access to mental and behavioral health 

resources. Here are a few next steps for hospitals and healthcare systems and predictions for 

telepsychiatry in 2021 and beyond. 

Telepsychiatry: 2021 and beyond 
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Prioritize access and 
resources for frontline 
healthcare workers

The pandemic has taken a toll on the mental 

health of Americans, but the biggest impact 

is being felt by the healthcare workers on the 

frontline. A survey by Mental Health America 

provided found that nearly 93% of health

care workers were experiencing stress, 86% experiencing anxiety, and 76% 
reporting exhaustion and burnout. Another study by the University of Utah found 

that more than half of healthcare workers may be at risk for mental health problems. 

With mounting patient volumes threatening to continue overwhelming hospitals, 

access to mental and behavioral health resources for front line workers needs to be a 

top priority. Offering internal resources like dedicated telepsychiatry and teletherapy 

service lines will provide immediate access and support for these workers.

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-02278-5
https://mhanational.org/mental-health-healthcare-workers-covid-19
https://healthcare.utah.edu/publicaffairs/news/2021/01/covid-mental-health.php
https://www.virtualmedstaff.com/


 

info@virtualmedstaff.com   |   877.732.7089  |   virtualmedstaff.com 02262021

Expand mental health resources  
for the workplace and schools

Virtual learning and remote work were at an all-time high throughout much of 

2020, and we will likely see similar trends in 2021. Estimates are that 25-30% of the 

workforce will likely work-from-home multiple days per week by the end of 2021. 

With a significant portion of the population remote, access and support for mental 

and behavioral health will become an even more vital resource for the workforce and 

students.

Universities like Notre Dame are already adding 24/7 access to telemedicine for 

medical and mental health needs. Companies are also following suit, with nearly 

53% of surveyed companies providing additional emotional and mental health 

program to their workforce during the pandemic. As these offerings become more 

prevalent, telepsychiatry and teletherapy services will become even more in demand 

to assist schools and workplaces.  

Emergency planning for  
mental health crises

Hospitals are excellent at emergency planning. However, the pandemic and events 

of 2020 introduced an unprecedented scenario that many didn’t anticipate: How to 

manage a sustained mental health crisis across a large population.

Hospitals and healthcare systems will need to prepare for future events that result in 

a mass mental health crisis. This should include:

•	 Develop a process to efficiently refill prescriptions remotely

•	 Streamline treatment for high volumes of psychiatric patients  

•	 Establish protocols to effectively provide at home care

•	 Augment and expand mental and behavioral health coverage with telemedicine

It’s difficult to predict whether a scenario like what hospitals and healthcare systems 

experienced in 2020 will happen again, but preparing for future mental health crises 

now will ensure any challenge is met with confidence.  

https://globalworkplaceanalytics.com/work-at-home-after-covid-19-our-forecast
https://news.nd.edu/news/notre-dame-adds-24-7-telehealth-access-to-support-students-medical-and-mental-health-needs/
https://www.businessinsider.com/companies-offering-more-mental-health-benefits-amid-coronavirus-2020-4
https://www.virtualmedstaff.com/
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Telemedicine is headed towards more access  
to mental health services 

Telemedicine spent the greater part of 2020 establishing itself as the go-to option for 

access to care, and 2021 will see similar growth. Especially in telepsychiatry, as the 

pandemic brought renewed focus on the importance of mental health services. 

According to a recent Forbes article on where telehealth is headed in 2021, “When 

combined with online prescription ordering and refills, virtual mental health services 

can be a true lifeline for patients who are having trouble leaving their home or 

managing multiple doctor and pharmacy visits.”

The psychiatric patient volume data paralleled 

many of the headlines in 2020. With a year 

marked by shelter-in-place orders and measures 

to reduce the spread of the virus, and the rise 

of a mental health crisis in America, the patient 

volumes reflect that story.

Telemedicine played a pivotal role in providing access to care 
for millions of Americans and will continue to do so in 2021 
and beyond. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/shamahyder/2020/11/16/where-telehealth-is-headed-in-2021/?sh=14acef79635e
https://www.virtualmedstaff.com/
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About VirtualMed Staff 

VirtualMed Staff is a full-service telemedicine partner that specializes in building custom 

telemedicine programs in psychiatric, neurology, and hospital medicine for hospitals, clinics, and 

medical groups across America. 

At VirtualMed Staff, our mission is to provide quality care whenever and wherever it’s needed. 

Our dedicated team can help you with specialized physician recruitment, project management, 

credentialing, and ongoing support using whatever technology you have. 

To learn more, schedule a conversation with a telemedicine specialist today and let’s get started. 

About  
VirtualMed Staff

GET STARTED

https://www.virtualmedstaff.com/book-a-demo
https://www.virtualmedstaff.com/

