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The challenges of the addiction epidemic
The depth and breadth of the addiction epidemic is staggering, 
reaching into every community in every state, as well as every 
age, race and economic circle. Every day, more than one 
hundred people across the country die of an opioid overdose, 
according to the National Institute on Drug Abuse (N.I.D.A.).

Whether abusing drugs for recreational purposes or 
developing a dependence on prescribed medications, this 
ever-growing population is struggling to survive—and the 
epidemic hasn’t gone unnoticed. Federal officials have 
launched several programs aimed at reducing the availability 
of opioids, improving access to treatment and withdrawal 
programs, and seeking new treatments for pain management 
that do not involve drugs. And telehealth is at the forefront of 
these efforts.

Circle Park Behavioral Health Services and 
Polycom team up for telehealth
At Circle Park Behavioral Health Services, providers are 
using telehealth to improve access to residents who are 
dealing with opioid addiction in the mostly rural state of South 
Carolina. Circle Park is part of the two-year-old Behavioral 
Health Services Association of South Carolina (B.H.S.A.), a 
non-profit collection of 33 substance abuse agencies around 
the state. Using a 2016 grant from the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture’s Rural Utilities Service Distance Learning and 
Telemedicine program, the group is developing a telehealth 
network on Polycom equipment that allows clinics to connect 
with certified healthcare specialists who can treat patients via 
Medication-Assisted Treatment (M.A.T.) protocols.

Because federal law prohibits the prescribing of controlled 
substances using telehealth, M.A.T.-certified practitioners 
need waivers from the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency 
(D.E.A.) to use opioid-based medications such as Methadone, 
Naltrexone and Buprenorphine to treat patients going through 
withdrawal. The D.E.A. also limits the number of patients 
covered under a waiver: a doctor or nurse with a waiver can 
treat up to 30 patients, apply after a year to treat 100 patients, 
and then apply later to treat 275 patients.

The telehealth platform will allow Circle Park providers to 
match patients in need of M.A.T. treatment with providers who 
have the waiver space to treat them. At Florence-based Circle 
Park, for instance, there’s one nurse practitioner on staff who 
has a waiver to treat 30 patients, but the clinic, which sees 
thousands of patients each year, may soon have more than 30 
who need M.A.T. therapy.

“It’s like fitting together the pieces of a puzzle,” says Chief 
Executive Officer Randy Cole. “In some communities there may 
not be any practitioner there at all who can do this, so either 
they don’t get the treatment or we find a way to get it to them. 
Having access to care is the critical piece to our whole system.”

“That’s why you need a connected network,” adds B.H.S.A. 
Executive Director Laura Stuckey Aldinger.

Through M.A.T. therapy, providers work with patients on 
a care program that includes prescribed medications and 
regular checkups. The session not only covers medical and 
behavioral health issues, but delves into long-term treatment 
goals, such as coping with cravings, dealing with family and 
friends, and even going back to work or finding a new job.

How telehealth benefits addiction treatment
Telehealth platforms—whether virtual visits, store-and-forward 
portals or mobile health devices—offer distinct advantages 
to traditional in-person office visits, which is why mental 
health providers are among the biggest fans of connected 
care technology.

Through these services, providers can connect with patients 
at the time and place of their choosing, enabling both to fit 
treatment into their daily workloads. These services allow the 
patient to communicate from a more comfortable place than a 
doctor’s office. And through frequent “touches,” the provider 
has the opportunity to see more clearly how the patient goes 
about his or her daily routine.

“That’s especially important in treating patients with addiction 
issues,” says Cole. “People aren’t cured of an addiction as 
they would be with a cold or infection. They’re recovering 
addicts for life and need a care management plan that is both 
constant and flexible.”

“I know everybody wants an end to the process—they all ask 
when it will stop,” says Cole. “But that’s not how this works.”

“We want to see people sustained in treatment,” adds Aldinger.

Both leaders see telehealth extending far beyond M.A.T. 
therapy, offering new ways for practitioners to connect 
with patients outside the office on any number of care 
management and coordination concerns. Addicts are often 
dealing with other chronic health issues as well, including 
high blood pressure, diabetes and heart failure. A telehealth 
platform could give these patients connections to other 
specialists to help them better manage their care.
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Cole says a telehealth platform enables care providers to 
bring the whole team together—which includes family—in one 
virtual place. “We actually have a healthy plan for them,” he 
says. “It’s not always about the drugs anymore.”

Cole and Aldinger say the process to launch this telehealth 
program has been long and hard due to the many state and 
federal hoops they have had to jump through. Many telehealth 
advocates say these restrictions and regulations are hindering 
providers in embracing connected care, prompting more than 
a few to steer clear of the technology.

Progress may be slow, but there’s still progress. Federal 
agencies such as the National Institutes of Health and Food 
and Drug Administration have launched programs that target 
telehealth technology, from mobile health devices that 
replace opioids and help users manage pain to connected 
health platforms that enable people with addictions to access 
healthcare when and where it’s most needed.

Congress is looking to tackle those barriers. Several bills on 
Capitol Hill seek to loosen restrictions placed on telehealth 
by the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services and 
to improve reimbursements for providers using connected 
care platforms. The 116-page Opioid Crisis Response Act of 
2018, for instance, includes fewer restrictions among its many 
recommendations for M.A.T. programs to use telehealth to 
help the opioid abuse epidemic.

The bottom line
Critics often say that telehealth programs haven’t proven their 
value yet or haven’t given any evidence that these programs 
can improve outcomes and reduce waste. So perhaps 
the best argument for the advancement of telehealth may 
come from seeing these programs really take root and start 
helping people.

Cole and Aldinger certainly want to see telehealth advance 
further with the network fully up and running. “We have a 
broad vision for telehealth, and it’s time to put it in action,” 
says Aldinger.

Learn more
Learn more about how healthcare organizations are 
successfully deploying telemedicine solutions or 
request a consultation with a telemedicine specialist  
at www.polycom.com/simpletelemed.
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