Genetic Counselors’ Experiences and Interest in Telegenetics and Remote Counseling
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Introduction

Telehealth may be a solution to increase access and address
the growing demand for genetic counselors. We sought to
understand genetic counselor support of this model.

* (Genetic counselors are in high demand across oncology, prenatal,
cardiovascular and emerging genetic fields as research and clinical
application of genetic testing has soared.’

* Telehealth is generally thought to be appealing to the profession of
genetic counseling.?

* However, little is known about the experience of genetic counselors
practicing telehealth in the USA.

* We sought to evaluate perceived satisfaction, advantages,
disadvantages, and barriers to the practice and implementation of
telegenetics by practicing genetic counselors.

Methods

Participants

* A recruitment email was sent via the National Society of Genetic
Counselors (NSGC) member directory in Nov 2016.
* All full members of NSGC were eligible to complete the survey.

Instrumentation

* A 21-question online survey, created using Qualtrics®, University of
Minnesota version, was distributed.

* Participants were asked to rate and indicate all of the characteristics
that they found appealing and unappealing about working in
telehealth.

* The survey algorithm triaged respondents based on the genetic
counselor’s participation in telehealth genetic counseling
consultation or no participation.

Procedures and data analysis

* Survey responses were collected from Nov 2016 to Jan 2017.

* Descriptive statistics and a thematic analysis were used to analyze
data from the 344 total completed surveys.

* Survey results were included in the analysis if greater than 80% of
guestions were completed.

Demographics

Figure 1. Survey participants
n=344
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* No significant demographic differences were noted between those
who had or had not delivered genetic counseling via telehealth.

* The average years of experience as a genetic counselor was 8.1
(SD = 8, range = < 1-38 years).

* The respondents most frequently worked in the specialty areas of

cancer (48.0%), prenatal (31.7%), genetic testing (27.8%), pediatrics

(22.9%), and general genetics (19.3%).

* Predominant work settings were university medical centers (32.3%)
private hospitals/medical facilities (16.5%), and public
hospitals/medical facilities (15.8%).

* Of genetic counselors who had provided telegenetics, most were
working in telegenetics part-time (73%, n = 145/201) compared to
only 28% (n = 56) who were full-time telegenetic providers.

Telehealth characteristics
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Results

Most appealing aspects of telehealth were those
improving patient care and providing for job flexibility

* Innovative healthcare delivery was viewed as most appealing.

* Desire for innovation, increased access and decreased patient travel

times, all ranked high.
* The potential ability to work from home appears to be a very
appealing characteristic of some telegenetic positions and is

consistent with workforce trends.

Figure 2. Telehealth characteristics most appealing
to genetic counselors
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Social aspects were of highest concern

* Inabllity to see non-verbal cues was viewed as the most unappealing

aspect of genetic counseling via telehealth.
* Limited ability to provide psychosocial counseling and limited social
interaction with colleagues also ranked high.

Figure 3. Characteristics of telehealth participants
found most unappealing

. 84.9%
Inability to see non-verbal cues 75.1%

78.3%

Limited social interaction with colleagues

51.9%

Limited ability for psychosocial counseling

38.7%
33.5%

Prefer in-person model of delivery

34.9%

'|

Weekend hours 10.4%

30.2%

Evening hours 9.5%

3.8%
Work from home 2 30,

1.9%
Other

|

13.6%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Percentage of participants
® Have NOT completed telegenetics (n=106)  ® Have completed telegenetics (n=221)

High satisfaction and interest in genetic counseling
via telehealth

* 91% of those working in telehealth were satisfied/very satisfied.
* 92 % not in telehealth showed interest in this delivery model.

Those currently delivering via telehealth rated this
method more positively than those who were not

* Overall genetic counseling providers who had delivered via
telehealth were satisfied or very satisfied with their position.

* Compared to genetic counselors who had not performed telehealth,
those who had were less likely to find telehealth characteristics
unappealing.
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Billing and reimbursement top barriers to telegenetics

* Barriers to implementation of telegenetics were noted by 53% of
respondents.

* The largest barrier for all participants was the inability to (or
limitations to) bill or gain reimbursement.

Technology and equipment challenges also highly
ranked barriers

* The second most frequent barrier included obtaining proper
equipment.
* Technology challenges were the third highest ranked barrier.

Figure 4. Participant responses to barriers to
telegenetics
n=289
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Discussion

Genetic counseling via telehealth viewed as favorable
and innovative

Overall, genetic counselors who had provided telegenetics were
satisfied or very satisfied with their position, and those not performing
telegenetics showed interest in providing telehealth services (92%).

Access and disparities can be addressed

* (Genetic counselors not only saw aspects of telehealth as appealing
to themselves but also noted advantages to their patients.

* Patient benefits included: increased access to care, better customer
experience, and decreased patient travel.

* This demonstrates that genetic counselors perceive the use of
technology as positive for patients and similar to well-documented
benefits of telehealth in general.

Suggestions for telehealth service organizations

Telehealth service organizations can use this data when developing
company culture and counseling strategies.

* Increase social interactions among remote counselors.

* Attempt to use the preferred method of care (video) to increase
ability to see non-verbal cues.

* Offer flexible work hours and technology platforms.

* Allow time to address psychosocial issues as they arise In
consultations.

As the field of telegenetics continues to expand and evolve, it will be
essential to understand the perspectives from those performing the
services, the patient perspectives and outcomes.
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