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Background: The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has presented an 
enormous challenge to healthcare systems around the world. Hospitals, clinics, and 
emergency departments (ED) worldwide face rising numbers of COVID-19 positive 
patients while simultaneously handling a shortage of medical equipment and personnel. 
Optimizing access to healthcare while minimizing face-to-face patient encounters is 
critical to limiting exposures and conserving resources. Forward triage, the process of 
sorting patients prior to ED presentation, is a critical component of preventing 
unnecessary encounters and preserving medical resources. 
 
Objective: The COVID-19 pandemic has created a strong push for the expansion and 
development of telemedicine, but evidence supporting the use of virtual visits for 
forward triage of COVID-19 complaints remains limited. We aimed to evaluate the 
effectiveness of telemedicine as a method of forward triage during the COVID-19 
pandemic and to assess patient satisfaction with COVID-19 virtual encounters. 
 
Method: We performed a retrospective study of all patients with COVID-related virtual 
visits at our center between March and May 2020. Demographic, satisfaction, and 
clinical information were gathered using a modified, validated telehealth satisfaction 
questionnaire disseminated via email or telephone using a standardized script. The 
outcomes of interest were the number of in-person clinical encounters avoided and 
patient satisfaction with the virtual system. 
 
Results: Of 580 eligible patients, 179 (31%) responded to the survey. Of the 
respondents, 65% were female, and the mean age was 34.6 ± 22.3 years old. 
Symptoms (73%) and possible exposure (22%) were the main reasons cited for 
pursuing a virtual visit. Cough (44%) and fever (36%) were the most common 
presenting symptoms. 99 (54%) patients were tested for COVID-19, and 15 (15%) 
tested positive. For each patient satisfaction question on the survey, a majority of 
patients rated the experience as “very good” or “excellent” (Figure), and patients were 
most satisfied with how well their privacy was respected. Of the respondents, 93% said 
they were likely to use telemedicine again in the future, and 94% would encourage 
others to use telemedicine. Over 81% of patients indicated that, if telehealth was not an 
option, they would have sought an in-person encounter. Ultimately, only 27% of patients 
pursued a face-to-face encounter after participating in the virtual visit, representing a 
67% reduction in the number of in-person visits for our cohort. 
 
Conclusion: These results suggest that telemedicine is an effective method for forward 
triage during the COVID-19 pandemic. Patients were less likely to pursue an in-patient 
visit after a virtual encounter, and they expressed high satisfaction with the telemedicine 
process. Although limited to a single center, these findings have the potential to reduce 
exposures and conserve critical resources. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  




