Home care agencies are key partners in aging America

' he aging of the baby boom segment of
I the U.S. population is bringing with it
a significant shift in the demographic
makeup of our country — a shift that creates
myriad issues and is causing a strain on
our health care delivery system. Cost, avail-
ability and access to appropriate care will
be increasingly critical, particularly as the
health care needs of large portions of the
population change.

According to the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, more than 117 mil-
lion adults suffer from one or more chronic
conditions. As might be expected, the elderly
are disproportionately affected: The major-
ity of the elderly live with a chronic illness.
Complex chronic diseases have become the
leading cause of death in this country, and 75
percent of health expenditures are related to
the treatment of chronic disease. New York
state ranks third in the nation in the number
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of older adults and by 2020, almost one quar-
ter of the state’s population will be 60-plus.
Whilelivinglongerisa positive trend, living
healthy must remain the goal. Understanding
one’s chronic disease and improving the abil-
ity to selfmanage it is key. The traditional
model of managing the medical aspects of
a chronic condition is being replaced with
new strategies focused on interactive learning,
health improvement, coping strategies, prob-
lem solving and self-guided decision-making.
These strategies often short circuit the need
for medical intervention during a crisis.
Health care coaching, now employed by
many hospitals to avoid costly readmissions, has
a positive impact for patients, for hospitals and
for the health care system as a whole. For the
patient, coaching results in an improved ability
to conduct daily activities and brings about an
enhanced quality of life. For a hospital, coaching
reduces the financial burdens that come with
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hospital readmissions. For Medicare, Medicaid
and other payers, the cost of covering expensive
hospital stays can be greatly reduced or even
eliminated as coaches work to prevent hospital-
ization or readmission.

By building partnerships with other care
providers and leveraging innovative technolo-
gies, home health care agencies are able to

" address the need for chronic disease selfman-

agement where it matters most — in the home.

The Visiting Nurse Association of Hudson
Valley has created partnerships with two
community hospitals, Northern Westchester
Hospital and St. John's Riverside Hospital, to
provide a Care Transitions Coach Program that
works as an extension of the hospital services.
This program is initiated while the patient is
in the hospital and the coach remains con-
nected to patients for 30 days after discharge.
During this period, patients are taught to rec-
ognize “red flags” or warning signs for man-
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aging their disease or
condition so they can
employ the necessary
interventions to pre-
vent a disease crisis.
The use of a personal
health record, follow-
up appointments with
physicians and medi-
cation management
are all emphasized in the program.

Advances in technology also continue to
provide additional tools to. manage chronic
disease. Telehealth, an electronic method of
delivering health-related services and infor-
mation, is beginning to change the way health
care is delivered and enables efficiency gains
and cost containment. Telehealth can be as
simple as using a smartphone to track and
monitor a variety of health care metrics, to
a face-to-face virtual home health care visit
by a nurse, to remote robotic surgeries per-
formed by a physician in underserved areas.
The Visiting Nurse Association of Hudson
Valley has launched a new wireless video-
based tablet telehealth system that provides
regular monitoring of patients with chronic
conditions and those who have a need for
additional assistance.

Health care reform is moving rapid-
ly, and one of its key characteristics is the
decreased use of hospitals for care delivery.
Clearly, acute care needs will continue to
be provided in those institutions. However,
care will increasingly be provided in the least
restrictive environment — the home. The role
of home health care, previously seen as the
setting of last resort, is moving into a more
prominent position as new models of care are
being created. Not only is home health care
less costly, but the home is also often the set-
ting in which patients would prefer to receive
care. As reform of our health care system
continues, home care will become the safety
net for preventing hospital readmissions and
managing chronic disease.

Partnerships among local health care pro-
viders, including hospitals, nursing homes,
rehabilitation centers and home care agencies
in our area will become increasingly impor-
tant as new models of care emerge. The suc-
cessful management of chronic disease and
other issues that affect an aging population
require a coordinated effort on the part of all
care providers, and keeping the patient at the
center of care is the only way to ensure qual-
ity, to reduce hospitalizations and readmis-
sions, and to address the complex issues that
will increasingly cause a strain on the health
care system in our country. '

Michele Quirolo since 1994 has been presi-
dent and CEO of VNA of Hudson Valley, a non-
profit home health care agency founded in 1898.
She can be reached at mquirolo@vnahv.org.
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