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Thunder Bay Regional Health Sciences Centre is a leader in Patient and Family Centred Care and a research and 
teaching hospital proudly affiliated with Lakehead University, the Northern Ontario School of Medicine and 
Confederation College. 

Le Centre régional des sciences de la santé de Thunder Bay, un hôpital d’enseignement et de recherche, est reconnu 
comme un leader dans la prestation de soins et de services aux patients et aux familles et est fier de son affiliation à 
l’université Lakehead, à l’École de médecine du Nord de l’Ontario et au collège Confédération. 

Guidelines for Providing Virtual Care 
 
The Hospital’s philosophy of Patient and Family Centred Care is a guiding principle 
regardless of whether a patient visit is conducted in-person, or via virtual care. Similarly, 
the standard of clinical care provided in virtual care appointments should be no different 
to the standard of care provided in an in-person visit. 
 
Guideline 1: Clinical programs should identify inclusion and exclusion criteria for 
perspective virtual care patients.  
 
The following list includes some factors that can influence suitability:  

• Level of physical assessment required;  

• Availability of support at the client site; 

• Ability of the client to participate such as physical, mental, and cognitive barriers;  

• Distance between provider and client locations;  

• Dependency on local availability of associated imaging and lab tests;  

• Client desire to participate in a telehealth consultation;  

• Ability to schedule telehealth session within the timeframes for a service or 
program’s standard of practice guidelines.  
 

Guideline 2: Patients should be offered virtual care appointments where feasible 
and appropriate.  
 

• This should be considered on a case-by-case basis as not all patients are 
appropriate for a transition to virtual care. Virtual care does not replace the need 
for an in-person consultation, urgent physical exam or the need to attend urgent 
medical care. Factors to consider in deciding if a virtual care appointment is 
appropriate include:  

o The ability to perform an effective assessment without a hands-on 
physical exam or in-person consultation;  

o There is a risk to the patient of being exposed to COVID-19 as part of 
travel to and attending a clinic visit ; 

o Inability to provide an in-person consultation;  
o There is availability of interprofessional supports (e.g. nursing, social 

work, pharmacist, etc.) in a virtual care setting;  
o There is availability of other ancillary services in the virtual care setting 

(e.g. interpreter services if a language barrier has been identified);  
o Patient consents and agrees to a virtual visit; 
o Privacy concerns are met.  

 
The overall standard of care should never be compromised. Additional imaging or 
laboratory tests (that would not otherwise be part of a patient’s standard of care) should 
not be used to substitute for clinical examination that would be performed as part of an 
in-person visit. It is recommended that in-person visits should take place in cases where 
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a physical exam may lead to a change in disease management or prognosis. 
  
Guideline 3: Ensure that patients have the tools and resources required for 
participation in virtual care.  
 
While some patients may be able to transition to virtual care easily, other patients may 
find it challenging for a variety of reasons. One common issue can be a lack of comfort 
using virtual care technology. If a patient is uncomfortable using the virtual care 
technology, it can hinder their ability to participate fully in the conversation with their care 
team. Educational material should be developed/provided to patients to help increase 
their comfort with the technology and improve their virtual care experience. These 
materials should adhere to best practice standards for plain language and health literacy 
and be available to patients in a fully accessible online format as well as printed upon 
request.  
 
Barriers to patient participation in virtual care should be identified and addressed prior to 
initiating virtual care visits. Barriers may include not having access to the necessary 
technology, lack of comfort in using technology or potential language barriers where 
medical interpretation would be required. It is important to assess these needs prior to 
virtual care appointment and to have a plan (e.g., translation services) to address this 
during the patient meeting. The duty to accommodate under the Accessibility for 
Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) applies to all appointments, including virtual care 
appointments.  
 
Guideline 4: Obtain informed consent prior to the initiation of virtual care and at 
the beginning of each virtual care appointment. 
  
Virtual care has privacy and security risks that could allow patient information to be 
intercepted or unintentionally disclosed. It is important that informed consent is obtained 
prior to a virtual care appointment. The informed consent process should include an 
explanation of any privacy and security risks that are associated with virtual care 
platform(s) used by the Hospital. It is recommended that the consent process be 
followed and that consent is confirmed at the start of each virtual care appointment. It is 
important to declare whether the appointment is being recorded by the care provider or 
the patient. If a patient does not consent to a virtual care appointment, then they should 
be seen in-person.  
 
Guideline 5: Confirm the patient’s identity at the beginning of each virtual care 
appointment. 
  
In order to maintain patient safety, it is important to positively identify the patient when 
initiating a virtual care appointment. Providers should ask who is attending the virtual 
appointment with the patient (family, caregiver, etc.) and be attentive to who is attending 
the virtual appointment even if not in direct sight.  
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Guideline 6: Maintain interprofessional team-based models of care where possible 
for virtual care.  
 
For clinical scenarios in which an interprofessional team approach is best practice, it is 
recommended that this approach should continue in a virtual care capacity when 
feasible and required. Clear communication with patients on what interprofessional 
virtual care looks like is important. Patients should understand what to expect, how the 
visit will flow, and with which members of their care team they will be interacting. 
Continuity of care should remain a guiding principle in virtual care. 
  
Guideline 7: Maintain documentation standards during a virtual care appointment. 
  
It is important to maintain documentation standards during a virtual care appointment 
with a patient. In addition to the usual in-person documentation, it is recommended that 
providers also document technology-related specifics, such as if it was a video-enabled 
visit or a phone visit. If the visit involved multiple care providers, it is important to 
document who was present and who is the most responsible clinician.  
 
Guideline 8: Invite the participation of caregivers or support persons in virtual 
care as appropriate. 
   
It is important that caregivers continue to be recognized as members of a patients’ care 
team. There is an opportunity through the use of technology to engage caregivers who 
are in a different physical location to the patient and have them be part of the visit, with 
the patient’s consent. This may require pre-planning to ensure all parties are available 
during the designated appointment time. 
  
Guideline 9: Follow virtual care best practices to ensure positive patient-provider 
interactions.  
 
It can be difficult to replicate the experience of a face-to-face visit between a patient and 
a provider. However, there are steps that can be taken to improve the virtual care 
experience for both patients and providers. Below are tips for virtual care etiquette 
  
Before a virtual care appointment:  

• As many appointments have transitioned to virtual care, patients can be advised 
to complete any necessary self assessment tools ahead of time, or patients and 
clinicians can discuss these during the visit itself;  

• Clinician(s) should find a quiet location with a neutral background and ensure 
privacy;  

• Always dress appropriately, and wear plain clothes (patterns can create 
nausea/discomfort);  

• Be mindful of the background - make sure to keep it as neutral as possible, and 
make sure to have good lighting.  
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At the beginning of a virtual care appointment:  

• Start the visit by confirming that the camera is set up correctly and the 
patient/family can see and hear you. After obtaining consent and ensuring the 
intact logistics of the visit - make a clear transition to signal the start of the clinical 
visit - "How are you doing?"; 

• Voices can sound different over the phone so be sure to introduce yourself and 
any other team members on the call and ask the patient and any of their 
caregivers present to introduce themselves. If the appointment is video enabled 
be sure to confirm if anyone else is in the space and that all participants can hear 
the conversation;  

• Let patient/family participants know that it is OK to interrupt if they need to pause 
or adjust during the visit;  

• Confirm that you will call them in the event that sound or video is lost during the 
visit;  

• If the patient has completed a self assessment prior to the virtual care 
appointment, take the opportunity to review and discuss their status with them. 
 

During a virtual care appointment:  

• Speak slowly and clearly, and check every so often to ensure that you are being 
heard;  

• Remember to look at the camera on your own device (not at the screen that has 
the patient's video). Match your 'head size' to theirs by positioning your distance 
to the camera;  

• Call wrap-up: Let patient/family participants know when there are 5-10 minutes 
left and ask if there is anything they want to make sure to cover;  

• End the visit by summarizing what you heard, what the plan is, reviewing 
prescription refill and other needs and how they will be addressed;  

• A plan should be created with the patient to ensure a method of follow-up 
regarding:  

o Next steps in care;  
o Care coordination;  
o Remote lab or imaging tests (if applicable); 
o Co-ordination of any medications and prescriptions;  
o Who to contact in case of any prescription-related issues.  

 
 


