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Post COVID-19  
Patient Access Management

Executive Summary: In response to the COVID-19 Public Health Emergency (PHE), healthcare 
organizations quickly integrated telemedicine into their models of care in order to provide 
services in an accessible and safe manner. Telemedicine offerings range from urgent to routine 
care and are available to both established and new patients. However, even with telehealth 
options available, access to care has been significantly limited. It is expected there will be large 
backlogs of patient visits, lab work, procedures, and surgeries. Therefore, it is important for 
organizations to develop a post-COVID-19 strategy to address patient access management in 
order to ensure that patients can receive the care they need in an efficient and timely manner.

Background

The landscape of care delivery in the United States has 
drastically shifted as a result of COVID-19, with many 
outpatient practices restricting in-office visits due to 
exposure concerns and resource redeployment. In turn, 
patients are cancelling appointments out of similar 
concerns. As we turn our attention to recovery, it will be 
critical for organizations to implement strategies to address 
the new realities in providing timely and efficient care while 
ensuring patient safety. To meet anticipated demand and 
provide optimal care, organizations should begin to focus 
on prioritization of patient care based on urgency, visit type 
and appointment availability while balancing new safety 
concerns and social distancing requirements. Additionally, 
many organizations will experience delays in volume 

returning to pre-pandemic levels, which will impede a swift 
financial recovery and will drive the need for efficient, agile 
operations more than ever. 

Optimized patient access post COVID-19 is critical to 
addressing delayed community health needs and improving 
the financial health of provider systems. By preparing now, 
organizations will not only retain their current patient 
populations but potentially attract additional patients 
whose providers are not prepared to provide expanded 
modes of access that align patients’ concerns and 
expectations in the new normal.
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When developing strategies, organizations should focus on 
the following areas: 

 — Communication

 — Managing Demand

 — Aligned Staffing

 — Scheduling Management

 — Visit Protocols 

By considering these areas in advance, healthcare 
organizations will be well prepared to successfully manage 
and maximize patient access. 

Communication

A communication strategy that is both well-thought-out 
and well-executed is a powerful tool for engaging patients 
and providers. Organizations should consider the following 
communication strategies: 

 — Active outreach to patients regarding care availability 
and safety protocols: Communications through 
patient portals are ideal, as more and more patients 
are utilizing portals for routine requests, scheduling 
and seeking information, but e-mail, social media, 
and phone calls can also be used. An organized 
approach is critical to reaching out to patients whose 
appointments were cancelled, as well as to those with 
upcoming appointments. 

 — Transparent and regular communication to staff: Staff 
should receive information regarding operational 
plans, including reopening dates, safety procedures 
and organizational concerns, through email, daily 
huddles and team meetings. Especially important will 
be to relay new safety measures and social distancing 
protocols. Additional communications to staff 
regarding organization-wide initiatives and plans will 
help allay concerns during these stressful times. 

Managing Demand 

As patients seek care forgone during the Public Health 
Emergency, demand may stress provider supply and 
capacity. In order to best address this demand, provider 
organizations should:  

 — Track and project scheduling needs: In order to rapidly 
open access, utilize ongoing tracking of postponed 
surgeries, procedures and cancelled visits during the 
PHE to develop post-COVID-19 schedules that align 
with anticipated needs.

 — Differentiate the impacts on demand based on 
specialties: All specialties have some conditions that 
are of an urgent nature or chronic conditions that 
must be managed daily. Triage and prioritization 
of resource deployment to meet the critical health 
needs may be necessary if provider resources are not 
sufficient to meet all demand.  

 — Optimize service site: In anticipation of demand, 
especially in the procedural areas, organizations 
should take the opportunity to rethink how and 
where procedures are scheduled. For example, 
shifting ambulatory cases out of ORs that typically 
service inpatient cases can increase overall utilization 
and decrease cost. 

 — Evaluate personal protective equipment (PPE) 
needs: Given the current scarcity of PPE, increased 
outpatient patient volume will require additional PPE 
planning and acquisition in order to protect providers 
and patients and address fear of exposure.

Aligned Staffing 

Aligning staff to visit volumes, whether fluctuating up 
or down, is integral to an optimized practice. While 
organizations are eager to undertake initiatives related 
to access and process improvement, staffing initiatives 
may fall further down the list due to their sensitive nature. 
Agile and adaptable staffing policies and procedures will 
be critical tools in meeting demand cost-effectively and 
efficiently. Organizations should consider: 

 — Implementing a non-clinical float pool: Nursing float 
pools are standard in the inpatient setting but are 
often not deployed as extensively in the outpatient 
setting. It is recommended that organizations expand 
ambulatory float pools to adjust staffing as volumes 
ramp up. Development and utilization of non-clinical 
(administrative) float pools will be important for 
staffing practices that expect volume to fluctuate, 
and the float pool will also work as a transition for the 
furloughed worker to enter back into the  
permanent workforce.    

 — Accelerate staff cross-training initiatives: As patients 
return, visit volume will be variable and dependent 
on specialty, urgency of health needs and patient 
comfort. In order to align staffing costs with revenue 
recovery, workers may need to take on varied roles 
in a practice, such as working front desk one day 
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and answering phones and scheduling the next. 
Such flexibility will align critical needs and volume in 
order to provide needed coverage and minimize both 
underutilization of staff and overtime.

 — Optimize both clinical and administrative staff: Enable 
staff to function at top of license and job descriptions 
to expand access and appointment availability. This 
includes leveraging care models by Advanced Practice 
Practitioners (APPs) to function as independently as 
licenses allow.

Scheduling Management

Closely related to managing demand is schedule 
management in the post COVID-19 environment. There 
may be a volume surge due to care that has been 
delayed, or volumes may increase gradually as patients 
become comfortable seeking care. Either way, health care 
organizations need to be ready to:   

 — Triage and prioritize scheduling based on complaint, 
urgency and need: Scheduling guidelines infused with 
clinical protocols should be in place when access is 
limited, and visits, surgeries and procedures need to 
be prioritized.

 — Provide coordinated outreach: Focus on vulnerable 
patients (chronic conditions, at-risk population, etc.) 
to ensure they can make necessary appointments. 

 — Extend hours and days of operations: The expansion 
of hours may be necessary not only to “catch up” on 
postponed surgeries, procedures and visits, but also 
to accommodate the expected need to adequately 
space appointments to ensure appropriate physical 
distancing and sufficiently sanitize rooms in  
between patients. 

 — Integration of telehealth into schedules: The rapid 
acceptance of telehealth by both providers and 
patients ensures continued adoption post COVID-19. 
A balanced complement of telehealth visits and 
in-office visits will expand access overall. The 
combination of the two would balance decreased 
in-office visit options with telehealth visits, which 
require no social distancing or safety considerations. 
Practices should continue to identify which types of 
primary care and specialty visits are appropriate for 
telehealth and monitor payor coverage  
post COVID-19. 

 — Transition additional pre-visit activities: Expand 
activities such as scheduling of testing and 
ancillaries, financial clearance and patient 
registration to take place remotely and prior to visit 
in order to lessen non-clinical in-office time and 
increase efficiencies. Special attention should be paid 
to pre-registration and financial clearance activities 
due to an anticipated payor mix shift resulting from 
widespread unemployment. In addition, to assist self-
pay patients, self-pay policies and procedures need to 
be more visible and understood. 

Visit Protocols

Healthcare organizations will need to emulate protocols 
already being implemented by other business sectors to 
adhere to social distancing and anticipated regulatory 
requirements. Crowded waiting rooms will no longer be 
considered simply an inconvenience to the patient but 
instead will be an unsafe situation to avoid. To ensure safe 
and efficient visits, practices should review check-in/check-
out logistics in response to social distancing guidelines. 
Consider establishing non-COVID Care (NCC) processes/
zones to screen all patients for potential symptoms of 
COVID-19. Implement technology-based solutions such 
as paging systems and tracking boards to allow for social 
distancing until patients are ready to be seen. 
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Conclusion

It is clear that COVID-19 will be a part of life for the foreseeable future and will permeate all aspects of society. Healthcare 
organizations have been at the forefront of the Public Health Emergency, meeting unprecedented critical care needs. As the 
crisis winds down in varying degrees across differing geographies, health care organizations are slowly pivoting back to the 
provision of in-office visits and elective procedures. 

Healthcare organizations should prepare to meet expected patient demand post COVID-19, whether it manifests as a gradual 
increase or a surge due to delayed care, by adjusting and modifying operations now. By planning and focusing on how best to 
communicate, manage demand, flex staff and develop schedules through the lens of a new normal in which social distancing 
is not only preferred but will be required, organizations will be able to re-engage patients while facilitating their own financial 
recovery. Although organizations may not immediately return to “business as usual,” those that develop and implement 
strategies now to address patient access management will best position themselves for eventual operational and  
financial recovery. 

To get in touch with FTI Consulting’s Physician Enterprise team, please contact:
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