
Increased Use of Medicare Telehealth
During the Pandemic
Telehealth visits for Medicare beneficiaries
have increased significantly since the
COVID-19 pandemic began, according to a
report from the US Department of Health
and Human Services (HHS).

Researchers in HHS' Office of the Assis-
tant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation re-
viewed 2019 and 2020 Medicare health care
utilization trends. The authors found that
overall Medicare Part B visits—when account-
ing for both in-person and telehealth—
decreased from 1.1 billion in 2019 to approxi-
mately 989 million in 2020. However, 2020
telehealth visits increased to 52.7 million from
approximately 840 000 in 2019. Ninety-
two percent of telehealth visits occurred in
beneficiaries’ homes, which generally wasn’t
permitted before the pandemic.

To reduce COVID-19 exposure in health
care environments, the US Centers for Medi-
care & Medicaid Services (CMS) authorized
waivers in March 2020 that expanded tele-
health services for Medicare beneficiaries.
These waivers allowed for telehealth in-
home visits, services in urban areas, and
audio-only interaction for some services.

HHS’ report noted that in 2020, a greater
proportion of beneficiaries in urban than ru-
ral areas used telehealth services. Whereas
Massachusetts, Vermont, Rhode Island,
New Hampshire, and Connecticut were
among states with the highest use of tele-
health services in 2020, those with the low-
est use included Tennessee, Nebraska,
Kansas, North Dakota, and Wyoming. White
Medicare beneficiaries were more likely to use
telehealth services than Black beneficiaries.

Among clinicians, behavioral health spe-
cialists had the highest increase in tele-
health visits. In 2019, only 1% of visits to be-
havioral health specialists were telehealth;
in 2020, the percentage jumped to 38.1%.
By the end of 2020, telehealth visits to be-
havioral specialists were as common as in-
person visits.

“This report provides valuable insights
into telehealth usage during the pandemic,”
CMS Administrator Chiquita Brooks-LaSure,
MPP, said in a statement. “CMS will use these
insights—along with input from people with

Medicare and providers across the country—
toinformfurtherMedicaretelehealthpolicies.”

Coverage of COVID-19 Vaccine
Counseling for Children and Youths
Through the US Centers for Medicare & Med-
icaid Services (CMS), the White House now
requires US states to cover counseling vis-
its for individuals younger than 21 years in
which clinicians discuss the importance of
vaccination against COVID-19. More than
40% of children in the US receive health in-
surance coverage from Medicaid.

Under the American Rescue Plan, the
cost of counseling visits provided as part of
the Medicaid Early and Periodic Screening,
Diagnostic, and Treatment benefit are con-
sidered COVID-19 vaccine administration ex-
penses for which the federal government will
fully match state expenditures.

“By supporting conversations between
familiesandhealthcareprovidersandanswer-
ing parents’ questions, we can connect more
children to effective vaccines,” CMS Adminis-
trator Chiquita Brooks-LaSure, MPP, said in a
statement. “The Biden-Harris Administration
is requiring states to cover vaccine counseling
through Medicaid to create the space for chil-
dren and parents to ask questions, get an-
swers,andreceivetheinformationtheyneed.”

Oncostatin M Cytokine Associated
With Chronic Itch
A study by researchers at the National Insti-
tute of Dental and Craniofacial Research ex-
amined how high levels of the oncostatin M
(OSM) cytokine may be linked to chronic
itching, a common condition that’s difficult
to treat. The results were recently pub-
lished in Science Translational Medicine.

The authors biopsied murine and hu-
man skin tissue with inflammatory condi-
tions, including psoriasis, dermatitis, and
cutaneous T-cell lymphoma. Compared
with healthy human tissue, human skin
with inflammatory conditions exhibited high
levels of OSM, which previously has been
associated with inflammatory diseases such
as rheumatoid arthritis and colitis. The au-
thors also found that itch-sensing neurons
expressed the OSM receptor in both hu-
man and murine tissue.

Although OSM didn’t directly activate
itch–sensing murine neurons, further test-
ing revealed that the cytokine boosted neu-
ral responses to histamine, an itch-inducing,
organic compound that the body often re-
leases during allergic reactions. Mice imme-
diately began to scratch themselves, albeit
briefly, when injected with histamine. Al-
though mice started to scratch approxi-
mately 30 to 40 minutes after an OSM injec-
tion, the animals let up when they received a
drug that inhibited the OSM receptor. This re-
ceptor-inhibiting treatment also reduced
scratching and skin inflammation in mice with
psoriasiform dermatitis.

The authors determined that OSM may
be the predominant cytokine responsible for
chronic itching in inflammatory skin condi-
tions, and that it may elicit an intense urge
to scratch by increasing the sensitivity of
itch-sensing neurons.

“Our findings suggest that prolonged el-
evation of OSM in the presence of other itch-
inducing agents can switch short-term itch re-
sponses into longer-lasting episodes,” one of
the study’s authors, Mark Hoon, PhD, said in
a statement. “Small molecule drugs that block
OSM’s activity could be promising therapies
for chronic itch.” − Melissa Suran, PhD, MSJ
Note: Source references are available through
embedded hyperlinks in the article text online.
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