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Abstract

Background: Seasonal influenza epidemics place a heavy burden on outpatient and

emergency care services every winter. Many adults without risk factors for severe
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influenza visit clinics or emergency departments during nights and holidays. This may
limit medical resources for patients who need urgent care. It may also increase the risk
of infection in waiting rooms and cause physical and financial burdens for patients. To
address this problem, we developed a care model that combines self-testing for influenza
with telemedicine. This study evaluated the feasibility, medical cost, safety, and patient
burden of this model in a real-world clinical setting in Japan.

Methods: We conducted an open-label, non-randomized interventional study. The
study included adults aged 18 to 64 years who had no risk factors for severe influenza.
Before the 2025/26 influenza season, eligible participants received self-testing kits. If
they developed influenza-like symptoms and tested positive, they were connected to a
telemedicine consultation. As a comparison group, we used historical controls. These
were influenza-positive patients without risk factors for severe disease who visited the
after-hours outpatient department of Hamamatsu Medical Center during the 2018/19
influenza season. The primary outcome was the total medical cost per consultation.
Secondary outcomes were travel and waiting burden, safety based on repeat consultation,
patient satisfaction, and preference for future consultation methods.

Results: Of 83 applicants, 53 met the eligibility criteria and received self-testing kits.
During the study period, two participants completed telemedicine consultations. This
accounted for 3.8% of eligible participants. No patient in the telemedicine group needed
a repeat consultation. Patient satisfaction and preference for telemedicine in the future
were very high. In an exploratory comparison with the historical control group of
49 patients, the telemedicine group had much lower total medical costs. The total
medical cost was 2,305 = 1,308 JPY in the telemedicine group and 11,830 = 3570 JPY
in the historical control group. The between-group difference was — 9,525 JPY. Out-
of-pocket costs were also lower in the telemedicine group. Most of the 35 participants
who withdrew during the registration process did so because they did not complete
registration for the dedicated application. This suggests that application registration was
a major barrier to implementation.

Conclusions : A care model that connects patients with positive influenza self-test results
directly to telemedicine was safely used in a real-world clinical setting. This model may
reduce both patient burden and medical costs. This approach may also help reduce the
burden on outpatient and emergency services during influenza epidemics and support
better allocation of medical resources to patients who need urgent care. Future studies
should simplify the registration process and the care pathway at symptom onset. Larger
prospective studies are also needed to evaluate this model as a sustainable care system

for infectious diseases.
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