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“Medicine will be better for patients having the choice of coming in or not

coming in. For centuries, we have honored the provider’s time, and we have not

honored the patient’s time,” Dr. Deborah Oyer told Ms. (Screenshot)

As we await the fate of Roe v. Wade, Ms.’s “Online Abortion
Provider” series will spotlight the wide range of new telemedicine
abortion providers springing up across the country in response to
the recent removal of longstanding FDA restrictions on the
abortion pill mifepristone.

Dr. Deborah Oyer is the medical director of Cedar River Clinics
in the greater Seattle area in Washington state. She o�ers
telemedicine medication abortion as part of her reproductive
health practice.

Ms. spoke to Dr. Oyer about how and why she began o�ering
telemedicine abortion services.

Carrie Baker: Can you tell me about your medical
background and your practice?

Dr. Deborah Oyer: I’m a family medicine doc by training.
Since my residency, I’ve just done reproductive health care.
I worked for Planned Parenthood, then I had my own
practice for a while, and am now the medical director for
Cedar River Clinics, which is a full reproductive health
clinic. We do well-person gynecology, trans care and
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Dr. Oyer. (Courtesy of Cedar River Clinics)

abortions up to 26 weeks.

Baker: When did you start providing telemedicine abortion
care?

Oyer: In April of
2020. It felt like it
took forever but
apparently,
compared to
much of the
world, we got up
and running
quite quickly.
Cedar River
Clinics had been
planning on
starting a telemedicine program but expedited the launch
due to COVID.

We continued to o�er in-clinic appointments for
medication abortion but quickly saw that telemedicine was
a popular choice. We plan to continue o�ering it as a
permanent service option.  

Baker: How do you provide telemedicine abortion care?

Oyer: Early on during the pandemic, you could do things by
telephone and get reimbursed for them, but now we do it
by videoconference. Patients need a video connection, but
virtually any computer or phone can give you that. We can
mail pills or they can be picked up at one of our clinic
locations.
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We recognize that folks who live in a rural part of the state
do not have the same access to abortion as those who live
in or near the cities. Many patients travel to our clinics
from around the state. We also realized that not everyone
has stable internet, access to appropriate technology, or a
private place in which to hold a telemedicine meeting. As a
result, this summer, we opened a telemedicine satellite site
in Yakima where people, who live in the more rural Eastern
part of the state, can come in to use our technology to talk
with our providers who are in Western Washington. The
sta� in our Yakima site can also help people with the
technology use if they are in need of assistance and provide
abortion pills during the appointment.

Baker: Did you work with any organizations to develop the
service or did you do it on your own?     

Oyer: I developed things mostly on my own. Everything
about it was new except the actual service. At that point, we
didn’t have a telemedicine platform, so we had to �gure
that out. I had to change our consent form because how
you handle it is di�erent on video than it is in person.

Then I had to �gure out telemedicine. We had many
practice sessions before we started. In addition, we worked

This summer, we opened a telemedicine satellite
site in Yakima where people, who live in the
more rural Eastern part of the state, can come in
to use our technology to talk with our providers
in Western Washington.

“
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with a variety of social service organizations to help spread
the word about our telemedicine services to their clients
and to other state advocacy groups around policy and
funding.

Baker: How many telemedicine abortion patients have had
so far?

Oyer: We have had 339 since April 1, 2020. Over half of our
telemedicine abortion patients come from rural parts of
the state.

Baker: Tell me more about who your telemedicine
abortion patients are.      

Oyer: I haven’t analyzed it but they seem like everybody
else. It cracks me up because often they’re like lying in bed
with their phone. Their appointment was at 9 and they set
their alarm for 8:55. Some want their pills mailed to them
and some want to pick up the pills up at a clinic, I think to
have a bit of in-person connection. We will also always
have patients that prefer an in-clinic appointment. It comes
down to personal preference and being able to o�er a
choice is important to Cedar River Clinics.
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Cedar River is run by the Feminist Women’s Health Center. (Courtesy of Cedar

River Clinics)

Baker: Do you know why your telemedicine abortion
patients prefer that option as opposed to coming to the
o�ce in person?

Oyer: Early on, it was safety because of the pandemic. But
now, some like the idea of additional privacy and to save
time so they don’t have to get time o� or get a babysitter.
They are very thankful of us doing this.

Baker: When somebody calls, how long does it take for

Often [patients are] lying in bed with their
phone. Their appointment was at 9 and they set
their alarm for 8:55. Some want their pills
mailed to them and some want to pick up the
pills up at a clinic. … It comes down to personal
preference and being able to o�er a choice.

“

Telemedicine Abortion Provider Dr. Deborah Oyer Supports Patient Aut... https://msmagazine.com/2022/01/12/telemedicine-abortion-deborah-oyer...

6 of 18 3/17/2022, 12:06 PM



them to get a telemedicine appointment?

Oyer: Usually one to three days. There’s paperwork that
needs to be �lled out. We also have to check their
insurance coverage.

Baker: And how long do the video calls normally take for
telemedicine abortion patients?

Oyer: They take up to 30 minutes, but if this is your third
medication abortion, it can be done in a few minutes. An
in-clinic appointment takes about an hour.

Baker: What percentage of your patients are treated fully
remotely, without having to get an ultrasound to
determine when their last period started?

Oyer: The vast, vast, vast majority of our telemedicine
patients, well over 95 percent. Most people know when
their last period started. They use an app. One of my
favorites was a woman who texted her husband every
month when she got her period, so she pulled up the text,
while we were talking, to con�rm her last menstrual period.

The most common reasons we have for bringing people
into the clinic or sending them for an ultrasound are
inconsistencies in the person’s medical history suggesting
that their perception of pregnancy length may be o� or
they are having some pain that makes us want to make
certain the pregnancy is in their uterus and not an ectopic.
That said, when we’re doing in-clinic medication abortions,
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an ultrasound is automatically done unless the patient opts
out.

Baker: How long does it take for the pills to reach the
patients if they’re getting them by mail?

Oyer: They usually get the pills in two days. We stock pills in
our clinics for people who come for in-clinic abortions, but
also for telemedicine patients who want to pick them up so
they have them the same day as their telemedicine
appointment.

Baker: What kind of follow up care do you provide after
patients get their pills?

Oyer: Whether you do your abortion in-clinic or over a
video, we’re there for you. We have someone on call 24/7. If
patients have questions, they can call us. We also do follow
up appointments, if they want one, by video or in-clinic.
Seven days after taking the pills, I ask patients to do a self
check-in. Did you bleed and cramp at least as much as a
normal period? Are your pregnancy symptoms gone? And if
the answer to either question is no, I need to hear from
you. If the answer is yes, but you want reassurance, we’re
here and can do an appointment by video or in person. We
also provide a pregnancy test with the pills. If you’re not
coming in for a follow up in a month, do that pregnancy
test, it should be negative. If it is not negative, I need to
hear from you.
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Baker: How have your patients responded to telemedicine
abortion? Do they like it?

Oyer: I would say for the most part, it’s no di�erent than in-
clinic. I don’t think it’s particularly di�erent populations.
Medication abortion patients are medication abortion
patients, and that’s the way it is. Cedar River Clinics has
seen 79 percent increase of medication abortion since we
added telemedicine versus in-clinic only before COVID.

Baker: How much do you charge for telemedicine
abortion?

Oyer: We charge $600 for cash pay patients for
telemedicine medication abortions. This is an all-inclusive
fee. If they come in for a follow-up, if they need a surgical
completion (at our facility), there is no extra charge.

Baker: Do you take insurance for telemedicine abortion?

Oyer: Yes. And Medicaid insurance in Washington state
covers abortion. When they call to make an appointment, if
they don’t have insurance, we can help them get on

Whether you do your abortion in-clinic or over a
video, we’re there for you. We have someone on
call 24/7.
“
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Medicaid if they are eligible. The process of getting them on
Medicaid is pretty quick and you can do it online. But there
are people always who fall through the cracks by making
$5 a month too much to get covered, for example. But once
you’re pregnant, your chances of being eligible for Medicaid
go up because you are now considered a household of two
instead of just one. We also o�er a sliding fee scale.

Baker: Do you work with an abortion fund for people
without insurance?

Oyer: We do. We work with the Northwest Abortion Access
Fund—NWAAF, often for people from Idaho and other
states. When they call to make an appointment, we provide
NWAAF’s number. The patients call them directly, then
NWAAF calls us with the amount they are giving. NWAAF
also o�ers to pay for hotel stays for patients using our
telemedicine satellite site if they are in communal or
complicated living situations, such as agricultural workers,
who may want more privacy to deal with cramps and
bleeding. We are grateful for all they do for us and our
patients.
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(Courtesy of Cedar River Clinics)

Baker: Are you glad you added telemedicine abortion
when you did?

Oyer: It was the right thing to do at the right time. And I
think medicine will be better for patients having the choice
of coming in or not coming in. For centuries, we have
honored the provider’s time, and we have not honored the
patient’s time.

Baker: Why is it important to o�er telemedicine abortion?

Oyer: Abortion is still a shameful thing in our country, so
the fewer people that have to be involved, the better. If I
have to go into the clinic, I need childcare, I need time o�
from work. It’s a whole afternoon minimum. They’re driving
there, they’re parking, they’re �lling out paperwork, they’re
waiting, they’re going to have an ultrasound. After the
ultrasound, they wait to go to consent. After that they wait
to see me. Then they have to go back to their car and drive
home.

Particularly with the stigma of abortion, telemedicine is
even more important with abortion than with other care.
We have talked for many years, even probably a decade or
two about patient-centered care. And that’s what this is.

Baker: Do you have protesters outside your clinic?
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Oyer: Yes, we do. The numbers vary at our di�erent
location. We have one elderly woman with ugly signs that
has been picketing us for almost 30 years. At our main
clinic, we have a private driveway, so it’s a little better but
still hard for some people to drive pass those signs.
Telemedicine abortion does allow patients to avoid that.

Baker: Why do you o�er telemedicine abortion?

Oyer: Telemedicine abortion allows patients to be more in
control in every way—they’re in control of their time.
They’re in control how they get their medications.

My goal always has been to have more patient-centered
care, even before that was a thing. Telemedicine abortion
allows patient autonomy, it allows patient control. For
years now, we’ve talked about being partners with our
patients in their health care. A lot of people just give lip
service to that. But it’s hard to be an abortion provider and
not really honor that. In doing telemedicine medication
abortions, it’s really clear that the person on the other side
is in control. Telemedicine provides a choice.  In abortion
care, we have been �ghting defense for so long.  Choice of
options within abortion care is something we need to �ght
for as well, especially now.

Baker: How does it feel to be able to help people this way?

Oyer: I would have to say really no di�erent than when
they’re in clinic. I cannot begin to put into words the honor
and privilege of being an abortion provider. People let me
into their lives in the most intimate way. In some ways,
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there is a little more intimacy doing a telemedicine
abortion right now versus an in-person one, because I
actually get to see their unmasked faces.

Baker: Any �nal thoughts?

Oyer: I think what everyone needs to know is how common
abortion is and how safe it is.

People don’t know how dangerous pregnancy and giving
birth is. While we go into this vast amount of information
on informed consent for abortion, no one gets informed
consent for having a baby! Ever! When you come in for your
�rst obstetrical appointment at eight weeks, your doctor
does not sit you down and say, you might die and here are
your choices.

You should be getting an actual informed consent at a time
when you can still end the pregnancy safely. Informed
consent includes telling patients about the risks, bene�ts
and alternatives. The risk of having a baby, even with no
medical issues, even being young and healthy, is so much
greater than the risk of having an abortion. And no one
understands that because what they believe is people die
from abortion from back in the day when the mob was
doing abortions and people without training were doing
abortions. The lack of understanding of how common and
how safe abortion is just shocking to me.

Explore the full collection of online abortion providers
pro�les:

• Online Abortion Provider Razel Remen: ‘Telemedicine
Abortion Is Safe and Reliable’ Ms., Mar. 2, 2022
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• Telemedicine Abortion Provider Rebecca Gomperts Gets
Abortion Pills Into the Hands of Those Who Need Them:
‘It’s a Privilege’ Ms., Feb. 23, 2022

• Telemedicine Abortion Provider Alison Case: “Helping
People in Texas Access Abortion Care” Ms., Feb. 15, 2022

• Telemedicine Abortion Provider Melissa Grant:
“Abortion? Yeah, We Do That.” Ms., Feb. 2, 2022.

• Online Abortion Provider Christie Pitney of Forward
Midwifery: “Fast, Convenient Care,” Ms., Jan. 28, 2022.

• Online Abortion Provider Julie Amaon of Just the Pill Is
“Making Abortion as Easy as Possible for People,” Ms., Jan
26, 2022.

• Online Abortion Provider and “Activist Physician” Michele
Gomez Is Expanding Early Abortion Options Into Primary
Care, Ms., Jan. 19, 2022.

• Online Abortion Providers Cindy Adam and Lauren
Dubey of Choix: “We’re Really Excited About the Future of
Abortion Care,” Ms., Jan. 14, 2022.

• Telemedicine Abortion Provider Dr. Deborah Oyer
Supports Patient Autonomy and Control: “No Di�erent
Than When They’re in Clinic,” Ms., Jan 12, 2022.

• Online Abortion Provider Robin Tucker: “I’m Trying To
Remove Barriers. … It Feels Great To Be Able To Help
People This Way,” Ms., Jan. 4, 2022.

• Abortion on Demand O�ers Telemedicine Abortion in
20+ States and Counting: “I Didn’t Know I Could Do
This!” Ms., June 7, 2021.

If you found this article helpful, please consider supporting
our independent reporting and truth-telling for as little as $5
per month.
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Is It Legal to Order Abortion Pills Online?
As abortion restrictions increase, clinics close, and the cost of
abortion goes up, more and more women are ordering abortion
pills online and taking them safely at home, with and without
telehealth support. Traffic has spiked on the website of the
abortion pill advocacy group Plan C, which shares information
about how to buy abortion pills online and get them by mail in all
50 states. Over the last several months, Plan C’s website has had
over 200,000 visitors with 88 percent new visitors. A quarter of
them have come from Texas.
But is it legal to purchase abortion pills online?

Ms. Magazine
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FDA Lifts Some Abortion Pill Restrictions,
Leaves Others in Place: “Ignores the
Science and Smacks of Political
Interference”
On Thursday, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) lifted a
long-standing requirement that physicians must distribute the
abortion pill mifepristone to patients in person, but left in place
several burdensome restrictions that continue to unnecessarily
restrict and stigmatize this safe medication, say advocates. The
decision came in response to a case filed by the ACLU on behalf of
abortion providers and medical groups.
“It’s purely political. These pills should not only be in pharmacies,
they should be available over-the-counter. But instead, years later,
we’re still in a place where people think of this as a drug that is so
dangerous it has to be in a black box.”

Ms. Magazine
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Abortion Pills in Your Medicine Cabinet?
Advance Provision Medication to End
Early Pregnancies
Advance provision of abortion pills is a growing trend among
clinicians. This model could significantly shorten the time between
the decision to end a pregnancy and having an abortion, and short
circuit the medically-unnecessary obstacle course that currently
exists in many states for people trying to access medication
abortion.

Ms. Magazine
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