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ABOUT

UNC Health is a not-for-profit 

integrated healthcare system 

owned by the state of North 

Carolina and based in Chapel Hill. 

SIZE

UNC Health comprises UNC 

Hospitals and its provider network, 

the clinical programs of the UNC 

School of Medicine, and 11 affiliate 

hospitals and hospital systems 

across North Carolina.

LOCATION

North Carolina, 
United States

SOLUTION

NilRead enterprise 
diagnostic viewer

Powerful, native collaboration tool emulates in-person teaching for the UNC Health School of Medicine Radiology 
department and provides streamlined physician collaboration, second opinions and remote diagnoses

THE CHALLENGE

Like so many healthcare systems in the U.S. and across the globe, UNC Health had to 

act quickly to respond to the coronavirus pandemic. As UNC Health quickly pivoted to 

provide work-from-home capabilities to its staff and clinicians, the organization also 

wanted to ensure it didn’t lose the ability for attending physicians, fellows and residents 

of UNC Medical Center, its academic hospital, to work together and learn from one 

another. To achieve this goal, UNC Health would have to implement a collaboration 

solution that would mimic the in-person experience as much as possible. 

The healthcare system also wanted to ensure UNC Health physicians could work closely 

with referring physicians while both maintaining social distancing and, in many cases, 

working at a rapid pace.

THE SOLUTION

Fortuitously, UNC Health was an advanced user of Hyland Healthcare’s NilRead enterprise 

viewer, a zero-footprint solution that provides anytime, anywhere image access and 

viewing. The viewer also includes a robust collaboration tool UNC Health was eager 

to implement. “NilRead was deeply embedded into our workflows prior to COVID-19,” 

says Jeff Agricola, UNC Health’s enterprise clinical imaging IT manager. While many 

radiologists work in PACS, many cardiologists use NilRead and all of UNC Health’s other 

clinicians rely on the viewer. “It’s the universal viewer that all of our clinicians use.” 

To enable the collaboration tool and allow staff and clinicians to benefit from it,  

the tool would have to adhere to UNC Health’s best practices. 

“We needed to overcome challenges that were a concern with our previous collaboration 

tool, specifically around its ability to track who was accessing images and information — 

who the collaborators were,” says Agricola. 



Those challenges included the ability for participants to input whatever name they 

wanted when they launched the tool, whether that was a nickname, simple initials or 

anything else. Agricola compared it to online webinar tools that only track participant 

emails. “Emails don’t tell you much,” he says.

Agricola and his team put in place a more stringent tracking policy that would allow the 

hospital to see who was collaborating with whom, and when. Now collaborators launch 

each session through Epic, which in and of itself logs users and provides ancillary 

tracking. Instead of inputting their name, collaborators must use their network ID,  

which lets the hospital know exactly who is working with whom, Agricola’s team  

moved forward, introducing NilRead’s collaboration tool to UNC Health.

Education through collaboration continues with help of NilRead

Once UNC Health had established work-from-home protocols for its staff and 

clinicians and successfully set up its imaging professionals to do reads remotely,  

the health system focused its attention on the academic medical center.

COVID-19 and stay-at-home orders struck the academic medical center more than  

any other department,” says Agricola. 

“Teachers and students were used to learning and taking care of patients with 

everyone in the same room. When COVID hit, new protocols, like social distancing, 

required a new paradigm.” 

UNC Health was determined to give attending physicians, fellows and residents the 

ability to continue that educational collaboration virtually. It wanted to provide its 

academicians with an easy mechanism that mirrored the teaching, communication  

and collaboration experience, even though participants might be miles apart.  

The NilRead collaboration tool fit the bill.

“It allows our teaching staff and students to look at the same image, pass controls back 

and forth, highlight anatomy and more, all from a safe distance, whether that’s in the 

same building or working remote,” says Dr. Benjamin Mervak an assistant professor and 

Chief Medical Informatics Officer for the UNC School of Medicine Radiology Department. 

“The tool delivers a lot of the in-person learning experience back to our healthcare 

community,” Dr. Mervak noticed.

Providing collaboration across the enterprise — and beyond

UNC Health’s non-teaching hospitals are also actively using the collaboration tool, 

especially when working with a referring physician or hospitalist. UNC Health’s clinicians 

can easily share images and work together on each patient case. “There was, of course, 

always collaboration in the past, but the NilRead tool has enhanced their ability to have  

a meaningful interaction — more so, of course, in light of the pandemic,” says Agricola.

Radiologists, cardiologists and other imaging professionals enjoy the collaboration tool’s 

ease of use, too. A simple tip sheet seems to be the best training for new users. “Users aren’t 

asking a lot of questions, and we haven’t fielded many technology incidents,” says Agricola. 

“It’s very stable and accessible. And now that our teams have it, there’s no going back.”

THE BENEFITS

 � Powerful native collaboration and cross-enterprise image communication tools allow 

for streamlined physician collaboration, second opinions and remote diagnoses.

 � Healthcare professionals can share images, highlight anatomy and pass control back 

and forth, driving faster informed decisions and more precise treatment.

 � Emulates face-to-face participation, providing remote staff and physicians a simpler 

way to share information, provide education and bolster overall patient care.

 � Native to the NilRead enterprise viewer, a true zero-footprint solution that provides 

anytime, anywhere image access and viewing, enhancing clinical efficiency and  

quality of care.
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Learn more at HylandHealthcare.com/EnterpriseImaging

 “ Teachers and students were used to learning and taking care of patients with everyone in the 
same room. When COVID hit, new protocols, like social distancing, required a new paradigm.”
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