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Introduction

Healthcare organizations today face a paradox. On one hand, digital transformation is rapidly
reshaping the industry. Electronic health records (EHRs), patient portals, and telehealth
platforms have revolutionized the way care is delivered and documented. On the other hand,
one of the oldest workflows in the system, mail handling, remains stuck in the past.

While much of the patient experience has moved online, physical mail continues to flow through
healthcare organizations in staggering volumes. Lab results, insurance explanations of benefits,
referrals, patient intake forms, and billing statements all continue to arrive as paper. Unlike
electronic records, physical documents introduce vulnerabilities that most healthcare
organizations are poorly equipped to manage.

Paper-based processes are still among the top sources of HIPAA violations and compliance
failures. In fact, the healthcare industry has the highest average data breach cost of any sector:
$10.93 million per incident, according to the 2023 IBM Cost of a Data Breach Report (IBM,
2023). Many of these breaches stem not from sophisticated hackers, but from mishandled or
misplaced physical records.

This white paper explores how outdated mail processes create compliance gaps in healthcare,
why the problem has grown worse with remote and multi-site operations, and how VPM’s secure
digital mailroom provides a smarter, safer alternative.

Why Physical Mail Still Poses a Major Security Risk


https://www.ibm.com/think/insights/cost-of-a-data-breach-healthcare-industry

Despite widespread digital transformation in healthcare, paper-based PHI continues to pose a
significant risk, particularly when it comes to mail handling. While paper breaches account for a
small fraction of overall incidents, their nature makes them uniquely vulnerable. For instance,
paper-related breaches often involve theft, improper disposal, unauthorized access, or simply
being misdelivered. Any incident involving PHI necessitates public notification and full
compliance measures

The risks of mail-based PHI handling include:

e Lost or delayed mail that never reaches its intended destination.

e Misrouted documents that end up in the wrong office or on the wrong desk.

e Improper storage, with sensitive materials left in unlocked cabinets or unattended piles.
e Unauthorized access, whether due to intentional snooping or accidental viewing.

Though these may seem like minor lapses, the consequences can be severe. Civil penalties
under HIPAA can reach $50,000 per violation, with an annual maximum of $1.5 million,
depending on the nature of the offense (AMA, 2025). Beyond fines, healthcare organizations
often face class-action lawsuits, devastating damage to their reputations, and loss of patient
trust.

For multi-site organizations, the problem only compounds. Mail often funnels into a central office
before being manually distributed, scanned, or forwarded. Each step introduces opportunities
for delay, error, or unauthorized access. In distributed and remote-first environments, this lack of
visibility and control creates a serious compliance blind spot.

Understanding the Compliance Landscape

When people think of HIPAA compliance, they often imagine electronic safeguards: passwords,
encryption, firewalls, and secure logins. But HIPAA applies just as strongly to paper-based PHI,
and physical mail is no exception. Both the Privacy Rule and the Security Rule require
healthcare organizations to maintain the confidentiality, integrity, and availability of PHI,
regardless of whether it is stored digitally or in hard copy. This means that every piece of mail
containing patient information must be received, stored, accessed, and ultimately disposed of
under strict conditions.

For paper PHI, the expectation is clear: organizations must secure the environments where mail
is received and stored, restrict access to authorized personnel only, and maintain verifiable
processes for destruction or shredding. In other words, a letter containing lab results is subject
to the same regulatory scrutiny as a patient’s electronic health record.

Unfortunately, traditional mailrooms often fall short of these requirements. Mail is frequently left
in open bins or stacked on desks, where it can be viewed by unauthorized employees or
visitors. Misrouted envelopes may circulate between departments without proper tracking, and
there is rarely a formal audit trail showing who accessed or handled the information. Even
well-meaning staff may unintentionally violate HIPAA by leaving mail unattended, failing to lock
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cabinets, or disposing of sensitive documents improperly. These risks compound in large
organizations with high volumes of incoming mail and multiple distribution points.

OCR enforcement actions over the past several years highlight the consequences of such
lapses. In one case, a health system was fined $800,000 after boxes of paper medical records
were discovered unattended in the driveway of the physician’s home, within 20 feet of a public
road and a short distance from a heavily trafficked public shopping area (HHS, 2009). In
another, a defunct business was fined $100.000 for failing to properly dispose of medical
records (HIPAA Journal, 2025). These examples demonstrate that HIPAA violations are not
limited to sophisticated cyberattacks. They often result from preventable, everyday failures in
physical mail handling.

The Rise of Remote and Multi-Site Operations

The healthcare delivery model has shifted dramatically in the past five years. Since the initial
surge in April 2020, telehealth usage has accounted for up to 17 percent of all outpatient and
office visit claims involving evaluation and management services (McKinsey, 2023). Additionally,
administrative teams are going fully remote in higher numbers, and many organizations now
operate across multiple offices, clinics, and even states.

This decentralization has created new challenges for mail handling:

e Mail congestion at headquarters. PHI continues to be routed through office addresses,
even as operations spread across regions.

e Delays in forwarding and scanning. Manual processes make it harder to access
critical information quickly. While physical mailrooms often take several days to sort and
process documents, many digital mailrooms offer same-day access to your mail.

e Greater risk exposure. Each additional step in the mail distribution chain increases the
chance of loss, theft, or unauthorized access, ultimately resulting in a HIPAA violation,
regardless of who is at fault.

From an operational standpoint, the costs are high. Manual mail handling requires significant
staff time and introduces errors that can delay care or billing. At the same time, regulatory
expectations are tightening. Updates to the HITECH Act and renewed OCR enforcement activity
emphasize that organizations must demonstrate control over PHI, regardless of whether it is
electronic or paper-based. Patients, too, expect faster, more secure communication.

The traditional “mailroom model” is no longer sustainable in today’s distributed healthcare
environment. The question now is how healthcare organizations can keep mail, records, and
data secure while adapting to modern demands. The answer lies in the digital mailroom.

A Smarter, Safer Alternative: VPM’s Secure Digital Mailroom

Healthcare organizations can no longer afford the risks that come with outdated, paper-based
mail handling. Every misplaced envelope or delayed delivery isn’t just an inconvenience; it's a
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potential compliance failure. VPM’s digital mailroom was built with this reality in mind. Designed
specifically for healthcare environments, it replaces manual processes with a streamlined,
compliance-focused system that brings security and efficiency to the forefront.

What It Is

At its core, the VPM'’s digital mailroom is a compliance-ready solution for managing physical
mail in a distributed healthcare world. Instead of passing through vulnerable third-parties, mail is
sent directly to VPM’s secure facilities. There, it is digitized under strict, standardized protocols
and delivered through an encrypted online portal that only authorized staff can access. This
means critical information moves faster, safer, and with far more visibility than any traditional
mailroom could provide.

How It Works

From the moment mail arrives at a VPM facility, it is handled with the same rigor and oversight
you would expect for sensitive electronic data. All facilities are VPM-owned and operated,
equipped with 24/7 surveillance, strict access controls, and continuous monitoring. Trained
personnel then open, scan, and digitize incoming documents under carefully defined security
procedures.

Once digitized, documents are encrypted both in transit and at rest, ensuring that PHI remains
protected at every step. Healthcare organizations can then access their mail through a secure
online portal, where role-based access controls guarantee that only the right people see the
right information. This reduces the risk of unauthorized access and supports HIPAA's principle of
least-privilege.

However, security isn’t the only advantage. VPM'’s system also automates much of the workflow:
mail can be routed to the appropriate department or individual instantly, with notifications that
eliminate lag time. Every action is logged with a timestamp and user ID, creating a complete
audit trail that makes compliance reviews straightforward rather than stressful.

Unlike many digital mailroom providers, VPM goes a step further by signing a Business
Associate Agreement (BAA), formally committing to HIPAA compliance and sharing
accountability with its clients. On top of that, VPM maintains SOC 2 Type Il certification, verifying
through independent audit that its security and availability controls meet the industry’s highest
standards.

Why It Matters

For healthcare organizations, the secure digital mailroom is more than just a tool—it’s a
safeguard. It reduces the operational headaches of paper mail, closes compliance gaps that
manual processes leave wide open, and ensures that PHI is always protected, no matter where
staff are located. With centralized digitization, encrypted access, and full auditability, VPM



transforms mail handling from a risky liability into a streamlined, controlled, and fully defensible
workflow.

In short, it doesn’t just manage your mail; it helps protect your patients, your reputation, and
your compliance posture in an increasingly complex healthcare landscape.

Conclusion

Physical mail handling may seem like a back-office function, but for healthcare organizations, it
represents one of the most overlooked compliance risks. Outdated processes expose PHI to
loss, delay, and unauthorized access, all of which can result in devastating financial and
reputational consequences.

With the rise of distributed operations and tightening regulatory oversight, the case for digitizing
mail has never been stronger. VPM’s secure digital mailroom gives healthcare organizations the
control, visibility, and compliance safeguards needed to close the gap once and for all.

If you're ready to strengthen PHI security, reduce breach risk, and modernize your mail
operations, contact VPM today to explore a custom digital mailroom solution.
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