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Rural Healthcare Needs Tailored Solutions

My company serves a lot of rural areas, many of which have been devastated by hospital 
closures in their nearby towns. Five rural hospitals closed in 2018, bringing the total since 2010 
to 87. The nearly 20 percent of the rural US population that lives in 97 percent of the country’s 
geographic area need tailored solutions to deal with this rapidly changing environment.  
As Darrold Bertsch, CEO of a rural North Dakota hospital, said in an Advisory Board report,  
“If communities had a little bit more �exibility, then they could adopt a health care delivery 
system in their area that is more relevant to the needs that they have, rather than trying to 
make a hospital �t in a community where it might not be able to be supported anymore.”  
New models of care that emphasize outpatient clinics and better coordination of care between 
the hospital and other nearby healthcare facilities deserve consideration. 

Points of Healthcare Light

Transparency

Two bills recently signed into law—Know the 
Lowest Price Act and Patients’ Right to Know 
Drug Prices Act—provide greater transparency 
in drug pricing to consumers. The legislation lifts 
the sti�ing restrictions placed on pharmacists by 
pharmacy/pharmacy bene�t manager agreements 
that kept them from disclosing cheaper drug 
options to consumers. While it doesn’t address 
the issue of lowering actual drug prices, this 
level of greater clarity is just the motivation the 
marketplace needs to bring prices down. 

Insurance Companies Need to Stay in Their Lane 

Beginning in roughly 2011, insurers began buying physician practices to give them the 
upper hand in the �ght with hospitals over who gets control of primary care. Then they 
began turning their attention to hospital acquisitions. The latest wave in this trend is the 
mergers of pharmacy giants CVS with Aetna, and the pending merger of insurer Cigna with 
pharmacy bene�ts manager Express Scripts. 

Insurance companies are in the business of taking on and managing risk, and leveraging 
the capital that their policyholders provide them to accept that risk. That’s tricky enough.  
The mergers envisioned promise to limit competition and set up signi�cant con�icts  
of interest. 
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Disruption & Innovation

Amazon’s purchase of adherence packaging company Pillpack might sound 
threatening to some pharmacists, and most pharmacy stocks declined sharply 
on the day of Amazon’s announcement. It’s a smart business decision for 
Amazon to enter the pharmacy business, but it’s not as simple or as lightly 
regulated as selling books or groceries. As someone who spent many years 
wearing a pharmacist’s coat, there’s always a place for independent pharmacies, 
especially for managing chronic disease. They’ve been providing adherence 
packaging for a long time, and most o�er same-day, in-home delivery. 

For real innovation in healthcare, it’s always a good idea to check out Cleveland Clinic’s annual top 10 Medical Innovations. 
Pharmacogenomics to provide a better alternative to handling chronic pain, the advent of arti�cial intelligence in 
healthcare, and advances in immunotherapy for cancer treatment are some of the areas the nearly 100 year-old academic 
medical center predicts will have positive impacts for 2019.

Telehealth

Much like the early days of implementing EHRs, telehealth is in what 
some call “hockey stick” growth mode. According to HIMSS Analytics, 
telehealth use has jumped to 71 percent in 2017 from 54 percent in 
2014. “ After consistently growing 3.5 percent annually, based on 
study results, adoption has increased roughly 9 percent since 2016.” 
And estimates show that 80% of health systems are set to invest in 
virtual care in 2019.

Washington is crippled by divisiveness. 

We can’t expect much healthcare innovation or 
transparency from federal-level leadership. What 
Tennessee—and I would imagine, most of the country—
needs is a healthcare system that’s �exible, e�cient, 
safe and patient-centered. While there’s still much work 
to be done, I’m encouraged by the progress made and 
look forward to working with our new governor and the 
members of the general assembly to move the state of 
healthcare in Tennessee forward in 2019, making it more 
a�ordable, accessible, transparent, and laser-focused on 
positive patient outcomes.
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