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According to Think Tennessee’s State 
of Our State dashboard, the state ranks 
near the bottom in the number of adults 
with heart disease, obesity, and diabetes. 
It also ranks near the bottom of all states 
for the health of senior citizens, infant 
mortality, number of adults who smoke, 
and at the absolute bottom in childhood 
obesity. Tennesseans are, on the whole, 
not healthy. What can and should our 
next political leaders do about it?

Each of the major candidates for gover-
nor and U.S. Senate were asked to tell 
our readers about their views on infra-
structure investment.

Gubernatorial
candidates

diane black
As a career nurse, health care has 

been a passion of mine for my 
entire life. Our current system is 
broken. I have the right experience 
to fix it. 

The next Governor must have a 
plan for rural healthcare.  I propose 
making our 
county health 
departments the 
hub of care for 
rural Tennessee 
and the access 
point to tele-
health. Our 
county health 
d e p a r t m e n t s 
should function 
as a primary 
care provider 
with a system that provides health 
care based on ability to pay. 

In addition, rural counties need 
more doctors. I propose Fast-Track 
MD programs with reduced tuition 
in exchange for a commitment of 
becoming a doctor in a rural coun-
ty.

In the recent past, Tennessee had 
a much better healthcare system.  
But we were the first state in the 
nation to have Obamacare — it was 
an older version of TennCare, 
which was designed by Hillary 
Clinton and it destroyed our sys-
tem. Before TennCare, we had a 
system that was much more effi-
cient at meeting the needs of our 
communities.  We can bring it back 
and improve upon it.

randy boyd

There are several key opportuni-
ties we have to improve the health 
of our citizens.  First, on day one I 
will begin negotiations with the 
federal government for a block 
grant to our 
Medicaid pro-
gram. We need a 
program for 
T e n n e s s e a n s 
designed by 
Te n n e s s e a n s , 
and we can do 
better than a one 
size fits all man-
date  from 
Washington. 

I also believe 
there is too 
much discussion about what to do 
when we are sick, and not enough 
focus on getting healthier.  With 
Tennessee ranking in the bottom of 
nearly every health metric -- while 
remaining low in income levels -- 
we simply cannot afford the health 
we have. 

However, we can fix this.  
At my company, after 8 years of 

comprehensive health programs, 
health insurance claims were 
reduced by 19% last year - it can be 
done. In our schools, we can 
increase exercise opportunities for 
students and provide education 
opportunities about good health.

There is also a need for more pri-
mary care doctors in our rural com-
munities. We can solve this is by 
partnering with medical schools to 
offer greater residency programs in 
rural, underserved areas. 

Additionally, we must also be 
better consumers of healthcare. 
Imagine a marketplace where no 
consumer ever asks the price, and 
no provider knows the price they 
are charging. By bringing more 
accountability, transparency and 
consumerism into the market, we 
can maintain quality and reduce 
costs.  

Finally, we must bring a height-
ened focus on mental health and 
addiction. These are often the roots 
of many problems. We must make 
smart investments in treatment 
and recovery centers, appropriate 
mental health centers, and in-school 
counselors. 

If we do these things, we can see 
a transformation in the health of 
Tennesseans.

beth Harwell
I think the two biggest keys to 

improving our population’s health 
from the government's standpoint 
are education and personal respon-
sibility. It is not the role of the gov-
ernment to police things that peo-
ple are eating or drinking on a 
daily basis, but what we can do is 
make sure that we are giving peo-
ple the information they need to 
make healthy choices.

 We must make sure we are start-
ing young, and are working to 
increase awareness about these 
issues among 
our students. 
There are ample 
opportunities in 
our schools to 
educate our kids 
about nutrition, 
healthy habits, 
regular activity 
and exercise. 
Often, what is 
taught to our 
children in 
school comes home to the parents 
as well.  

 We need to also raise awareness 
about preventative care. Chronic 
conditions like heart disease and 
diabetes are much more treatable 
when caught early.  It is extremely 
important that our population 
understands the importance of reg-
ular check-ups and preventative 
care. We need to embrace new 
innovative technologies like tele-
medicine to ensure that more peo-
ple have access to healthcare before 
these problems arise.

 Finally, we can look to other 
states, as well as the private mar-
ket, to see what types of programs 
are working to improve these out-
comes. Many health insurance 
companies have been exploring 
incentives for their customers to 
make sure they are taking advan-
tage of preventative care options. 
Our own state employee insurance 
program has long offered lower 
premiums for making healthy 
choices, and hopefully the Trump 
administration will give us more 
flexibility with our TennCare pro-
gram to explore these options as 
well.

bill lee
There’s no doubt that we face a 

tsunami of lifestyle diseases in 
Tennessee. This includes issues such 
as heart disease, obesity and side 
effects related to smoking. It is a 
growing epidemic in Tennessee, and 
across the country as well. Thirty 
years ago, no state had more than 
20% of its population that was over-
weight or obese. Today, no state is 
below 20%, and some are over 30% 
and inching up to 40%.

We are seeing this growth in part 
because our entire health care system 
is broken. We see skyrocketing costs 
every year for patients, providers and 
payers because there are no financial 
incentives to control them. The sys-
tem does not provide options for 
patients to take 
stock of their 
healthcare and 
know how much 
it costs, and pro-
viders are not 
rewarded for 
addressing pre-
vention and well-
ness. We have to 
fundamental ly 
break through 
that mindset to 
focus less on just 
delivering healthcare and more on 
our overall health.

We’re doing this in my company. 
Health care premiums have gone up 
19% and 29% in the last two years, 
and we decided we would institute 
some incentives for wellness, and 
costs are going down for those who 
participate because health care is not 
just for when we are sick. Health care 
includes daily choices in prevention 
as well.

As governor, I will lead an effort to 
promote smarter engagement in the 
health system that doesn’t focus on a 
top-down, government-first 
approach. Throughout this cam-
paign, I have talked about the need to 
engage more in public-private part-
nerships with faith-based and 
non-profit communities. These orga-
nizations have their finger firmly on 
the pulse of what’s going on locally, 
and they often provide better solu-
tions than creating another govern-
ment program. 

 I chaired the YMCA of Middle 
Tennessee, and they have been 
aggressively trailblazing wellness 
innovations, providing opportunities 
for smoking cessation, obesity and 
diet management, and they have 
developed a major program in diabe-
tes prevention. In Tennessee, we have 
an amazing natural resource in the 
form of our non-profit and faith com-
munity partners. Working with them 
more effectively is a great place to 
start in improving health in our state.

Karl dean
I firmly believe that our overall 

quality of life is directly linked to 
health. It plays a role in our state’s 
economic viability, productivity and 
educational outcomes for students. 

We simply cannot afford the health 
we have. 

As Mayor of Nashville, we made 
the goal of improved health a focus of 
my administration. We championed 
healthy living by expanding access to 
parks, greenways and community 
centers.  We also built a state-of-the-
art public health facility.

We created the “Walk 100 Mile” 
challenge, the Mayor’s 5k, the 

Mayor’s Field Day, invested side-
walks, bike paths, established a new 
bicycle program, and added more 
parks, greenways, and community 
centers.

As an adult we 
know the results 
of unhealthy 
behaviors, but 
children do not. 
We need to equip 
our schools and 
teachers with the 
resource they 
need to teach our 
kids how to live 
healthy lifestyles.

Encouraging 
preventative care is one of the smart-
est, most cost-effective things we can 
as a government to improve the 
health of our community.

Additionally, one of my top priori-
ties as governor will be to make sure 
every Tennessean has access to 
affordable healthcare. Those who do 
not have insurance generally will not 
get check-ups, so it is that much hard-
er for physicians to advise on healthy 
choices and catch illnesses early. 

craig Fitzhugh
As the numbers show, Tennessee 

has a long way to go to improve our 
individual and collective health.  
This has not been a sudden occur-
rence, and while personal responsi-
bility plays a large role in health, 
political leaders and policymakers 
have a part to play.  The first thing—
as I have stated constantly in my 
legislative career and in my cam-
paign for governor—is that we need 
to expand Medicaid.  It is a must. By 
expanding Medicaid we could keep 
our hospitals open, allowing people 
to see a doctor on a consistent basis, 
instead of health issues becoming 
an emergency.  

Screenings for 
blood pressure, 
cancer and dia-
betes would go a 
long way 
towards curbing 
our mortality 
n u m b e r s .  
Testing for and 
educating peo-
ple on their 
health (and 
teaching them 
how to prevent, control and treat 
chronic ailments) leads to longer 
lives and a better quality of life, and 
is also cost effective for the individ-
ual Tennesseans and our communi-
ties. 

We have to educate our citizens 
on good food choices, curbing/
eliminating tobacco use and making 
time for exercise. A great number of 
low-income areas are food deserts, 
where nutritious meal choices are 
very difficult or impossible to 
access, and in rural/suburban areas 
that are spread out and there are 
few public transportation options, 
they may not be able to get to gro-
cery stores and doctors appoint-
ments.  Multiple studies have 
shown that food and medicine are 
areas that families and individuals 
cut back on when money is tight.  
They may turn to lower cost fast 
food and cut medication in half or 
not fill prescriptions, thus making 
health issues worse.  We as policy-
makers must make sure we make 
healthy infrastructure choices—
such as sidewalks, playgrounds and 
ball fields—available to our citi-
zens.  By investing in our health, we 
are investing in Tennessee’s future.
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