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A survey of more than 900 Tennessee adults, conducted from March 26, 2021, to April 9, 2021, found 
that people living in rural Tennessee experience greater healthcare affordability burdens than people 
living in non-rural areas of the state. Almost 7 in 10 (67%) of rural adults experienced one or more of 
the following healthcare affordability burdens in the prior 12 months, compared to almost 6 in 10 non-
rural residents:

1) Being UninsUred dUe to HigH PremiUm Costs1

2) delaying or Forgoing HealtHCare dUe to Cost

Six in ten rural Tennessee adults (60%) encountered one or more of the following cost-related barriers 
to getting healthcare during the prior 12 months, compared to 49% of non-rural Tennessee adults.

rUral residents non-rUral residents

Skipped needed dental care 41% 29%

delayed going to the doctor or having a procedure done 34% 25%

avoided going to the doctor or having a procedure done altogether 32% 24%

Skipped a recommended medical teSt or treatment 30% 25%

did not fill a preScription 25% 21%

cut pillS in half or Skipped doSeS of medicine 25% 17%

had problemS getting mental healthcare and/or addiction treatment 21% 17%
Source: 2021 Poll of Tennessee Adults, Ages 18+, Altarum Healthcare Value Hub's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey

Table 1
Percent Delayed or Forwent Healthcare Due to Cost, by Rural/Non-Rural Group

Moreover, cost was by far the most frequently cited reason for not getting needed medical care for 
both non-rural and rural residents, exceeding a host of other barriers like transportation, difficulty 
getting an appointment and lack of childcare.

3) strUggling to Pay mediCal Bills

Other times, Tennessee adults got the care they needed but struggled to pay the resulting bill. Almost 
half (42%) of rural Tennessee adults experienced one or more of the following struggles to pay their 
medical bills in the prior 12 months, compared to 31% of non-rural Tennessee adults:
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Table 2
Percent Struggled to Pay Medical Bills, by Rural/Non-Rural Group

HigH LeveLs of Worry About Affording HeALtHcAre in tHe future

Large shares of both rural and non-rural Tennessee residents reported high levels of worry about 
affording healthcare in the future. However, rural residents experience slightly higher levels of 
worry—eight in ten rural respondents (80%) reported being “worried” or “very worried” about one of 
more of the following topics, compared to 76% of non-rural residents:

rUral residents non-rUral residents

contacted by a collection agency 18% 12%

uSed up all or moSt of their SavingS 15% 9%

borrowed money, got a loan or another mortgage on their home 12% 9%

were unable to pay for baSic neceSSitieS like food, heat or houSing 12% 11%

racked up large amountS of credit card debt 9% 6%

were placed on a long-term payment plan 9% 6%
Source: 2021 Poll of Tennessee Adults, Ages 18+, Altarum Healthcare Value Hub's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey

Table 3
Percent Worried or Very Worried, by Rural/Non-Rural Group

rUral residents non-rUral residents

affording nurSing home and home care ServiceS 66% 59%

health inSurance becoming too expenSive 65% 58%

coStS when elderly 64% 59%

coSt of a SeriouS illneSS or accident 64% 58%

preScription drug coStS 57% 49%

coSt of needed dental care 55% 50%

loSing health inSurance 43% 36%
Source: 2021 Poll of Tennessee Adults, Ages 18+, Altarum Healthcare Value Hub's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey
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rUral residents non-rUral residents

total rePUBliCan demoCrat neitHer total rePUBliCan demoCrat neitHer

the government 
Should enSure 
the coSt of widely 
needed vaccineS are 
affordable for all

90% 88% 88% 94% 89% 87% 90% 89%

the government 
Should Show what 
a fair price would 
be for Specific 
procedureS

90% 87% 91% 95% 89% 88% 90% 90%

the government 
Should make it eaSy 
to Switch inSurerS if 
a health plan dropS 
your doctor

89% 89% 90% 89% 92% 90% 92% 94%

the government 
Should require 
inSurerS to 
provide up-front 
coSt eStimateS to 
conSumerS

89% 87% 89% 91% 90% 91% 88% 89%

Source: 2021 Poll of Tennessee Adults, Ages 18+, Altarum Healthcare Value Hub's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey

Table 4
Percent Who Agreed/Strongly Agreed, by Political Affiliation

dissAtisfAction WitH tHe HeALtH system And support for cHAnge

In light of these healthcare affordability concerns, it is not surprising that both non-rural and rural 
Tennessee residents were extremely dissatisfied with the health system. More than 7 in 10 rural 
residents (71%) and 6 in 10 non-rural residents (65%) agreed or strongly agreed that “the system needs 
to change,” compared to 36% of both non-rural and rural residents who agreed or strongly agreed that 
“we have a great healthcare system in the U.S.”

Tennessee adults do see a role for themselves in addressing healthcare affordability problems. Both 
non-rural and rural residents reported actions they have already taken, like researching the cost of a 
drug beforehand (56% of non-rural residents/60% of rural residents), as well as actions they should 
be taking. Sixty-eight percent of rural adults and 69% of non-rural adults believed that taking better 
care of their personal health is one of the top things they can do personally to address affordability. 
In addition, 77% said they would switch from a brand to an equivalent generic drug if given a chance 
(75% of rural residents/79% of non-rural residents).

But, in far greater numbers, Tennessee adults see government as the key stakeholder that needs to act 
to address health system problems. Examples of strategies that received support across party lines 
included:
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The high burden of healthcare affordability, along with high levels of support for change, suggest 
that elected leaders and other stakeholders need to make addressing healthcare costs a top priority. 
Moreover, the current COVID crisis is leading state residents to take a hard look at how well health 
and public health systems are working for them, with strong support for a wide variety of actions.  
Annual surveys can help assess whether or not progress is being made.

notes

1. We received too few responses at the regional level to provide a reliable estimate for this statistic, however 
these respondents are represented in the overall “burdened” population.

For survey methodology and state-wide data, see www.healthcarevaluehub.org/tennessee-state-survey
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