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TENNESSEE'S SMALL AND RURAL HOSPITALS:
THE CORNERSTONES OF THEIR COMMUNITIES

Tennessee’s rural hospitals are the cornerstones of their communities. 

They provide access to healthcare to residents and visitors, jobs for 
individuals who live nearby and serve as major economic engines in their 
communities. 

Rural hospitals are an integral part of our state’s healthcare system. They 
comprise nearly 50 percent of Tennessee’s total number of acute care 
hospitals, with an annual impact of more than $994 million on the state’s 
economy. 

More often than not, these hospitals are the largest employer in their 
counties. In 2015, Tennessee’s rural hospitals provided a total of 15,654 jobs 
and a payroll of more than $791 million. These employee salaries often are 
spent within their local communities, which supports other businesses and 
services in their hometowns. Healthcare in rural areas can represent up to 
20 percent of the community’s employment and income. 

Rural hospitals also face challenges, such as the recruitment of physicians 
and other healthcare professionals, limited financial resources and capital, 
and finite opportunities to see an increase in the number of paying patients. 

Tennessee’s 61 rural hospitals provided more than $292 million in 
uncompensated care in 2015. This includes approximately $124 million in 
unreimbursed TennCare costs for care delivered to TennCare patients that 
same year. 

SMALL AND RURAL HOSPITALS 
BY THE NUMBERS

PATIENT SAFETY AND QUALITY CARE

To provide the highest quality of care to patients, 57 (93 percent) of 
Tennessee’s rural hospitals participate in the Tennessee Hospital 
Association’s Tennessee Center for Patient Safety. 

These hospitals are involved in various patient safety programs, including the 
Hospital Improvement Innovation Network; obstetric programs, such as early 
elective delivery prevention, breastfeeding and safe sleep, culture of 
safety, surgical quality, flu immunization, and Tennessee's Patient Safety 
Organization (PSO).   
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CRITICAL ACCESS HOSPITALS

Tennessee’s critical access hospitals (CAHs) also serve as key players in the 
healthcare system. By federal regulation, a CAH must have fewer than 25 
acute care beds and an annual average length of stay of no more than 96 
hours. Hospitals must receive approval from the Tennessee Department of 
Health and Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) to be designated 
as a CAH. 

In Tennessee, 15 hospitals are designated as CAHs.   

The average annual impact of a CAH in Tennessee includes 90 jobs and $4.9 
million in salaries. Nationally, CAHs represent nearly 30 percent of acute care 
hospitals but receive less than 5 percent of total Medicare payments, 
according to the National Rural Health Association.  

CAHs are lifelines for their communities, serving a critical role in the delivery of 
healthcare to rural areas. 

RURAL HOSPITAL CLOSURES INCREASE 
ACROSS TENNESSEE

Since 2014, six rural hospitals have closed in Tennessee, which led to layoffs, 
reduced wages, economic loss and reduced healthcare services. Three 
communities in Tennessee have lost their only local hospital, leaving these 
communities without access to a local source for care, especially in an 
emergency. 

Reductions in hospital payments also have had a significant impact, forcing 
closures and leaving many rural communities without timely access to care. 
Since 2010, 80 rural hospitals have closed across the U.S. according to the 
University of North Carolina's Cecil G. Sheps Center for Health Services 
Research. 

If a hospital closes in a rural community, health providers, including 
physicians, also may decide to relocate. This presents an even greater loss for 
communities and jeopardizes access to care. 

Currently, 53 rural counties in Tennessee have a local hospital to provide 
health care to its residents. 

To address these issues, THA has formed the Future of Rural Health Taskforce 
to develop recommendations and strategies to assist Tennessee’s rural 
hospitals in strategically and operationally addressing and meeting the 
changing environment. This work includes the development of 
recommendations to assist rural hospitals in addressing these challenges.  

PATIENTS LOSE DIRECT ACCESS TO CARE WHILE 
THE LOCAL ECONOMY SUFFERS.

WHEN A SMALL OR RURAL FACILITY CLOSES,

Data in this report is from the 2015 Joint Annual Report of Hospitals. 

This definition of rural area in this report was based on the Office of Management and Budget (OMB)’s designation of 
counties as metropolitan, micropolitan or neither. All counties that are not part of a Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) are 
considered rural. One additional hospital was included due to a recent change in the definition of rural hospital by the 
Tennessee Department of Health.   
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COUNTY EMERGENCY 
ROOM VISITS

BIRTHS COST OF BAD DEBT 
AND CHARITY CARE

EMPLOYEES SALARIES TOTAL ECONOMIC IMPACT

STATEWIDE 980,808 12,224 $94,628,754  15,654 $791,518,116 $994,787,250


