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Ensuring Affordable and Quality Healthcare: A Collaborative 
Approach to Sustain Health Services in Rock County, WI  

Executive Summary 
Access to affordable and quality healthcare is integral to the well-being of Rock County residents. Lack of insurance 
can lead to poor health outcomes, including increased risk of both acute and chronic diseases. In Rock County, 
healthcare access is shaped by factors like historic events, public policy, household income, provider availability, 
transportation, and health literacy. At the local level, HealthNet and Community Health Systems of Beloit (CHS) are 
affordable clinics that exist to ensure all Rock County residents have access to quality healthcare. However, a lack 
of funding threatens to impact the services provided by these clinics, which, if unaddressed, could negatively 
impact the broader Rock County community. In partnership with Rock County Public Health (RCPH) and Rock 
County Human Services (HSD), HealthNet and CHS aim to ensure sustainable care for all Rock County residents 
through the following strategies:  
 

Leverage local expertise and health outcome data to define the current landscape of providing 
care to people who are uninsured or underinsured.  

 
Convene local leaders, decision makers, and elected officials to discuss how to improve 
affordable and quality healthcare in Rock County. 

 
Develop cross-sector strategies and policy recommendations that support access to care 
opportunities throughout Rock County. 

 
Definitions 
Underinsured: covered by Medicaid or high-deductible plans 
Healthcare: a general term that includes medical, behavioral, dental, and vaccinations 
Medicaid Unwinding: the return to regular Medicaid eligibility, enrollment, and benefits management processes after 
the end of continuous enrollment during the COVID-19 pandemic 
 
Issue 
Access to affordable and quality healthcare has a significant impact on 
Rock County residents. Individuals are affected by the complex social, 
political, and economic factors that shape who has access to medical, 
behavioral, vision, and dental health care. Individually, being uninsured or 
underinsured can lead to poor health outcomes like increased risk of acute 
and chronic disease.5 Further, significant racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic 
disparities impact access to care. Due to longstanding systemic and 
structural inequities, people of color and other marginalized and 
underserved groups, like immigrants and low-income families, are more 
likely to be uninsured.6 On a larger scale, healthcare access issues can 
increase healthcare costs for everyone, create financial strain on health 
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systems that provide affordable care, and harm the local workforce through additional time away from work and 
losses in productivity. Increasing access to healthcare for those who are uninsured or underinsured contributes to 
more stable and effective health systems, improving quality of care for entire communities.7 

Background 
History and Context  

Present-day opportunities to access healthcare are shaped by historical events and policies. In more recent 
history, the 2008 economic downturn caused mass layoffs which resulted in many individuals losing their 
employment-based health insurance.8 In 2014, the Affordable Care Act enabled Medicaid expansion, which 
broadened eligibility to those under 65 with incomes up to 138% of the Federal Poverty Level and significantly 
improved healthcare access, outcomes, and economic security in adopting states.9 In 2020, the COVID-19 
pandemic prompted the federal government to enact temporary policies that enabled continuous enrollment in 
Medicaid.10 Now, in 2024, pandemic-era federal policies have ended, and individuals may find themselves under- or 
uninsured.  These examples illustrate the numerous ways that access to care can be impacted by changes to federal 
and state policy. 

Access to Care in Wisconsin  

As of June 2024, Wisconsin is one of ten states that have yet to expand Medicaid (also known as BadgerCare).11 
Medicaid expansion remains relevant to Wisconsin’s policy agenda and is widely supported by most Wisconsin 
voters.12,13 If enacted, Medicaid expansion would extend insurance coverage to  an estimated 90,000 Wisconsinites 
and would generate $1.6 billion in savings due to enhanced federal Medicaid funding.14 While these savings would 
benefit patients, Medicaid expansion may exacerbate existing reimbursement challenges for hospitals that have 
long been underpaid for the cost of delivering healthcare services.15 However, strategically reinvesting state savings 
generated through Medicaid expansion could be used to strengthen the healthcare workforce and support hospitals. 
While Medicaid expansion is essential for extending healthcare accessibility to low-income individuals, 
expansion will not automatically address all access to care issues. Additional strategies are needed to address 
low reimbursement rates, shortages in healthcare providers, transportation challenges, and lack of cultural 
competency among healthcare systems. 

Access to Care in Rock County  

As outlined in Figure 1, accessing insurance and/or healthcare can be challenging due to several barriers, such 
as income eligibility, transportation, health literacy, and complexities in healthcare enrollment processes. 
Many Rock County individuals and families face one or more of these barriers. In response to these challenges, in 
May 2024, several Rock County organizations with an interest in access to healthcare began meeting. These leading 
organizations include HealthNet of Rock County, Community Health Systems of Beloit (CHS), and Rock County, all 
of whom are committed to providing and championing quality and accessible healthcare. Each of these 
organizations play a distinct role within the Rock County community and provide integral support as individuals 
navigate healthcare processes. 
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Rock County Public Health (RCPH) and the 
Human Services Department (HSD) work to 
improve population health and address 
access to care challenges through a 
multifaceted approach. RCPH focuses on 
prevention measures, disease surveillance, 
policy development, and removing barriers 
to health in coordination with community 
partnerships.  HSD provides services for 
nutrition, aging, economic support, 
behavioral health, and children’s long-term 
care. Together, RCPH and HSD serve Rock 
County’s 165,000 residents by supporting 
health services, building social support 
systems, addressing disparities, and 
advocating for supportive policies to ensure 
equitable access to care. Diversifying the 
healthcare workforce, increasing 
competency trainings, expanding 
telehealth services, and incorporating 
community health workers are examples of 
how Rock County is working to improve 
access to care. 
 
HealthNet, the county’s only free and 
charitable clinic, and CHS, a Community 
Health Center (CHC), have served the Rock 
County community for a combined total of 
55 years. Free and charitable clinics and 
CHCs exist to provide affordable and 
quality care. Both HealthNet and CHS 
save Rock County health systems money 
by providing free or low-cost care—
including medical, dental, and behavioral 
health services—which helps reduce the 
need for costly emergency room visits, 
medical interventions, and hospitalizations. 
While each clinic primarily serves those who are uninsured/underinsured, Rock County residents with insurance 
also benefit from these services through cost-savings and reduced strain on health systems. Both HealthNet 
and CHS utilize an integrated care model to connect patients to additional health providers, which avoids 
fragmented or duplicated services. The clinics operate through a variety of funding streams and need increased 
contributions to sustain their service options and grow capacity as need continues to rise.  

 Figure 1. Barriers to receiving healthcare within the Rock County community 
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Both HealthNet and CHS rely on patient-generated revenue to remain sustainable (Figure 2). Due to the unwinding 
of Medicaid, both clinics have experienced significantly reduced revenue to support operations, negatively 
impacting their ability to provide services to the Rock 
County community. Without sufficient long-term 
funding, services provided by CHS and HealthNet 
could decrease, adding additional barriers to 
healthcare in Rock County. These barriers could 
contribute to delayed care, negatively affecting 
individual health outcomes and leading to broader 
community impacts, like missed school and work. 
Investing in affordable and equitable healthcare 
services will positively impact the Rock County 
community by reducing long-term healthcare costs, 
enhancing productivity, and promoting better overall 
health outcomes.  

Recommendation  

The Rock County community has an opportunity to outline policy and system changes that increase 
affordable and quality healthcare at the local level. Rock County, HealthNet, and CHS are well-positioned to 
communicate a coordinated message to Rock County residents, providers, and local and state elected officials 
about the impacts of state and federal policies on access to care in Rock County. Further, there is a commitment 
from these leading organizations to continue meeting and to invite additional local leaders, decision makers, and 
policy makers to the conversation to develop strategies and explore policy recommendations to further reduce 
barriers to access to care.  

Finally, to fully realize a stable healthcare system, preventative public health measures that help reduce the overall 
burden of illness in Rock County must be employed.  Public health approaches can reduce the need for healthcare, 
and thus improve the overall access to and quality of treatment for people who require services. Although Rock 
County exists within a broader state and federal healthcare system, there is ample opportunity to leverage local 
expertise, perspectives, and resources to create healthier communities throughout Rock County.   
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 Figure 2. CHS revenue source by department 
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