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The Florida Department of Health in Highlands County is an integrated agency under the direction of 

the state Florida Department of Health located in Tallahassee. Public health departments play a crucial 

role in protecting and improving the health of people and communities in cities, towns, and states 

across the nation, and local health departments provide a range of services aimed at promoting healthy 

behaviors, preventing diseases and injuries, ensuring access to safe food, water, and life-saving 

immunizations, and preparing for and responding to public health emergencies. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Mission – Why do we exist? 

 
To protect, promote and improve the health of all people in Florida  

through integrated state, county, and community efforts. 

 
Vision – What do we want to achieve? 

 
To be the Healthiest State in the Nation. 

 
Values – What do we use to achieve our mission and vision? 

 

Innovation………… We search for creative solutions and manage resources wisely. 

Collaboration………We use teamwork to achieve common goals & solve problems. 

Accountability……. We perform with integrity & respect.  

Responsiveness…. We achieve our mission by serving our customers & engaging our partners. 

Excellence…………. We promote quality outcomes through learning & continuous performance 

improvement. 

 

 

  FDOH Mission, Vision, and Values  
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Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, work on community assessments paused for almost three years. Now 

that the pandemic has subsided, we are again able to meet with community partners to begin 

discussing the health and socioeconomic factors that impact all communities within Highlands County.  

In 2022, the Florida Department of Health in Highlands County partnered with AdventHealth to conduct 

a Community Health Assessment for Highlands County. This assessment took the form of an online 

survey disseminated through emails, press releases, and outreach events, as well as informational 

interviews with key stakeholders.  

 

For purposes of conducting this assessment, AdventHealth contracted with Conduent HCI to perform 

data gathering and initial assessment of the primary and secondary data relative to Highlands County.  

Conduent assigned a team of analysts to work with a group of community partners, including DOH-

Highlands, to develop, launch, and analyze the 2022 Highlands County Community Health 

Assessment.   

 

The Community Health Assessment consisted of demographic, socioeconomic, and health status 

information that was used to identify areas where targeted interventions and policy changes are most 

needed and may have the greatest impact. Once community needs were identified through quantitative 

data analysis and qualitative interviews, we were able to begin the strategic planning process.  

 

No institution or organization can improve community health alone; this can only be achieved through 

strong partnerships. This CHIP outlines a framework for achieving improved health in Highlands County 

over the coming three-to-five-year period.  We are profoundly grateful to the community members and 

partners who took time to participate in this assessment and look forward to continuing our work to 

improve the health of all who live, work, learn, and play in Highlands County. 

 

 

  Executive Summary  
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What is the Community Health Improvement Plan (CHIP)? 
 
In 2022, the Florida Department of Health in Highlands County and its community partners 

updated the Highlands County Community Health Improvement Plan (CHIP), using a process 

called Mobilizing for Action through Planning and Partnerships (MAPP).  The MAPP process 

was developed by the National Association of County and City Health Officials (NACCHO) and 

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). The MAPP process is a community-

driven, highly participatory process intended to bring together not only health care providers, but 

also mental health and social service agencies, public safety agencies, education and youth 

development organizations, recreation agencies, economic development agencies, 

environmental agencies, local governments, neighborhood associations, and civic groups.  

 

The CHIP is based on data from the Highlands County Community Health Assessment (CHA), 

Community Health Profile, community surveys conducted in 2022, key informant interviews, 

input from DOH-Highlands staff, and input received at community meetings and from focus 

groups of engaged community members.  

 

The assessment was offered as a survey tool people 

could fill out and submit, either online or via hard 

copy.  A total of 380 completed surveys were 

collected and analyzed, along with secondary data 

gathered from reliable public organizations and 

resources, such as FLHealthCHARTS and the U.S. 

Census Bureau, Claritas Pop-Facts® 2022, Robert 

Wood Johnson Foundation, and the American 

Community Survey one-year 2019.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

  Background and Overview 
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Assessment and Dissemination 
 

This report will only be beneficial to the residents of Highlands County if the information it 

contains is utilized by DOH-Highlands, community leaders, and other community partners to 

help inform their planning processes. This report includes demographic, socioeconomic, and 

health status information, as well as input from the community that can be used to identify 

health priorities and available resources to address those priorities.   

 

This plan and related goals will be reviewed, at a minimum, on a quarterly basis, and revised as 

objectives are met or changed.  The CHIP document will be provided to community partners for 

distribution and will be posted on the Florida Department of Health in Highlands County website 

at https://highlands.floridahealth.gov. Agendas, meeting minutes, photos, press releases, 

policies, proclamations, and objectives will be gathered to document this process and the 

ongoing review of this plan. 

 

How to use this Community Health Improvement Plan (CHIP) 
 
Everyone in Highlands County can play an important role in community health improvement, 

whether in homes, schools, workplaces, or churches. Encouraging and supporting healthy 

behaviors from the start is much easier than changing unhealthy habits later. Below are some 

simple ways to use this plan to improve the health of the community:  

 
Community Residents can:  

• Understand the priority health issues identified within the community and use this plan to 

improve the overall health of their neighborhoods. 

• Use information from this plan to start a conversation with community leaders about 

health issues important to you.  

• Get involved! Volunteer your time or expertise for an event or activity, or financially help 

support initiatives related to health topics discussed here that are meaningful to you.  

• Watch for announcements about future surveys and plan to participate. You can help 

inform the process of community health improvement by taking the surveys and 

volunteering to join a focus group. Make sure you have a voice in this process by 

sharing your unique perspective and ideas.  

 

https://highlands.floridahealth.gov/
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Educators can:  

• Understand priority health issues within the community and use this plan and 

recommended resources to integrate topics of health and health factors, such as access 

to quality health care and healthy foods, into lesson plans across all subject areas. 

• Create a healthier school environment by aligning this plan with school wellness efforts.  

• Engage the support of leadership, teachers, parents, and students.  

Employers can: 

• Understand priority health issues within the community and use this plan and 

recommend resources to help make your business a healthier place to work. 

• Educate your team about the link between employee health and productivity.  

 

Faith-based Organizations can:  

• Understand priority health issues within the community and talk with members about the 

importance of overall wellness (mind, body, and spirit) and local community health 

improvement initiatives that support wellness.  

• Identify opportunities that your organization or individual members can support and 

participate in, such as food pantry initiatives, community gardens, youth groups focused 

on health priorities, etc. 

Government Officials can: 

• Understand priority health issues within the community.  

• Identify the barriers to good health in communities and mobilize community leaders to 

action by investing in programs and policy changes that help members of the community 

lead healthier lives.  

Health Care Professionals can:   

• Understand priority health issues within the community and use this plan to remove 

barriers and create solutions for identified health priorities.  

• Share information from this plan with colleagues, staff, and patients. 

• Offer their time and expertise to local health improvement efforts (committee member, 

content resource, etc.).  
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• Offer patients relevant counseling, education, and other preventive services in alignment 

with identified health needs of the Highlands County community.  

State and Local Public Health Professionals can: 

• Understand priority health issues within the community and use this plan to improve the 

health of this community.  

• Understand how the Highlands County community and populations within the county 

compare with peer counties, Florida, and the U.S. population. Use this knowledge to 

create targeted health improvement initiatives that align with this plan.  

 

 

The MAPP process required engagement of local public health system partners and the 

community at large in various stages of the process. The revision of the Community Health 

Assessment (CHA) in 2022 resulted in updated community health statistics, both from primary 

and secondary data.  

 
Community Themes and Strengths 
 
The Highlands County Community Themes and Strengths Assessment (CTSA) was conducted 

as part of the MAPP process. This assessment provides a deeper understanding of the issues 

residents feel are important by answering the questions, “What is important to our community?”, 

“How is quality of health perceived in our community?”, and “What assets do we have that can 

be used to improve community health?”.   

 

Conduent HCI, with assistance from the committee, developed a survey questionnaire to assess 

respondents’ feelings and perceptions about quality of life and health issues in Highlands 

County.  As an additional component of the Highlands County Community Health Assessment, 

individual interviews were conducted with key informants in the county to document their 

perception of the health status of county residents. Potential interview candidates were 

identified in conjunction with Conduent HCI. Candidates represented a variety of viewpoints and 

backgrounds. These interviews were intended to ascertain opinions among key individuals likely 

  Community Health Assessment  
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to be knowledgeable about the community and who are likely to influence the opinions of others 

about health concerns in the county. 

 

Local Public Health Assessment 
 
A Local Public Health System Assessment (LPHSA), used in conjunction with the MAPP 

process, focuses on the organizations and entities that contribute to the public’s health. The 

LPHSA answers the questions, “What are the components, activities, competencies, and 

capacities of our local public health system?”.  Because our approach to this assessment had to 

be modified due to the changes brought on by the pandemic, we were unable to perform an 

official Local Public Health Assessment.  Instead, key informant interviews were conducted by 

Conduent HCI to gather thoughts from community health leaders on the status of our local 

health systems.  Those interviews were used to inform a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities, Threats) analysis to allow better visualization of the current state of public health 

systems in Highlands County.   

 

Community Health Status Assessment 
 
The Community Health Survey questionnaire was developed to assess the perceptions of 

healthcare and health issues for Highlands County residents. The survey was conducted online 

and in hard copy, in English, Spanish, and Haitian-Creole. Surveys were distributed to 

individuals who live and/or work in Highlands County. Links to the online version of the survey 

were distributed through flyers and via email. 380 surveys were received over a 7-week period 

from July to September 2022. 

 

Survey respondents were asked to answer a set of 60 questions designed to find out what they 

felt were the top health needs in the community, perception of their own overall health, thoughts 

on access to health care services, and the socioeconomic factors that impacted health in their 

community. The following top health and quality of life categories were identified:  

 

• Access to health care 

• Aging problems 

• Alcohol abuse 

• Being overweight 

• Diabetes 
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• Distracted driving 

• Good jobs and healthy economy 

• Good schools 

• Drug use/abuse 

• Low crime/safe neighborhoods 

• Mental health, including suicide 

• Poor eating habits 

• Vaping, cigarette, cigar, or e-cigarette use 

 

Forces of Change 
 

The Forces of Change Assessment identifies factors, such as legislation, technology, and other 

impending changes, that affect the context in which the community and its public health system 

operate. During this assessment, the Strengths, Opportunities, Weaknesses, and Threats 

(SWOT) format was utilized. To do this, a brainstorming session among stakeholders was 

conducted and participants were asked to identify strengths and weaknesses of our community 

that could have health impacts. Information from the key informant interviews was also used to 

develop the SWOT table shown here:   

 

STRENGTHS OPPORTUNITIES 

• Co-location of services 

• Information Sharing 

• Three hospitals 

• Community outreach 
• Volunteers 

• Community leadership 
involvement 

• Economic development 
• Access to care 

WEAKNESSES  THREATS 

• Communication 

• Transportation 
• Affordable housing 

• Social and political 
differences 

• Changes in leadership 
• Lack of communication 



 

Community Health Improvement Plan 2023 - 2027                                                                                          9 
  

 
The demographic, social, and economic characteristics of a community can strongly influence 

the community’s health status and related service needs.  This section provides a brief overview 

of some of the characteristics and trends in Highlands County, as documented in the 2022 

Highlands County Health Assessment. 

 

Population Demographics 
 
The number of people in a community is the leading determinant of the demand for healthcare 

services. According to the 2022 Claritas Pop-Facts® estimates, the population of Highlands 

County is 106,816, ranking it 36th among Florida’s 67 counties and comprising 0.5% of the 

state’s total population. Sebring is the county seat, with a population of 11,639. The city of Avon 

Park, with a population of 9,737, and the town of Lake Placid, with a population of 2,348, are the 

county’s other largest communities.  Unincorporated communities include Placid Lakes, Sylvan 

Shores, Venus, Spring Lake, Brighton, Lorida, Ft. Basinger, Cornwell, and Palmdale. With a 

geographical area of 1,106 square miles, this rural county has a far lower population density 

than the Florida average, with about 101 persons per square mile compared to 353 persons per 

square mile. In addition to full-time residents, Highlands County experiences a surge of winter 

visitors made up primarily of retirees and seasonal workers.   

 
Population Growth 
 
Highlands County showed population growth for most of the years between 2010 and 2021, with 

the largest annual population increase of 2% between 2020 and 2021. There was also a large 

population decline of 4.4% between 2019 and 2020.  Overall, between the years of 2010 and 

2021, the county grew by an average of only 0.4% annually. Concerns regarding growth 

potential for Highlands County include its rural location, lack of good jobs, lack of higher 

education opportunities, lack of cultural and entertainment venues, and the fact that most of the 

population is elderly.  Young people who grow up in Highlands do not find enough opportunity 

locally, and so move to other areas that offer a chance for better living conditions and career 

choices.  

 

 

 

 

 

  Demographic Characteristics  
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Age 

 
As indicated by the graph below, children ages 0-17 make up 16.8% of the population of 

Highlands County, which is lower than the state average. Residents aged 65 and up are the 

largest portion of the population at 37.3%, with an annual growth of 15.8% from 2010 to 2021.   

 
Figure 1: Population by Age: Highlands County   

 

 
 
Source: County values-Claritas Pop-Facts® 2022 population estimates      

 
Gender 
 
The county is comprised of 48.8% males and 51.2% females, which closely mirrors the 

statewide percentages of 48.9% males and 51.1% females.  Nationwide, females outnumber 

males, but it is common for men to outnumber women in rural areas. 

 
 

Figure 2: Percentage of Population by Sex: County and State Comparisons  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: County values-Claritas Pop-Facts® 2022 population estimates      
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Race and Ethnicity 
 
Ethnicity in Florida is classified separately from race.  For ethnicity, a person must designate 

themselves as Hispanic or Non-Hispanic; people in both of those groups can identify as White, 

Black or Other Non-White.  Among Highlands County residents, 77.7% identify as White alone, 

22.5% as Hispanic or Latino, and 10.3% as black or African American alone.   

 
  

Figure 3: Population by Race: Highlands County 

 

 
 

Source: County values-Claritas Pop-Facts® 2022 population estimates      

 
 

Figure 4: Population by Ethnicity: Highlands County, State, and U.S. Comparisons 

 

 
 
Source: County values-Claritas Pop-Facts® 2022 population estimates      
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Social and Economic Indicators 
 
Social determinants of health are the conditions in which people are born, grow, work, live, and 

age.  They consist of a wide range of factors that impact the health of all people within a 

community, no matter the construct. According to Healthy People 2030, these factors can be 

grouped into five domains: Economic Stability, Education Access and Quality, Health Care 

Access and Quality, Neighborhood and Built Environment, and Social and Community Context. 

Further definition of each domain is as follows: 

 

• Economic Stability focuses on poverty levels, income, and employment rates.  

• Education Access and Quality speaks to how people with higher levels of education are 

more likely to be healthier and live longer, while those from lower-income backgrounds 

are less likely to graduate high school or go to college, which has a direct impact of their 

ability to get a good-paying jobs with benefits.  

• Health Care Access and Quality refers to the ability of people to afford needed health 

services, whether through insurance coverage or social services and programs. 

• Neighborhood and Built Environment addresses the places we live and how healthy and 

safe they are.   

• Social and Community Context discusses our relationships with family, friends, co-

workers, and other community members who provide social supports where we live, 

learn, work, play or worship.   

 
 

Figure 5: Socio-economic Indicators for Highlands County and Florida 
 

 
 

Source: FLHealthCHARTS; census.gov/quickfacts 

 
 
 
 

Socio-economic Indicators 

  Highlands Florida 

Percent of total population below poverty level (2021)     15.9%   13.1% 

Families in poverty (2021)     11.9%     9.3% 

Percent of civilian labor force unemployed (2021)       7.4%     5.3% 

Median household income (2021) $46,895 $61,777 

High school graduate or higher     85.9%   89.0% 

Bachelor's degree or higher     18.8%   31.5% 
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     2021 Health Profile: Highlands County 
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The Florida Department of Health in Highlands County (DOH-Highlands) was established to 

address community health needs by providing quality public health services that are equally 

available and accessible to all people. The mission of DOH-Highlands is to protect, promote, 

and improve the health of all residents and visitors within the county. DOH-Highlands is one of 

67 county health departments statewide providing services to meet local health needs under the 

overall guidance, direction, and coordination of the state Florida Department of Health in 

Tallahassee.  DOH-Highlands and our dedicated staff are committed to improving health 

outcomes for the local community. We will continue making a difference in the lives of our 

neighbors through hard work and building strong community partnerships. 

  

The SWOT analysis and Community Health Assessment provided significant findings that were 

incorporated into the current Community Health Improvement Plan. They will also enhance and 

inform community efforts for meeting the Healthy People 2030 goals of increasing the quality 

and years of healthy life for all people and eliminating health disparities. Of all the potential 

priorities, Access to Quality Foods (including Diabetes), Access to Quality Health Care, and 

Behavioral Health (including Mental Health and Substance Misuse) were the top 3 concerns 

identified in the 2022 Highlands County Community Health Assessment. 

  

Without input from public health system partners and local residents who took time to participate 

in this process, this Community Health Improvement Plan could not have been developed. 

Without their continued collaboration and support, the goals established here cannot be fulfilled.  

  

DOH-Highlands welcomes your feedback on this Community Health Improvement Plan and 

encourages you to learn more about Highlands County. For more information, please visit us at 

http://Highlands.floridahealth.gov/. Learn how you can be a part of the ongoing effort to 

implement strategic objectives and action steps outlined in this CHIP.  

  

 

 

  Moving Forward 

http://highlands.floridahealth.gov/
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The Community Health Improvement Planning Committee is responsible for measuring, 

monitoring, and reporting progress on the goals and objectives of this Community Health 

Improvement Plan (CHIP). Members will monitor progress of this plan and manage strategic 

objectives through periodic review.  On a quarterly basis, the CHIP Committee will review data 

from FL Charts, BRFSS, and tracking reports, noting progress toward goals.  An annual review 

and assessment will be completed and submitted to the state office in Tallahassee.   

 

Community partners will work closely with the CHIP Coordinator to provide necessary items to 

document objective targets.  We will revise the Community Health Improvement Plan annually, 

or as needed, based on an assessment of available resources and data, community readiness, 

current progress, and the alignment of goals. 

 

 

 

Date Action Taken Name 

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

 

 

  Revisions 
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The priorities and strategies listed in this plan were identified using a compilation of the results 

of the MAPP assessments and Community Health Assessment data. After analysis and 

considerations of community feedback and statistical data, the Community Health Improvement 

Planning Committee developed a list of community health priorities.  Considerations included 

the upward or downward trend of the data, comparison of county data to state, national and 

county averages, community beliefs about primary health concerns, greatest potential impacts 

given resources available, risk of not addressing an issue, and compatibility with work already 

being done in the community. Once the strategic priority areas were identified, the goals, 

strategies, and objectives for achieving these priorities were developed.  

 

The goal of this CHIP is to not only outline strategic issues and define future action steps and 

strategies to improve the health of Highlands County, but to align with already existing state and 

national objectives and other local programs, projects, and organizations. This plan aligns 

Highlands County with state and national objectives contained in the Florida State Health 

Improvement Plan 2022-2026, Healthy People 2030, National Prevention Strategy, Health and 

Human Services Action Plan to Reduce Disparities, and CDC’s Public Health Preparedness 

Performance Measures.  

 
 

Strategy 1: Access to Healthy Foods (includes Diabetes) 
 
The top priority identified in the Highlands County 2022 Community Health Assessment was 

Access to Healthy Foods.  This topic also focuses on the prevalence of diabetes in our 

communities and the need to find ways to combat this disease through providing more 

resources to healthy, affordable foods in all areas of Highlands County.  Data from the 

Community Health Assessment shows the following for Highlands County respondents:  

• 33.2% indicate having low access to a grocery store  

• 14.2% have both low income and low access to a grocery store   

• 20.9% report worrying about whether their food would run out before they had 

money to buy more  

 

Strategic Objectives 
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• 16.5% report that food they purchased did not last until they had money to buy 

more.   

• 9.6% report that they or someone in their household received emergency food 

from a food bank or other charitable organization in the past year.   

Focus groups identified that transportation challenges contribute to a lack of access to healthy 

foods for those with no access to a vehicle and that many communities are not built to support 

healthy food access.  Diabetes was included as a sub-category for this strategy because 18% of 

Highlands County adults are reported as ever being diagnosed with diabetes.  Diabetes can 

lead to other serious health conditions and is aggravated by a lack of access to healthy foods.  

The Strategic Priorities listed in this section have been designed to help mitigate the impacts of 

a lack of access to healthy foods for the residents of Highlands County.  

 

Strategic Priority 1: Access to Healthy 
Foods 

Alignment Partners 

Objective Action Steps 
Healthy People 

2030 
State Health 

Improvement Plan 

Organizations, 
Government Agencies, 

Other Resources 
1.1: By December 
31, 2025, 
decrease the 
number of adults 
in Highlands 
County who have 
ever been told 
they have 
diabetes from 
18.0% (2019) to 
16.0%. 

a. Design and implement 
a media campaign on 
diabetes and healthy 
living. 
 
b. Host quarterly lunch-
and-learn sessions for 
the public on diabetes, 
wellness, nutrition, and 
other health living topics. 
Use sign-in sheets to 
document attendance. Do 
pre- and post-tests to 
gauge session 
effectiveness. 

Health Behaviors: 
Health Communication 

Chronic Diseases and 
Conditions 

Local health care agencies 
and providers 
 
DOH-Highlands Primary 
Care 

1.2: By June 30, 
2024, partner with 
Highlands Food 
Reservoir or other 
food bank 
resources to 
increase children’s 
access to food for 
the summer by 
providing summer 
break snack packs 
for all students in 
Highlands County, 
including college-
level.   

a. By October 15, 2023, 
meet with food bank(s) to 
establish timelines, select 
target areas, and scope 
of project. 
 
b. By January 15, 2024, 
determine needed 
resources; initiate 
purchase of products; 
recruit help for filling 
bags; establish schedule 
of giveaways 
 

Health Conditions: 
Diabetes; Overweight 
and Obesity 
 
Health Behaviors: 
Child and Adolescent 
Development; 
Nutrition and Healthy 
Eating 
 
Populations: Children; 
Adolescents 
 
Social Determinants of 
Health: Economic 

Social and Economic 
Conditions Impacting 
Health 
 
Maternal and Child 
Health 
 
Chronic Diseases and 
Conditions 

Heartland Food Reservoir 
 
Highlands County Schools 
Feeding Tampa Bay 
 
Local food vendors 
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c. By June 30, 2024, 
distribute snack packs.  

Stability; Social and 
Community Context 

1.3: By January 
31, 2024, increase 
average 
participation in our 
Diabetes and 
Wellness program 
from 17 clients per 
month (2023) to 
20.   

a. Design and implement 
an information campaign 
to encourage local 
providers to refer clients 
to our program.  
 
b. Work with DOH-
Highlands primary care 
program to increase 
referrals.  
 
c. Review the CTG class 
materials and tools to see 
where improvements can 
be made.  Launch 
revised program and 
monitor client response to 
gauge effectiveness.  
Include nutrition as a 
component.  
 
d. Increase outreach 
opportunities to inform 
the public about diabetes 
and our services. 

Social Determinants of 
Health: Health Care 
Access and Quality  
 

Social and Economic 
Conditions Impacting 
Health 
 
Chronic Disease and 
Conditions 

DOH-Highlands Diabetes 
and Wellness staff 
 
DOH-Highlands Primary 
Care 
 
Local health care 
providers 
 
Local agencies and CBOs 
who host outreach events 

2.2: By December 
31, 2025, increase 
the percentage of 
WIC mothers who 
initiate 
breastfeeding from 
74.2% (2021) to 
81.9%.  

a. Design and implement 
an information and 
incentive campaign to 
encourage breastfeeding.  
 
b. Share campaign 
materials with local 
pediatric and maternity 
providers to enlist 
support.  
 
c. Monitor data to gauge 
effectiveness.  

Health Conditions: 
Diabetes 
 
Health Behaviors: 
Child and Adolescent 
Development; 
Nutrition and Healthy 
Eating 

Maternal and Child 
Health 
 
Chronic Diseases and 
Conditions 

DOH-Highlands WIC 
Program 
 
Local pediatricians and 
health care providers 

 
 

Strategy 2: Access to Quality Health Care 
 

Primary and secondary data analysis regarding access to quality health care for the Highlands 

County population show several areas of concern when compared with state and national 

values for the same indicators.  The rate of adults aged 19-64 years without health insurance is 

22.4% in Highlands County, compared to 18.4% for the state.  The rate of primary care 

providers per 100,000 population in Highlands County is 57 compared to the state rate of 73.  

Similarly, the rate of mental health service providers in Highlands County is 75 per 100,000 

population as compared to the state rate of 183.  Most Highlands County respondents indicated 
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having health insurance coverage, with 62.2% reporting employer-provided plans and 19.8% 

with either Medicare or Medicaid.  Unfortunately, 17.7% of respondents reported being unable 

to access the health care they needed within the past year.  Top reasons cited for lack of 

access were inability to schedule an appointment, cost, inability to take time away from work, 

and the provider’s office not having convenient hours.  Oral health is also a concern, with only 

54.3% of Highlands residents visiting a dentist in 2019, compared to the state rate of 73%, and 

24.3% of survey respondents report being unable to access the dental care they needed in the 

past year. The top reasons mentioned for lack of dental care were cost, inability to schedule an 

appointment, and lack of health insurance that covers dental care.  

 
Another critical aspect of access to quality health care is the use of hospital emergency rooms 

for primary care by those who lack a medical home.  This trend results in overuse of these 

services and rising costs to cover uninsured/underinsured who present for care.  Survey results 

show that 60% of respondents reported using the emergency room for non-emergent care in the 

past year.  The most common reason cited for this was the need to get care after “normal” hours 

or on the weekend, or the wait to see a primary care provider was too long.  Focus group 

participants discussed the fact that having health insurance does not always guarantee care.  

Limitations on what plans will cover and for how much are factors in lack of access to care.  

 
Participants also mentioned not meeting the people where they are and building trust as barriers 

to access.  Cultural competence is needed to build trust and reach people at their own level.  

Educating the public on what services are available, when, and where would go a long way 

toward improving access.  Access to transportation for medical appointments and services is a 

recurring theme.  Telehealth might be more of an option if internet service was more broadly 

available and reliable. Better education of and communication with the public is needed, with 

people of color, different genders, and varying family dynamics more represented in materials 

for public education. 

 
One other point of concern expressed by respondents and focus group participants is a lack of 

pediatric health services in Highlands County.  Parents often must go out of the county for care 

for their children, particularly specialty and dental care, with the added aggravating factor of a 

lack of transportation for those visits in some cases. Mental health care for children was also 

discussed, specifically for help with behavioral issues at school and services for children on the 

autism spectrum.  Another barrier was finding pediatric providers who accept Medicaid.  
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Culturally competent care was mentioned, as parents who do not speak English often take their 

children out of school to provide interpretation for them with doctors.   

 
 

Strategic Priority 2: Access to Quality Health 
Care 

Alignment Partners 

Objective Action Steps 
Healthy People 

2030 
State Health 

Improvement Plan 

Organizations, 
Government 

Agencies, Other 
Resources 

2.1:  By December 
31, 2025, work with 
the Heartland Rides 
program to 
increase available 
medical trips for 
vulnerable 
populations in 
Highlands County 
from 2,437 per 
month (2022) to 
2,500 per month.  

a. By December 31, 2023, 
gather data on additional 
medical rides needed from 
partner agencies and the 
public. 
 
b. By June 30, 2024, submit 
proposal for additional medical 
rides to the Heartland Rides 
board.  
 
c. By July 31, 2024, revise 
proposal, as needed; identify 
approved trips. 
d. By September 30, 2024, 
publicize additional trips. 
 
e. By December 31, 2024, 
monitor use of additional trips 
to ensure compliance and 
continued need; re-evaluate bi-
annually 

Social Determinants of 
Health: Health Care 
Access and Quality; 
Neighborhood and 
Built Environment; 
Social and Community 
Context 

Social and Economic 
Conditions Impacting 
Health 

Heartland Regional 
Transportation 
Planning 
Organization 
 
Highlands County 
Transportation 
Disadvantaged 
Program 
 
Heartland Rides 
program 
 

2.2: By December 
31, 2025, partner 
with Highlands 
County to establish 
a local mobile 
integrated health 
program.  

a. By September 30, 2023, 
initiate discussions with 
Highlands County partners on 
proposed project; establish 
meeting schedule for project 
development; engage SMEs for 
help developing program 
 
b. By December 31, 2023, have 
initial outline of project set; 
establish project team.  
 
c. By March 31, 2024, finalize 
project; set hiring standards 
and begin recruitment; 
determine fiscal policies; 
determine equipment needs; 
outline agency responsibilities; 
begin implementation plan 
 
d. By July 31, 2024, begin team 
training. 

Health Behaviors: 
Injury Prevention; 
Health 
Communication; 
Preventive Care; 
Vaccination 
 
Populations 
 
Settings and Systems: 
Hospital and 
Emergency Services 

Social and Economic 
Conditions Impacting 
Health 
 
Injury, Safety, and 
Violence 

Highlands County  
 
Highlands County 
Public Safety 
 
DOH-Highlands 
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e. By September 30, 2024, 
launch program; begin data 
gathering 

2.3: By December 
31, 2024, offer 
assistance for 
clients who may 
qualify with 
applying for 
Medicaid or other 
assistance 
programs.  

a. By October 31, 2023, hire 
staff. 
 
b. By March 31, 2024, 
implement program of care to 
assist clients with health care 
options.  
 
c. By December 31, 2024, 
gather and analyze data to 
assess effectiveness of 
program and determine 
continuation 

Populations: all 
 
Settings and Systems: 
Health Care; Health 
Insurance 

Social and Economic 
Conditions Impacting 
Health 
 
 

DOH-Highlands 
Health Education 
Team 
 
DOH-Highlands 
Primary Care 

2.4: By December 
31, 2025, 
implement 
telehealth options 
for clients 

a. By October 31, 2024, review 
IOPs to determine feasibility of 
implementing telehealth 
program 
 
b. By December 31, 2024, 
convene workgroup to guide 
telehealth implementation 
 
c. By December 31, 2025, 
establish telehealth program 
and monitor progress; meet 
quarterly to review project 

Health Conditions 
 
Health Behaviors 
 
Populations 
 
Settings and Systems 
 
Health Care Access 
and Quality 

Maternal and Child 
Health: Improve pre-
conception and inter-
conception health 
 
Chronic Diseases 
and Conditions 

DOH-Highlands 
Primary Care 
 
DOH-Highlands IT 

 
 
Strategy 3: Behavioral Health (including Mental Health, Mental 
Disorders, and Substance Use Disorders) 
 

Since the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been increasing concern among health care 

professionals that the mental health of our nation is at risk.  Highlands County is no exception.  

The Age-Adjusted Death Rate due to Suicide in Highlands County is 25.2 per 100,000 

population, which is almost double that of the state (13.1) and nation (13.5).  Adding to the issue 

of treating mental health disorders is the fact that Highlands County only has 75 mental health 

providers per 100,000 population compared to 183 per 100,000 population for the state of 

Florida.  This gap, along with the already highlighted lack of insurance coverage for this service, 

offers some correlation to the high suicide rate for our county.  Survey respondents mentioned a 

lack of insurance, long wait lists for private therapists, the inability to get care when needed, 

being unable to take time from work, and cost as barriers to accessing mental health services. 

Discussion centered on a variety of mental health topics, including the mental toll of racism, as 
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well as the fact that many seniors are facing Alzheimer’s and other dementia-related diseases 

that increase their need for these services.   

 

Community feedback on this topic also shows an increased concern for the mental health of our 

residents.  Even though substance use and misuse was not the highest priority in secondary 

data indicators, participants in both the survey and focus groups stressed their concerns on this 

topic and expressed a desire that the private and public health sectors find ways to overcome 

barriers to making this service available in Highlands County. While most respondents (92.4%) 

reported no thoughts of harming themselves, that leaves 7.6% of respondents who report days 

where they felt they would be better off dead.  Additionally, 27.8% of respondents report that a 

doctor or medical provider had diagnosed them with depression and/or anxiety, and 12.1% 

report they were unable to access mental health care when needed. The social isolation caused 

by the COVID-19 pandemic, lack of or distance to available mental health resources, stigma 

about acknowledging and discussing mental health or accessing supportive care, and the 

mental toll of racism were all identified by participants as contributors to the gap in mental health 

care for Highlands County. 

 

Substance use disorders have become a concern nationally and within the state of Florida.  The 

scope of this topic includes alcohol, drug, and tobacco use. In Highlands County, the Death 

Rate due to Drug Poisoning stood at 28.6 deaths per 100,000 population in 2020.  This trend is 

anticipated to increase.  DOH-Highlands now offers overdose-reversal Naloxone kits free to the 

public. It is hoped that having this life-saving medication on hand will allow those who share 

their lives with opioid addicts to save a life should it become necessary.  Another disturbing 

trend for drug use in Highlands County is Teens Who Have Used Methamphetamines. The 

Highlands County rate of 1.6% is twice the state rate of 0.8%.  Focus group participants 

mentioned that the use of fentanyl to lace other drugs has added a life-threatening factor to 

what some may see as recreational drug use, with the added danger of users being in denial of 

their own risk.   

 

Alcohol and tobacco use continue to be health indicators of concern in Highlands County, the 

state, and the nation.  While most indicators for these statistics in Highlands County are in line 

with state and national levels, the rising trend for teens who use electronic vaping has become a 

topic of much discussion within our community.  Secondary data shows that 16% of Highlands 

County 6th -12th graders have used electronic vaping products within the past 30 days and 
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26.5% have used these products longer.  Adding to this concern is the lack of effective 

enforcement options for violators who sell tobacco and vaping products to minors and limited 

options for enforcement at the school level.  Alcohol played a role in 27.6% of driving deaths in 

Highlands County (2016-2020), which is higher than the rate for Florida (22%) and close to the 

national rate of 27%. 

 
 

Strategic Priority 3: Behavioral Health Alignment Partners 

Objective Action Steps Healthy People 2030 
State Health 

Improvement Plan 

Organizations, 
Government 

Agencies, Other 
Resources 

3.1: By December 
31, 2025, decrease 
the rate of adults 
who are current 
smokers from 
16.5% (2019) to 
15.0%.  

a. Share all QuitDoc 
materials with DOH-
Highlands’ clients, during 
outreach events, and in 
public lobbies.  
 
b. Offer Quit resources to 
appropriate clients during 
scheduled appointments.  
 
c. Refer Closing the Gap 
clients who agree to the 
Quit Line.  

Health Conditions: 
Cancer; Heart Disease 
and Stroke; Oral 
Conditions; Respiratory 
Disease 
 
Health Behaviors: 
Tobacco Use 
 
Populations: Women; 
Men; Workforce; 
LGBTQ.  
 
Settings and Systems: 
Housing and Homes; 
Workplace 
 
 
 

Chronic Diseases and 
Conditions 
 
MW3.2 

DOH-Highlands Primary 
Care 
 
QuitDoc 
 
Closing the Gap team 

3.2: By December 
31, 2025, decrease 
the rate of students 
who used 
cigarettes, cigars, 
smokeless tobacco, 
hookah, or 
electronic vapor 
products in the past 
30 days from 
21.1% (2022) to 
20.0%. 

a. Share all QuitDoc 
materials about teen 
vaping/smoking with 
DOH-Highland’s clients, 
during outreach events, 
and in public lobbies.  
 
b. Offer Quit resources to 
appropriate clients with 
parental consent during 
scheduled appointments.  
 
c. Refer Closing the Gap 
minor clients whose 
parents agree to the Quit 
Line.  

Health Behaviors: 
Tobacco Use 
 
Populations: Women; 
Men; Workforce; 
LGBTQ; Adolescents 
 
Settings and Systems: 
Housing and Homes; 
Workplace 
 

Chronic Diseases and 
Conditions 
 
MW3.1 
 

DOH-Highlands Primary 
Care 
 
QuitDoc 
 
Closing the Gap team 

3.3: By December 
31, 2025, reduce 
the percentage of 
women who smoke 

a. Share all QuitDoc 
materials with DOH-
Highlands’ clients, during 

Health Behaviors: 
Tobacco Use 
 

Chronic Diseases and 
Conditions 
 
MW3.3 

WIC 
 
QuitDoc 
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during pregnancy 
from 6.9% (2021) 
to 5.9%. 

outreach events, and in 
public lobbies.  
 
b. Offer Quit resources to 
appropriate clients during 
scheduled appointments.  
 
c. Refer Closing the Gap 
clients who agree to the 
Quit Line. 

Populations: Women; 
Men; Workforce; LGBTQ 
 
Settings and Systems: 
Housing and Homes; 
Workplace 
 

Closing the Gap team 

3.4: By December 
31, 2025, decrease 
the number of fatal 
drug overdoses in 
Highlands County 
from 36 per 
100,000 population 
(2021) to 25.   

a. Dispense free 
Naloxone kits to anyone 
18 and over.  
 
b. Offer free Naloxone 
kits at all outreach 
events. 
 
c. Include substance use 
disorder information in all 
public lobbies and media 
campaigns.  

Health Conditions: 
Addiction 
 
Health Behaviors: Drug 
and Alcohol Use 

MW3.4 DOH-Highlands Primary 
Care 
 
Outreach team 

3.5: By December 
31, 2025, increase 
access to mental 
health services in 
Highlands County 
by partnering with 
at least 1 mental 
health service 
provider who will 
offer services to 
Highlands County 
residents at 
reduced or sliding 
scale fees.  

a. Identify potential 
service providers 
 
b. Initiate discussion 
about possible service 
offerings.  
 
c. Promote services to 
the public 
 
d. Gather data and 
analyze effectiveness 

Health Conditions:  
Mental Health and 
Mental Disorders 

Mental Well-Being and 
Substance Abuse 
Prevention 

DOH-Highlands 
 
Local mental health 
providers 
 
Local hospital systems 
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Note: According to Census definitions, a household includes all of the people who occupy a housing unit.  
The occupants may be a single family, one person living alone, two or more families living together, or 
another group of related or unrelated people who share living quarters.  A family includes a householder 
and one or more other people living in the same household who are related to the householder by birth, 
marriage, or adoption.   
 
Census counts may be corrected for Census County Question Resolution (CCQR) 
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