
South Bend Town Hall Recap 

Dr. Mark Fox, associate dean and director of Indiana University School of Medicine – South Bend, 

welcomed guests to the South Bend town hall by noting how the school has started to incorporate 

coursework and practical experience related to the social determinants of health, including population 

and community health. Fox noted that only 10 percent of health is determined by the quality of health 

care. “The most important message I hope [students] are learning is about collaboration and how to 

interact with other disciplines and have a collective impact by working together,” he said. He closed by 

reading a proclamation from the mayor of South Bend that praised the city’s smoke-free air law, which 

is the strongest in the state, and noted the need to do more to address the high burden of tobacco use 

in the community, especially on pregnant women and babies. 

Kreg Gruber, CEO of Beacon Health System and chairman of the Indiana Hospital Association, served as 

the event’s emcee and panel facilitator. Drawing on examples as diverse as universal immunizations, 

modern sanitation, and the advent of seat belts in cars, Gruber noted that creating a healthier society 

requires public policy. “These were public policy changes enacted across states and counties that 

improved our health and improved our lives. You can do a lot of things one-on-one or one-on-two, but 

we can do a lot more by influencing public policy and making changes at that level,” he said. 

Noting that his father died at the early age of 57, Saint Joseph Health System President and CEO Chad 

Towner asked the audience to imagine that one person in their life that they are going to fight to make a 

difference for. He went on to note the importance of working with schools to impact young people and 

previewed a new collaborative effort called Discounts.org. 

Charlie Geier, vice president of impact and data solutions at the Indiana Youth Institute, presented a 

wealth of data on the state of children’s health in Indiana. Noting that Indiana ranks 35th among the 50 

states in children’s health, Geier highlighted challenges and disparities when it comes to obesity, infant 

mortality, and the impacts of drug abuse The latter, in particular, includes high rates of child neglect and 

abuse. According to Geier, a call is placed to Indiana child services every two minutes, and the rate of 

out-of-home placement has increased in direct correlation with the worsening drug epidemic. One 

positive light was the governor’s call for Indiana to be the “best in the Midwest” with respect to infant 

mortality and the declining rate of cigarette use among Indiana youth consistent with national trends, 

although tempered by high rates of vaping and e-cigarettes usage. Geier highlighted a range of things 

attendees could do, including sharing data among one another and focusing on health disparities among 

kids and families by race, income, and geography. 

The town hall panel addressed a diverse range of health issues and concerns. Highlights included the 

following:  

 Nicole Fallowfield, principal and director of Health Risk Management at Gibson spoke to 

employer issues and concerns around health. She noted that health care costs are most often 

the second- or third-highest expense for a company, next to payroll. “Most employers are 

frustrated because they feel like health care spending is out of their control. There is a lot of 



truth to that when you look at data. A lot of the health care spending is not going to be 

impacted by employee wellness plans or differences in copays,” she said. She noted that when 

making changes to their health coverage, employers want to reduce costs but don’t want to 

“compromise offering a great benefits package” or get in an “adversarial position” with 

employees. 

 Beth Wrobel, CEO of a regional federally qualified health center, HealthLinc, spoke to the needs 

of individuals who lack employer-based coverage or are underinsured by their employers. She 

stressed that centers like HealthLinc work to treat “the whole body” and offer a range of 

providers. She shared the powerful story of a dentist who noticed arm bruising and referred the 

patient to a physician, who diagnosed the patient with early-stage leukemia. Wrobel stressed 

the importance of employers paying for wellness screenings and services as a key way to ensure 

employees, including productive ones, don’t fall through the cracks. She shared another 

powerful story of a high-performing employee who was considering suicide, but thanks to an 

employer-funded visit to HealthLinc, received behavioral health treatment. She praised the 

Healthy Indiana Plan and its attempts to promote employment among able-bodied recipients.  

 Karl Nichols, executive director of Community Wellness Partners, a leader on issues of minority 

health and tobacco, stressed the importance of having access to care and the disparities that 

exist by race and income. “If you look at infant mortality and lay over the food desert map on 

top of the lead map, you can see all the issues are very concentrated in our city,” he said. He 

noted that while unemployment in South Bend overall is low, unemployment among African 

Americans is almost 25 percent. “You can’t get people to go to a health class or a cooking class 

or take their son or daughter in for a well-child visit if they are working three jobs and trying to 

make it through their daily job of survival,” he said. He called on local and state policymakers to 

include minority health in planning processes. 

 Representing Smoke-Free St. Joe, Saint Joseph Health System Tobacco Education Coordinator 

Latorya Greene highlighted the importance of South Bend’s strong smoke-free air law and the 

need to expand that law county-wide. “No one should have to trade in their health for a 

paycheck,” she said. She highlighted the need for persistence and discussed how the smoke-free 

law was six years in the making.     

The panel discussion included an extensive question-and-answer session. Some of the most notable 

observations included the following: 

 “Health fairs are not the way to [reach high-need populations],” said Nichols, noting the key was 

to go into “churches, employers, and communities.” 

 “At the employer level, we need to reframe what health means,” said Fallowfield. “It is not just 

physical health. No one talks about social determinants of health. If you hate your job and your 

finances are poor, your health is going to suffer.”   

 When looking at the higher health rankings of other states, attendees questioned what other 

states are doing that Indiana isn’t. Panelists pointed to the low rate of smoking cessation 

funding, currently at $7.5 million, which is 10 times below the level recommended by the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.   



 When asked what innovations are needed, Gruber noted that one of the best innovations is 

investing more in health education for kids. “You can have a dramatic impact on children and 

parents in the home,” he said.   

 “Don’t let apathy be the reason we don’t improve health in our state,” said Fallowfield.   

The town hall closed with the presentation of an animated video urging an increase in the state’s 

cigarette tax, both to reduce the high smoking rate and to fund public health investments in the opioid 

epidemic, infant mortality, and other areas. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NMxILofe2Dw

