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Red States, Blue States, Purple States,
and the 2026 Health Freedom Index

We ran three simple analyses to inspect how the conventional red-blue-purple state

designations relate to health freedom as measured by our 2026 Health Freedom Index.

Jared Rhoads

The 2026 Health Freedom Index, published by the Center for Modern Health in partnership with

the Knee Regulatory Research Center, evaluates health policy across all 50 states and the District

of Columbia. It examines 54 policy variables across five categories: Professional Freedom,
Institutional Freedom, Patient Freedom, Payment Freedom, and Delivery Freedom. Together,
these categories assess how much freedom patients, healthcare professionals, insurers, and
healthcare organizations have to make voluntary healthcare decisions. The Index provides a set

of scores and rankings that can be used not only to compare states, but also as a starting point for
further research and analysis. One of our hopes is that other researchers and policy organizations
will produce spinoff or derivative articles that use the Index to run new analyses and examine the

data through different lenses.

This article is an example of one such exercise. We look at the familiar red-state,

blue-state, and purple-state divide in American politics and ask whether these categories
correspond to differences in health freedom scores. We use the state color designation published
by The Cook Political Report, a widely recognized source for assessments of the American
political landscape (see Table 1). State color designations are crude generalizations but they can
be helpful in understanding the interplays of politics and policy at the state level.

Table 1. State color categorizations, according to The Cook Political Report

“Red” States (24)

Alabama, Alaska, Arkansas,
Florida, Idaho, Indiana, lowa,
Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana,
Mississippi, Missouri, Montana,
Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio,
Oklahoma, South Carolina,
South Dakota, Tennessee, Texas,
Utah, West Virginia, Wyoming

“Blue” States (19)

California, Colorado,
Connecticut, Delaware, Hawaii,
Illinois, Maine, Maryland,
Massachusetts, Minnesota,
New Hampshire, New Jersey,
New Mexico, New York, Oregon,
Rhode Island, Vermont, Virginia,
Washington

“Purple” States (7)

Arizona, Georgia, Michigan,
Nevada, North Carolina,
Pennsylvania, Wisconsin



https://centerformodernhealth.org/publications/health-freedom-index-2026-edition
https://www.cookpolitical.com/

Analysis A. Do red, blue, and purple states differ in overall health freedom?

For this analysis we calculated the mean overall HFI score for each group, as well as the median,
range, and number of states in each group. This analysis tests the common assumption about
American politics that red states are more favorable to free markets and freedom, while blue
states tend to favor greater government involvement. By comparing HFI scores across red, blue,
and purple states, we can see whether that political stereotype holds up in health policy, or
whether things are more complex than commonly presented.

Table 2. Red, blue, and purple state performance in overall freedom

Measure “Red” “Blue” “Purple”
Mean score, all five categories combined 16.5 15.7 16.5
Median score, all five categories combined 16.4 15.7 16.3
Lowest score 14.6 13.1 14.6
Highest score 18.8 19.0 19.0
Standard deviation 1.0 1.7 1.4

* Mean, median, low, and high scores are out of a possible score of 25 points

The results of this simple analysis show that red and purple states are very similar in their HFI
scores, and blue states are only slightly lower. Using Welch's ANOVA as a test of whether at
least one of the three group means differs significantly from the other two yields a p-value of
0.20. In other words, the group means do not differ significantly.

Other things we can glean include that blue states and purple states vary more than red
states. Also, the blue state group has a wider range than the red and purple state groups. One
could say that the blue state group includes the worst of the worst while also having the “best of
the best,” or at least being tied for it. (The best purple state is Arizona, ranked Ist overall in the
index, while the best blue state is Colorado, ranked 2nd overall.)



Analysis B. How do red, blue, and purple states vary across categories of health freedom?

For this analysis we calculated each group's average score separately for each of the five policy
categories in the Health Freedom Index: Professional Freedom, Institutional Freedom, Patient
Freedom, Payment Freedom, and Delivery Freedom. This analysis lets us test conventional
beliefs, for instance whether blue states allow more freedom in the Patient Freedom category
(i.e., think bodily autonomy), whereas red states allow more freedom in the institutional or
payment categories (i.e., think economic freedom and free markets). We can also look at which
areas the purple states land in between the red and the blue states, versus being above or below.

Table 3. Red, blue, and purple state performance by category of freedom

HFI Category “Red” “Blue” “Purple”
Professional Freedom 3.2 3.1 2.9
Institutional Freedom 34 2.7 34
Patient Freedom 2.8 34 3.1
Payment Freedom 33 2.8 3.3
Delivery Freedom 3.9 3.6 3.8

* Category scores are on a scale of 1.0 (worst) to 5.0 (best) points

The results of this analysis show that, in aggregate, red states were better than the other state
groups in two categories (Professional Freedom and Delivery Freedom), and worse than the
other state groups in one category (Patient Freedom). Blue states were better than the other state
groups in one category (Patient Freedom), and worse than the other state groups in three
categories (Institutional Freedom, Payment Freedom, and Delivery Freedom).

As for where purple states land in relation to red and blue states, in only two of the five
categories did purple states land in between red and blue states. In one area (Professional
Freedom) purple states were worse than both red and blue states. In two areas, purple states were
as good as the best red or blue state group (Institutional Freedom and Payment Freedom).

Analysis C. How do red, blue, and purple states vary on individual policies?

For this analysis we calculated each variable’s score across red, blue, and purple states. For
readability, we report the results one category at a time (e.g., Professional Freedom, Institutional
Freedom, and so on). See the series of tables below. After each table, we comment briefly on the
findings for that category.



Table 4. Professional Freedom

HFI Variable “Red” “Blue” “Purple”
1. State allows medical license portability 4.5 35 5.0
2. State requires less postgraduate training for U.S. 2.8 2.4 2.6

medical graduates

3. State has fewer continuing medical education 3.1 2.6 2.6
requirements

4. State grants nurse practitioners broad scope of 3.3 4.4 2.7
practice

5. State has fewer optician licensing requirements 4.0 3.1 3.3
6. State grants psychologists prescriptive authority 1.7 1.6 1.0
7. State allows midwives broad scope of practice 4.0 4.6 2.7
8. State grants pharmacists broad scope of practice 3.5 3.2 3.4
9. State grants dental hygienists broad scope of 41 4.6 4.1
practice

10. State has less restrictive prescriptive authority for 33 3.6 2.1

certified registered nurse anesthetists

11. State limits liability for charity caregivers 4.2 3.8 4.4
12. State recognizes off-label free speech in medicine 1.2 1.0 1.6
13. State allows foreign-trained physicians to apply for 1.8 1.6 1.9

license without repeating residency training

For most variables in the category of Professional Freedom, the variation in score between the
three state color designations is relatively little. Red states were the freest in 5 variables; blue
states were the freest in 4 variables; purple states were the freest in 4 variables. None was
particularly dominant in this category.



Table 5. Institutional Freedom

HFI Variable “Red” “Blue” “Purple”
14. State has fewer certificate-of-need restrictions 33 2.6 33
15. State allows freestanding birth centers 2.3 2.3 3.0
16. State allows freestanding emergency departments 2.9 3.2 3.6
17. State puts fewer restrictions on compounding 2.1 2.3 2.4
pharmacies

18. State has fewer provider taxes 1.9 1.8 1.9
19. State doesn't restrict pharmaceutical company 4.8 3.7 4.7
access to physicians

20. State allows ownership freedom for medical 2.1 1.6 1.9
practices

21. State does not require advance notice for private 4.9 33 4.7
equity activity

22. State does not impose rate-setting or price 4.5 3.0 4.4
controls on hospitals

23. State allows mutual aid societies to operate freely 4.7 3.5 4.4

In the category of Institutional Freedom, red and purple states were noticeably more free than
blue states. Allowing for double counting due to ties, red states were the freest in 6 variables;
blue states were the freest in 0 variables; purple states were the freest in 5 variables. Blue states

are more likely to restrict pharmaceutical company access to physicians than other states. They

are also more likely to require advance notice for private equity activity, impose rate-setting or
price controls on hospitals, and make it difficult for mutual aid societies to operate freely.




Table 6. Patient Freedom

equipment

HFI Variable “Red” “Blue” “Purple”
24, State allows pharmacists to dispense hormonal 2.3 4.8 33
birth control without physician prescription

25. State has lower excise taxes on e-cigarettes 3.3 1.0 1.6
26. State allows lay distribution of naloxone 4.6 4.5 4.7
27. State allows patients to use psychedelic 1.3 1.6 1.3
substances for medical use

28. State allows patients to seek medical aid in dying 1.2 35 1.0
29. State allows minors to obtain/consent to 2.9 4.1 4.4
contraception

30. State allows abortion 1.9 4.4 3.4
31. State does not interfere with reproductive 3.1 3.4 3.3
technology

32. State allows patients Right-to-Try investigational 3.9 2.4 4.1
treatments

33. State allows possession of drug checking 3.4 4.6 3.9

In the Patient Freedom category, blue states were noticeably more free than red or purple states.
Red states were the freest in 1 variable; blue states were the freest in 6 variables; purple states
were the freest in 3 variables. In several cases, the differences in freedom score between the most

free color category of state and the other two categories was substantial. For instance, blue states
are much more likely to allow pharmacists to dispense hormonal birth control without physician

prescription than red or purple states. They are also much more likely to allow abortion and
much more likely to allow possession of drug checking equipment. That said, red states in this
category are much more likely to have lower excise taxes on e-cigarettes, and red and purple
states together are much more likely to have strong Right-to-Try laws allowing individuals better

access to investigational treatments.




Table 7. Payment Freedom

pay for covered services

HFI Variable “Red” “Blue” “Purple”
34. State mandates fewer health insurance benefits 2.9 2.7 3.0
35. State does not constrict age rating further than 5.0 4.5 5.0
federal law

36. State has fewer health savings account (HSA) taxes 5.0 4.6 5.0
37. State does not mandate that individuals buy 5.0 4.1 5.0
health insurance

38. State does not restrict short-term renewable 4.7 1.8 3.6
health plans

39. State does not mandate insurers have a Gold Card 4.2 4.6 4.4
program

40. State allows out-of-state insurers to issue health 1.5 1.4 1.6
insurance in the state

41. State allows underwriting (vs. guaranteed issue) 3.0 2.7 3.0
starting at a lower employee threshold

42. State does not regulate Pharmacy Benefit 3.1 2.5 3.6
Managers (PBMs)

43. State allows health savings-like accounts within 1.2 1.0 1.0
Medicaid

44, State allows Medicaid patients to engage in direct 1.0 1.0 1.0

In the Payment Freedom category, red states and purple states tended to be freer than blue states.
They scored higher than blue states on 8 of the 11 variables in this category. One variable that
stands out in terms of this dynamic is variable #38, which captures whether a state restricts
short-term renewable health plans. Blue states tend to restrict short-term renewable health plans,
making them a less free environment for insurers and customers who would like to voluntarily
enter into that kind of arrangement. The one variable in this category where blue states do better
than red and purple states is variable #39, which measures whether states mandate that insurers
have a Gold Card program. Blue states are less likely to mandate those programs, so they are

more free in that regard.




Table 8. Delivery Freedom

HFI Variable “Red” “Blue” “Purple”
45, State allows broad Medicaid reimbursement by 4.4 4.7 4.4
provider type

46. State has less restrictive telepresenter 4.5 4.5 4.7

requirements

47. State has less restrictive telepharmacy location 2.8 2.6 33
laws

48. State has more flexible opioid prescription rules 33 3.6 3.6
49. State allows online prescribing 3.2 3.1 3.3
50. State allows online eye exams 4.3 4.4 3.9
51. State offers protection for Good Samaritans 4.3 49 4.7
52. State does not treat concierge medicine / DPC 4.9 2.7 3.3

practices as insurance

53. State allows drug dispensing by concierge 3.8 35 3.7
medicine / DPC practices

54. State allows wholesale lab pricing by concierge 33 2.5 3.0
medicine / DPC practices

In the category of Delivery Freedom, the red-blue-purple tendencies were less strong than they
were in other categories. Allowing for double counting due to ties, red states were the freest in 3
variables; blue states were the freest in 4 variables; purple states were the freest in 4 variables.
One variable on which red states stand out in a positive way is in not treating concierge medicine
and direct primary care practices as insurance. In other words, red and blue states have not done
as good a job, on average, at clarifying that member-based subscription-type practices should be
allowed to operate. Two variables in which blue states stand out in a positive way are in allowing
a broad array of clinical providers to be reimbursed by their state’s Medicaid program, and in
offering liability protections for Good Samaritans.



Conclusion

These three analyses suggest that the relationship between state political leanings and health
freedom is more nuanced than the standard red-state/blue-state stereotypes might lead us to
expect. There are some differences and patterns based on a state’s “color.” Red and purple states
tend to score better on Institutional Freedom and Payment Freedom. Blue states tend to score
better on Patient Freedom. None of these political color groups has a stronghold on health
freedom. Each group has areas of relative strength and weakness. All could stand to improve.

Every analysis reported on here was conducted using the data in the 2026 Health
Freedom Index downloadable spreadsheet, along with the state designations sourced from The
Cook Report, as already described. We encourage other researchers and policy analysts to use the
HFI data to test their own hypotheses and uncover patterns that can inform a more productive
discussion about health policy and freedom. Finally, we also welcome readers to use the findings
in this paper to write commentaries that explain or examine these patterns, propose advocacy
strategies, or suggest ways to expand health freedom at the state level.
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