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Steady and savvy. 

As determined as they come. 

The most elegant human being I’ve ever met. 

These are the comments colleagues chose to describe 
Indiana State Health Commissioner Dr. Kristina Box. 

In 2020, she’s had to bring all those qualities and 
more to bear to deal with the COVID-19 pandemic. 
As massive as the task has been in leading the state’s 
medical response, it’s by no means all that’s on her 
plate. 

Regardless of the pressure, she’s resolute; “I 100% 
chose the right profession, and I’m blessed every day 
that I pursued this career.”

By Rebecca Patrick

PHYSICIAN
in YOUR 
CORNER
Dr. Box Rises to Historic Challenge

Taking root 
A Hoosier through and through, Box took an early detour. 

She was born in Newfoundland, Canada, where her father was 
stationed as a dentist in the U.S. Air Force. When his service 
was complete, the family moved to Terre Haute, where her 
paternal grandparents lived and her father had grown up. 

As an elementary student, she found her career inspiration. 
The spark was her sixth grade teacher, Mrs. Magnuson. 

“Her entire health project was basically going through the 
anatomy of the human body and how all of the different organ 
systems function. So we drew pictures and showed how the 
blood flows through the heart and the circulation. We did the 
kidneys and how the kidneys took stuff from the blood and then 
made us pee out the bad stuff that we didn’t need. It absolutely 
fascinated me,” she remarks – still with an excitement today. 

“From that day forward, I said, ‘I’m going to be a doctor!’ 
My dad being a dentist certainly didn’t hurt because he was very 
supportive of what I wanted to do. There was a lot of time spent 
saying it may be a better life for a woman to have a family and 
stuff like that. But bottom line, dad was absolutely supportive of 
my being able to do whatever I put my mind to.”
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Preaching what she practices
An Indiana University graduate – Bloomington for her bachelor’s 

and the School of Medicine in Indianapolis for her doctorate – Box 
finished her residency in 1987. She soon settled into a private practice 
and surgery at Community Hospitals, where she remains today – albeit 
in a reduced capacity.

Her original plan was to be a pediatrician. Clinical rotations 
steered her otherwise. “I saw all the vomit and the bad ears and the 
screaming kids, and decided this is not for me,” she admits. 

Instead, she became an obstetrician and gynecologist.
“What I found in obstetrics was a really nice mixture of the 

surgical part of it. I love the GYN surgery, and the primary care 
relationship building of an office-based practice that you have with 
your obstetrical patients. 

“I absolutely adored being that person for someone for 36 weeks 
of their life and for that family … to be the first person to ever get to 
hold their little one in this world. That was so rewarding for me, and 
most of the time what we are doing is very happy.”

She loved mission trips to Haiti and Bolivia because it was “a way 
to give back to communities where patients really needed surgery and 
didn’t have access to it.” 

During the last five years of her full-time work for Community 
Health, she became engaged with and led its women’s service line at 
all five affiliated hospitals. The goal was to address any inequities and 
needs at every age of women’s health. 

With her office practice now closed, Box has kept her foot in the 
door by being an emergency room on-call doctor. 

Passionate pursuits
Box married her high school sweetheart, David, during their 

senior year of medical school.
“He’s an ophthalmologist. So, I’ve always teased about us 

working on opposite ends of the body.” The difference in demands of 
their fields made for stability for their four children, as she could be 
called away at a moment’s notice. Daughter Kathryn is the oldest and 

triplets followed: Lauren, Jon and Joey.
“The greatest joy in my life is my relationship with the Lord. But 

the greatest joy that he’s blessed me with is my family,” she begins. 
“Hands down, over anything in the world, I would rather be with 
them (siblings and in-laws included). We’re a very close-knit family. 
They are my best friends in the world.” 

An ideal setting for Box is one of the country’s many national 
parks. “The beauty is beyond words to describe,” she marvels.

Yosemite was her first visit. She’s hiked to the base of the Grand 
Canyon and back out in the same day. She loves Yellowstone for its “amazing 
animal viewing.” But Glacier National Park speaks to her most. 

“It really is a place of peace for me. It’s where I feel kind of who I 
really am and at most peace – and probably most closely connected to God.” 

She does make sure her hiking excursions don’t last too long to 
miss life’s other pleasures. “I’ll go 12 to 18 miles in a day if that’s what 
we’re doing. But I like to come back to a nice shower, dinner and 
maybe even a glass of bourbon – you can’t put that in the backpack!”

Fall is her season of choice – both to enjoy nature and sports. 
“There’s nothing better than having a tailgate and sitting at a football 
game! I love IU basketball, too,” she offers. 

Governor Eric Holcomb says “never bet against her racing 
knowledge” either. 

“You could sit down with Kris Box, and her husband for that 
matter, and have an hour-long conversation and she never talks about 
what she does. She would never drive that conversation. She’s 
interested in so many other things and is such a well-rounded person.” 

Getting the call
Jennifer Sullivan, Indiana Family and Social Services Administration 

secretary, “vividly” recalls first meeting Box; the latter was leading a 
roundtable at Community Hospital on neonatal abstinence syndrome 
(withdrawal symptoms that occur due to the mother using certain 
substances while pregnant).

At the time, Sullivan was the deputy health commissioner at the 
Indiana State Department of Health (ISDH). She came away so impressed 

Governor Holcomb appreciates in Box “having someone tethered to the truth and willing to lead” – noting “it takes a lot of courage in a time like this 
with so many different opinions and narratives.”
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Honoring a healthcare hero
From maternal and infant lives to the  

well-being of all Hoosiers, we applaud  

Dr. Box’s unflagging dedication to the  

health of our community. To an exceptional 

physician and state leader, we congratulate 

the 2020 Government Leader of the Year.

EXCEPTIONAL CARE. SIMPLY DELIVERED.

by Box that she recommended her for state health commissioner when Jerome 
Adams was tapped as U.S. Surgeon General.

Box herself never had aspirations beyond her hospital duties. “I felt very 
fulfilled by that. And my husband had actually just retired in September 2017 
when (the Governor’s office) reached out to me to interview for this job.”

Her initial reaction was the opposite of Sullivan’s – that she wasn’t the 
right person for the job (due to timing and a scant background in public 
health), but persistence and prayer brought her to reassess. 

“I felt like God had orchestrated a lot of things to bring this about for this 
time in my life.”

Unprecedented and unrelenting
A little more than two years into her state role, the coronavirus emerged.
In January, she says the state was making preparations, in partnership 

with federal agencies, and leaders were “reading and joining every meeting 
that we could to learn about this.”

By February, things shifted to when the inevitable first case would appear 
in Indiana. (In mid-October, her name was added to the list of tens of 
thousands of Hoosiers who have tested positive.)

The Governor calls his partnership with Box inseparable and by design. 
“She’s almost like a magician the way she digests it all – her daily consumption 
of a lot of information and overload of requests and input. 

“What comes from her factoring each scenario is very clear and consistent. 
I cannot think of a person better suited than her to lead our state’s health 
department at this unique and unprecedented time.”

Indiana Chamber President and CEO Kevin Brinegar feels the same. “We 
needed good, reliable information and a thoughtful approach to what really is 
an unthinkable situation – and Dr. Box has delivered.

While Box admits that her very public presence isn’t something she 
sought, she accepts it as what’s needed. “I’m the person who 
prefers to have my sleeves rolled up and at the table with my 
team – kind of the nitty-gritty work of planning something and 
getting something done, but everybody has their role in this.” 
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“She established very prudent goals with 
the overarching objective of preventing doctors 
from ever having to make life-or-death decisions 
on who got an intensive care room or who 
got a ventilator.”

Brian Tabor is president of the Indiana 
Hospital Association and co-chairs the Indiana 
Perinatal Quality Improvement Collaborative 
with Box.

He picks up on Brinegar’s sentiment and 
points to the inclusive nature of her actions. 

“In other states, (it) seems to be more 
driven from inside government. What I 
appreciated so much about her response was 
the way that she pulled all of the hospitals 
together in central Indiana (and elsewhere) to 
come up with a plan to significantly increase 
the capacity that we had, just working with 
the existing resources.” 

As she has throughout her career, Box 
embraced such collaboration and stresses that 
not a single decision has been made in a vacuum. 

“All have been thoroughly vetted and 
discussed with several physicians with the 
Governor’s team and across agencies, and 
oftentimes with external partners. … It’s a 
balance and was something that we had to 
realize early – that this was more than just 
what the State Department of Health would 
be able to do.”

Compassionate, accountable  
and reassuring

Sullivan highlights Box’s ability to unite 
and motivate people to do their best work and 
reach their highest potential. “She demands a 
lot of herself. Because of that, people are inspired 
to expect more of themselves as well.”

Brian Mills, CEO of Community Health 
Network, has known Box for three-plus 

decades and started at the hospital system at 
about the same time. 

“She’ll fight for everyone. She is just one 
of the most determined people I’ve ever seen 
and that isn’t something that she’s looking for 
credit for,” he suggests.

“It’s the responsibility that she has to 
care for others. So, to me, I see a lady 
cheering for all people in the state of Indiana, 
just like she would care for a mom and her 
soon-to-be-born child.” 

As it turns out, her career was good 
preparation for “that emergent situation where 
everything seems to be falling apart and there’s 
a lot of anxiety and a lot of stress,” Box states.

“I’ve had to look people in the eye and tell 
them that they have cancer and tell them what 
that means and what we’re going to need to 
do. And dealing with families when something’s 
not going right with either the pregnant mom 
or that unborn or newborn baby. 

“That ability to be able to look someone 
in the eye and say, ‘We got this; we got you.’ 
I think that’s been really important during the 
pandemic.” 

While the current situation is on a much 
larger scale, the basics still apply. 

“People need to feel that you’re confident, 
that you have in place the team that you need,” 
Box asserts. “That you have the eyes and the 
ears and the support of the Governor’s team 
and that they are evidence-based, data-driven 
individuals who are going to make decisions 
for the health and safety of the state of Indiana.”

Holcomb believes much credit goes to 
Box herself. 

“She has such a grasp and compassion for 
what individuals are going through. I mean that 
in a way that she almost personalizes each case 
but doesn’t let that get in the way of addressing 
just how large and demanding the job is.

“I saw very early on that pressure does not 
get to her … to be that kind of final checkmark 
takes a lot of courage,” he concludes.

Beyond the pandemic 
Leading on all fronts is how the Governor 

characterizes it. Whether it’s infant mortality, 
substance use disorder and reducing overdose 
deaths, youth vaping or HIV and hepatitis 
epidemics – all are also under Box’s watchful eye.

Dramatically reducing the state’s infant 
mortality rate is part of the administration’s 

Box and Dr. Jennifer Sullivan are a powerful one-two punch for the state to reduce the infant mortality 
rate, says Gov. Holcomb. After a bill signing related to the issue, the duo took this selfie to commemorate.

“We all feel like we’re going to kind of have a little bit of PTSD after this is done,” Box admits, 
referencing those on the pandemic response team. “We’ve had our moments where we just felt like 
we couldn’t put one foot in front of another, where we just couldn’t deal with another major crisis, 
another death, another outbreak of another long-term care facility. And then we’ve been there to 
lift each other up and get back to work.”
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health care platform. Indiana’s was the highest in the Midwest until 
last year. The target is for it to be the lowest by 2024.

In 2016, that mortality rate was 7.5 per 1,000 live births. It has 
steadily declined since, with the 2019 numbers coming in at 6.3 – the 
lowest level ever recorded in Indiana.

“We’ve added more AIM (Alliance for Innovation on Maternal 
Health) hospitals, which is basically implementation of (patient safety) 
bundles to protect more pregnant women from emergencies. We have 
instituted the Indiana Maternal Mortality Review Committee,” Box offers.

“So do I think (the reduction) is possible by 2024? I believe 
absolutely anything is possible and we are continuing to work and 
strive for that goal.”

One way is through the OB (obstetrician-gynecologist) navigator 
program, which is transitioning to be known as My Healthy Baby. The 
effort provides personalized guidance and support to women who are 
insured by Medicaid during their pregnancy and early in the baby’s life. 

“Not only did we hit all 20 of the counties we had planned for 
2020, but we even added two more,” Box shares.

Another 25 counties are expected to be added next year, with the 
ultimate goal of making the program available to all Medicaid-insured 
pregnant women by mid-2023.

Box and Sullivan, a pediatrician, take this issue very personally. 
The latter describes their shared reaction at the OB navigator bill 
signing in northwest Indiana in 2019.

“(After it was over) when we got back in the car, and at the very 
same time, that moment of accomplishment sort of hit us. We took a 
selfie and sent it to the Governor of the two of us holding up our 
official pens (that the Governor used to sign the bill), and then we are 

both just sobbing tears of joy.
“One of the things that people – friends, family, co-workers, 

patients, otherwise – will tell you is that Kris brings everything to 
everything. Her passion for life, you see at work, and her passion for 
work, you see at life,” Sullivan continues. “That whole spectrum – 
whether it’s through humor or through shared tears or whatever it 
might be – is really what we’ve come to love about having her at the 
helm of ISDH.” 

Praises Holcomb, “The facts speak for themselves. Her leadership 
on infant mortality and the opioid epidemic are equal in greatness – 
and I don’t use that word lightly – to her leadership on COVID-19.”

Not so fast
If you think being at the center of the storm would push Box 

closer to riding off into the sunset, think again.
“It’s not in me to ever step away in the middle of a crisis like 

this,” she maintains. “So, unless I’m asked to step away … I’ll be 
staying on. Whether I stay for that entire four years, I think it’s really 
going to depend on where we are with infant mortality and where we 
are with the pandemic.” 

Her faith and family – both her “100% supportive” one at home 
and the newfound one in state government – continue to keep Box 
going. Her de-stressor of exercising has helped too.

Still, she knows exactly how she will spend her retirement when 
it does come. 

“My husband is pretty much retired and it feels right to maybe 
spend some time just being devoted to my family solely, after spending 
so many decades helping others so much.” 




