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Who are community health workers and what do they do? 

Community health workers (CHWs), as defined by the American Public Health Association, “are frontline 

public health workers who are trusted 

members of and who usually have a close 

understanding of the community served.”1 

CHWs facilitate connections between 

community members and healthcare systems, 

and referrals to critical health and social 

services. CHWs are knowledgeable about 

available community resources, community 

organizations and networks, cultural practices 
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• Community Health Workers (CHWs) facilitate connections between community members and 

healthcare systems, and patient referrals to social services. 

• CHWs’ knowledge of communities and their backgrounds allows them to provide culturally and 

linguistically tailored health services. 

• Research has demonstrated the impact of CHWs on improved diabetes and hypertension control, 

increased cancer screenings, and other health outcomes. 

• CHWs need support and resources to do their jobs effectively, specifically professional development 

and sustainable funding. 

• Healthcare systems can provide support through recruitment, training, and career development 

efforts.  

• Federal and state policymakers can ensure sustainable funding through public insurance 

reimbursement policies. 

Po 

Community Health Worker Research and Resource Center 

“I have a patient who was affected by COVID-19 and lost 
her employment. I was able to help her with food 
assistance, unemployment benefits, and walk her through 
some emotionally hard times. She didn’t want to seek 
therapy but was comfortable speaking with me, so I often 
provided emotional support. I have now decided to 
complete my Associate’s Degree in Mental Health Human 
Services, and I am looking into obtaining my Bachelor’s. I 
am grateful to my patients for renewing the way I look at 
my work.”  
 
Malina Velasquez, Community Health Worker, Health 
Home & Patient Navigation Center at NYU Langone 
Hospital - Brooklyn 
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and beliefs, and languages spoken within communities. This expertise allows CHWs to deliver culturally and 

linguistically tailored health services to patients and community members, including motivational interviewing 

and goal setting, health education sessions, remote monitoring of health metrics (e.g., blood pressure, 

diabetes), and assistance enrolling in programs (e.g., health insurance, food and housing assistance).2 The trust 

and rapport CHWs are able to establish with community members are instrumental to the acceptance and use 

of these health programs. CHWs are increasingly in demand as they are recognized as a key component of 

helping patients address a wide range of social factors and better manage their health. They represent a 

rapidly growing sector of the workforce, and employment in this field is expected to grow by nearly 15% in the 

next year.3  

 

Impact of Community Health Workers 

There is a strong evidence base for the impact of CHWs on improving patient health outcomes in the U.S., 

including management of hypertension, increasing mammogram and pap screenings, and diabetes control.  

• A randomized controlled CHW intervention for Filipino Americans with uncontrolled hypertension 

resulted in a significantly greater percentage of hypertension control in the treatment group (83.3%) in 

comparison to the control group (42.7%).4  

• A randomized controlled CHW intervention for South Asian immigrants with uncontrolled hypertension 

indicated that the treatment group had 3.7 (95% CI, 2.1-6.5) times the odds of achieving hypertension 

control in comparison to the control group.5  

• A quasi experimental two-arm CHW intervention among Asian Indian Sikhs at risk for diabetes found, 

at 6-month follow-up, that participants in the treatment group were more likely to lose ≥5% and ≥7% 

of their weight compared to control participants (p=0.071, and p=0.015, respectively).6 

• A similar CHW-led diabetes intervention for Korean immigrants saw improvements in recommended 

physical activity (62.3%) in comparison to the control group (47.9%).7  

• Results of a CHW and lay health worker-led intervention to increase mammogram and cervical cancer 

screenings among Muslim women indicated an increase in screenings for mammograms (intervention: 

16% to 49%; control: 14.7% to 44.6%) and cervical cancer (intervention: 16.9% to 42.3%; control: 17.3% 

to 37.1%).8  

• A systematic review of CHW interventions in rural settings, where access to healthcare is often 

particularly challenging, found improvements in measured outcomes, including cardiovascular disease, 

diabetes, and cancer.9  
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• CHW interventions also support social needs among community members. One intervention involved 

CHWs supporting subsidized housing residents with accessing resources, which led to improvements in 

food security, ability to pay rent, and connections to primary care services.10 

 
Community Health Workers are Key to Achieving Health Equity  

CHWs are a critical bridge between healthcare systems and community members. Their expertise in providing 

culturally and linguistically competent health programs and support, along with building trust with community 

members, expands the reach and impact of efforts to reduce health disparities.11 CHWs are an integral part of 

health equity initiatives and need the necessary support and resources to do their work effectively. With these 

considerations in mind, we propose the following recommendations for healthcare systems and policymakers 

to support CHWs: 

 

Healthcare Systems 

• Establish stable recruitment pipelines for CHWs and advancement tracks within the CHW profession. 

• Establish and train CHWs on core competencies to achieve impact in communities. 

• Provide professional support and fair compensation to CHWs.  

• Hire and train CHW supervisors with management skills to support CHWs.  

• Integrate CHWs into care service models to foster cooperation with other healthcare professionals. 

 

Policymakers 

When CHWs are included in the healthcare system, they help to improve patient outcomes and health equity. 

Policies that provide sustainable funding through public insurance reimbursement are needed to support the 

work of CHWs. Although these mechanisms are still fragmented, they provide, or have the potential to 

provide, CHW services and social determinants of health (SDOH) support to a growing number of 

communities. 

• Federal policy recommendations 

o Medicare’s proposed Physician Fee Schedule includes new codes to bill for CHW and navigation 

services.12 This is an exciting policy development with the potential to bring CHW services and 

SDOH support to a broad spectrum of beneficiaries. Policymakers must ensure these new billing 

codes best serve CHWs and Medicare patients, including in the following ways: 

▪ Apply a “no wrong door” approach and allow for referral pathways across the 

continuum of care. 
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▪ Consider in-person visits, including in the patient’s home, telephonic, and virtual 

appointments as eligible for reimbursement. 

▪ Support different ways of fulfilling training and certification requirements other than 

individual certification programs, including program-level certification, years of 

experience, and prior certifications. 

▪ Include the expertise of CHWs in policy making related to their profession. 

▪ Make it more feasible for community-based organizations that provide CHW services to 

partner with health systems by providing them with financial and technical support to 

facilitate the technical expertise and data integration needed for these partnerships. 

o Create an optional Medicaid benefit to provide the full spectrum of CHW services, with the 

opportunity to incentivize adoption with enhanced Federal Medical Assistance Percentage 

(FMAP).13  

• State policy recommendations 

o Currently, 29 states reimburse CHW services through Medicaid programs in a variety of ways,  

and state-level support for CHW reimbursement is growing.14-16 While Medicaid-funded 

programs are population- and disease-specific and thus somewhat limited in scope, they can 

provide targeted CHW services to select beneficiaries and, in the process, demonstrate the 

broader value of CHWs. States can integrate CHW services into their Medicaid programs in a 

number of ways, drawing on evidence from several states across the U.S.  

o New York State’s recently approved Medicaid State Plan Amendment and budget will enable 

reimbursement of CHW services for specific populations as of October 1, 2023.17,18 

▪ Under the State Plan Amendment, CHWs will be reimbursed when supervised by a 

Medicaid-enrolled provider, initially to provide approved services for pregnant and post-

partum people, and in the coming months for children under 21 and high-risk adults 

with health-related social needs.18,19 This is a long-awaited and much-needed 

development for New York State Medicaid beneficiaries. To realize the potential of this 

new Medicaid benefit, policymakers should consider the following recommendations: 

• While the State Plan Amendment and New York Senate legislation include a 

broad definition of Medicaid providers who can bill for CHW services under their 

supervision, uptake at current reimbursement rates needs to be monitored to 

ensure that Article 28 clinics, including Federally Qualified Health Centers 

(FQHCs), and independent providers are able to hire and embed CHWs into 
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practice workflows. In addition, New York State must create a mechanism for 

FQHCs who are not reimbursed using the Alternate Rate Setting Methodology 

(APG) to bill for CHW services, as they are currently excluded from this policy.20  

• Pathways for CBO-based CHWs to provide these services are needed. One 

potential avenue is to allow the Social Care Networks being created as part of 

the 1115 Medicaid Waiver Amendment to bill Medicaid for CHW services as 

approved under the State Plan Amendment on behalf of the CBOs that are part 

of the Social Care Networks.21  

 

Conclusion  

CHWs play a vital role in healthcare systems by supporting patient care and connecting patients to medical 

and social needs services. Numerous studies have demonstrated the positive impact of CHW interventions on 

patients’ health and social needs. However, sustainable funding and greater institutional commitment are 

needed to support the CHW workforce and provide meaningful CHW career pathways. As outlined in this 

policy brief, there are key steps healthcare systems, and state and federal government agencies can take to 

ensure ongoing support of CHWs. 

 

Additional Resources 

We have compiled CHW resources below for researchers, healthcare systems, and policy makers, including 

information curated by NYU Langone Health.  

 

NYU CHW Resource Hub: this searchable database compiles free resources across 25 CHW projects across NYU 
Langone, representing a wide range of populations, topics, and settings. 
 
NYU Community Health Worker Research & Resource Center: including library of past events and newsletters. 
 
Video of NYU Langone CHWs discussing their work with community members and patients.  

 
National Association of Community Health Workers 
 
Community Health Workers Association of Rochester: serving the Finger Lakes, Western & Center New York 
regions 
 
Community Health Worker Network of Buffalo 
 

 

 

https://www.chwresourcehub.org/
https://med.nyu.edu/departments-institutes/population-health/divisions-sections-centers/health-behavior/community-service-plan/community-health-worker-research-resource-center
https://mailchi.mp/aea5c563a227/chwrrc_events
https://us10.campaign-archive.com/home/?u=86890f789246120d6e77068d4&id=fe134f2f5b
https://vimeo.com/836310253/7323451b23?share=copy
https://nachw.org/
https://www.chwrochester-ny.org/
https://www.conect-with-us.org/chwnetwork
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