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Abstract 

Background  Community health worker (CHW) interventions have demonstrated positive impacts globally, 
with the COVID-19 pandemic further highlighting the potential of CHWs at the frontline to support prevention, 
outreach, and healthcare delivery. As the workforce expands, understanding the work and capabilities of CHWs is key 
to design successful interventions. This study examines the perspectives of experienced CHWs in Chicago about their 
current work and strategies for success.

Methods  As part of a community-academic partnership in Chicago, semi-structured interviews were completed 
with individuals who held positions aligned with CHW. Interviews were conducted between January and April 2022. 
Questions focused on participants’ work and factors contributing to their effectiveness to gain insights into workforce 
strategies for success to be applied in healthcare and community settings. De-identified transcripts were analyzed 
using inductive reasoning with codes organized into themes and subthemes under two domains identified a priori. 
The themes informed a logic model focused on the early stages to support the success of CHWs in their role.

Results  Fourteen individuals participated in the study. The two predetermined domains in this study were: current 
work of CHWs and strategies for CHWs to be successful.

Five themes were identified about CHWs’ current work: providing services, building alliances with clients, establishing 
and maintaining collaborations, collecting data, and experiencing challenges in role. From their perspectives, all these 
responsibilities enhance client care and support workforce sustainability efforts.

Five themes emerged about strategies for the success of CHWs: background of CHWs, champions to support work 
of CHWs, materials to perform work of CHWs, preparation for CHW role, and characteristics of CHWs. Participants 
described key traits CHWs should possess to be hired, individuals who can champion and advocate for their work, 
and specific materials needed to fulfill responsibilities. They reported that training and familiarity with the community 
were integral to developing and refining the qualities and skills necessary to be effective in their role.

Conclusion  CHWs play an increasingly important role in enhancing healthcare delivery and improving health out-
comes. This study offers a framework for policymakers, communities, and organizations to utilize for preparing CHWs 
to succeed in their roles.
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Text box 1. Contributions to literature

• This study adds to existing literature that focuses on community health 
worker (CHW) practices in enhancing client care.

• This study brings attention to CHW efforts in workforce sustainability, 
which is overlooked in existing literature.

• Our study presents a logic model, informed by experienced CHWs, 
on early strategies for success in CHW roles that highlights relevant train-
ings, materials, and support systems.

• Our research was conducted in Chicago, bringing unique insights 
with the city’s distinct population, healthcare systems, and communities.

Introduction
The community health worker (CHW) workforce in the 
United States has grown substantially since it was estab-
lished in the 1960s, with the goal of effectively linking 
underserved communities to vital health services [1]. 
CHWs—also known as promotores/as de salud, peer 
health educators, and lay health advocates—are frontline 
public health workers who help community members 
overcome barriers to better health and support health 
systems to enhance care delivery. Typically, CHWs are 
members of and/or have a thorough understanding of 
the community, improving the quality and cultural com-
petence of services provided to individuals [2]. They 
provide services to both adults and children most often 
in community and medical settings,[3] including health 
education, linkages to health and social resources, system 
navigation, and motivation to achieve health goals [4, 5]. 
The potential of CHWs as key members of health care 
teams has been recently underscored by the COVID-19 
pandemic, which uncovered and deepened health inequi-
ties. CHWs have been recognized as powerful forces for 
addressing the pandemic by supporting testing, contact 
tracing, and vaccination [6, 7].

The successes of CHW interventions worldwide are 
well-documented. Studies demonstrate that CHWs sup-
port individuals in managing chronic health conditions, 
[8–11] provide social support through screenings and 
referrals, [12, 13] and promote healthy behaviors [14, 
15]. Such interventions are often completed via home 
visits and/or phone calls, through which CHWs can 
assess social risk factors, provide education, and support 
resource navigation [8, 11, 13, 14]. Additionally, CHW 
interventions have proven to be highly cost-effective, 
especially for high-risk populations [16–18].

As the CHW workforce is expanding [19] and evolving, 
[3] it is important to understand the current roles and 
capabilities of CHWs and consider factors that contrib-
ute to their success, which is critical for implementation 
of programs and sustainability of the workforce. While 
broader-scale efforts exist to understand newly acquired 
competencies and responsibilities of CHWs, [20] the 

local context may introduce unique qualities, skills, and 
tasks. Thus, this study aims to describe current respon-
sibilities of CHWs and identify early strategies for CHWs 
to succeed in their roles from the perspectives of CHWs 
in Chicago in context of their unique population, health-
care systems, and communities.

Methods
Study design
This qualitative study was conducted as part of an aca-
demic-community partnership between an academic 
institution (University of Chicago), public school dis-
trict (Chicago Public Schools), and community-engaged 
research (Sinai Urban Health Institute) in Chicago [21]. 
The study focused on Chicago, an urban city with sev-
eral regions, including the Northwest Side with a pre-
dominantly White population, South Side with a majority 
Black population, and West Side with a largely Hispanic/
Latino population [22–24]. This study was deemed 
exempt by the Institutional Review Board.

Population
The study included individuals from the Chicago area 
who held positions that aligned with a CHW role, includ-
ing working in and/or with a community to promote 
better health. Participants were recruited using email 
advertisements distributed by the community-engaged 
research institute and their partners, including various 
local and state listservs for community health worker 
organizations and resources. Interested participants then 
contacted the study team directly to participate. This 
study utilized snowball sampling with participants asked 
at the end of the interview to identify additional CHWs 
who may provide relevant insights.

Data collection
Semi-structured interviews (n=14) were conducted via 
Zoom between January and April 2022. All interviews 
were conducted by a research project coordinator with a 
master’s degree in public health training and four years 
of experience in qualitative methods. Verbal consent was 
obtained from each participant prior to the start of the 
interview.

An interview guide was utilized for the discussion. 
Participants were asked about current work responsi-
bilities, essential relationships, challenges faced, and 
methods for effectiveness in their role. This manuscript 
reports results from a group of questions focused on the 
CHW role overall; a subsequent group of questions asked 
about the integration of CHWs in schools and these 
results are reported elsewhere [25]. Each interview lasted 
60-120 minutes. Participants received a $50 e-gift card. 
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Interviews were continued until thematic saturation was 
reached.

Data analysis
Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and de-identified 
prior to analysis. Thematic analysis was conducted based 
on grounded theory principles with an inductive reason-
ing approach applied [26, 27]. Four researchers (AV, LG, 
MK, NY) independently read and coded the first five 
interviews based on two pre-determined domains: cur-
rent work of CHWs and strategies for success in CHW 
role. Researchers met after coding each interview to com-
pare codes, resolve discrepancies, and develop a coding 
framework with themes and subthemes. Once the frame-
work was finalized, it was applied by three researchers 
(LG, MK, NY) to the remaining interviews. Any new 
codes, themes, subthemes, and discrepancies were dis-
cussed and resolved. All transcripts were re-coded by 
two researchers (LG, MK) using the final thematic frame-
work. Discrepancies were discussed until a consensus 
was reached. Dedoose Version 9.0.46 was utilized for 
analysis. To ensure validity of the results, the framework 
was shared with a diverse group of experienced CHWs 
as well as CHW program leaders, designers, and evalu-
ators from the community-based research institute for 
review and feedback, which was incorporated into the 
final framework.

Development of logic model
The themes from the domain about strategies for CHW 
success were applied to develop a logic model, a visual 
representation of the resources and actions needed to 
achieve long-lasting outcomes. This model depicts the 
considerations for hiring and onboarding as well as types 
of supports and activities needed for a CHW to be suc-
cessful in their role.

Results
Fourteen individuals participated in the study (Table 1). 
Their years of experience in the field ranged from 0.5 to 
22 years. Some participants’ current role titles included 
“community health workers” and “COVID-19 response 
workers,” with the latter group responsible for provid-
ing resources and COVID-19 education during the pan-
demic. Certain participants had advanced to the roles of 
“CHW supervisor” and “CHW coordinator”, overseeing 
CHWs and programs. One participant transitioned to the 
role of “communicable disease investigator,” surveying 
infectious diseases within local communities. The major-
ity were affiliated with health systems (n=11, 78.5%) and 
served Chicago’s West side (n=8, 57.1%) and South side 
(n=8, 57.1%), with some participants working in more 
than one region of Chicago.

Domain 1: Current work of CHWs
Five themes emerged from participants about the current 
responsibilities of CHWs: providing services to clients, 
building alliances with clients to improve health out-
comes, establishing and maintaining collaborations, col-
lecting data to support work, and navigating challenges 
in their work (Table 2).

Theme 1: Providing services
Participants emphasized their primary role is to provide 
services to clients seeking care for their needs. Examples 
of services included navigation of the health care system 
and linkage to health and social resources. Participants 
reported additional services for clients included educat-
ing about health topics, delivering materials (e.g., green 
cleaning kits, medications), and troubleshooting issues 
negatively affecting care – all of which are addressing 
“what the patient [client] needs.”

Participants also shared their contributions to the 
development and implementation of CHW programs, 
including supporting design of programs and materials. 
CHWs applied their unique expertise to developing pro-
jects. For example, one participant shared, “Sometimes, 
especially when it’s a new program, it’s rare [to have] 
things come in translated; or when you’re getting trained, 
you don’t get trained in Spanish. You have to do your own 
translation.” Participants described additional responsi-
bilities including conducting recruitment, data collec-
tion, and trainings. One participant described that they 
ensured continuing education was available, “I’m trying 
to get courses or presentations to be available to CHWs as 

Table 1  Participant characteristics of experienced community 
health workers in Chicago, Illinois, US 2022 (n=14)

a Total number exceeds the number of participants as some participants 
reported serving more than one Chicago region

Characteristics N (%)

Years of experience as community health worker

  Mean (SD) 8.0 (6.1)

  Median (IQR) 7.5 (9.0)

  Range 0.5 – 22

Organizational affiliation, n (%)

  Health systems 11 (78.5)

  Religious institution 1 (7.1)

  Health department 1 (7.1)

  Other community-based organization 1 (7.1)

Population/neighborhood served in Chicago, n (%)a

  Northwest Side 2 (14.3)

  West Side 8 (57.1)

  South Side 8 (57.1)
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we move into different roles or things they want to get a 
refresher on.”

In specific settings, participants described CHWs pro-
viding more tailored services. They discussed conduct-
ing health outreach and education at community events, 
such as health fairs. Although the COVID-19 pandemic 
paused direct outreach, some participants still conducted 
community outreach including canvassing schools to 
provide COVID-19 information: “if they wanted some 
information on the vaccination for their kids, for their 
parents, you let them [schools] know what you’re doing.” 
In clinical settings, CHWs can uniquely connect with 
clients to further learn about their health status and fac-
tors influencing their health to inform clinicians as one 
participant explained, “a lot of times our clients [are] 
not comfortable speaking and being open with their phy-
sicians… It’s our job to listen to them and then relay the 
message back to the doctor’s office.”

Theme 2: Building alliances with clients to improve health 
outcomes
Participants described that, for CHWs to effectively pro-
vide services, a significant part of their work is establish-
ing trust with clients. They emphasized the importance 
of CHWs utilizing their communication and interper-
sonal skills by being attentive to clients’ needs, con-
necting with clients through shared experiences, being 
transparent with clients, and assuring clients of their sup-
port. One participant shared how they first interact with 
clients, “I introduced them myself or even let them ask me 
question… Things like that have also been very helpful in 
building that rapport with the participants.”

Additionally, the various ways that CHWs interact with 
clients can help establish alliances. Participants expressed 
that in-person contacts through door-to-door canvassing 
and home visits effectively built trust with clients. While 
the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in limited in-person 
interactions with clients, one participant emphasized the 
importance of continuing meaningful engagement with 
clients in virtual environments, “Having that time to talk 
with them and to ask those opening questions to see what’s 
the root cause of what’s going on and then try to address 
that so it can change some of the other outcomes.”

Theme 3: Establishing and maintaining collaborations
Participants also described how their current work lev-
erages their various relationships with partners: collabo-
rators within health systems, CHW teams, community 
organizations, and community members.

Participants affiliated with a health system described 
working across departments and collaborating with 
various personnel to support patients. They indicated 
the integration of CHWs into health teams has become 

an easier process with health systems becoming more 
familiar with CHWs as one participant shared.“When I 
first started as a CHW, a lot of people weren’t aware of 
us. Right now, we are popular.” Further, some participants 
explained that they worked directly with clinicians in the 
health system to coordinate care for clients. One partici-
pant emphasized the importance of consistent commu-
nication in this partnership, “Sometimes it can happen 
that they [clinic staff] make the same appointment, or 
they forget to make the appointment so it’s [important] to 
keep them updated about what resources you [CHWs] are 
providing.” CHWs also relied on collaborations within the 
health system to acquire knowledge and resources. One 
participant shared about their partnership with social 
workers, “[Social workers] know a lot. If they don’t know 
or if I don’t know, they’re finding the best way to figure it 
out.”

Beyond the health system, participants shared that it 
was essential to collaborate within their CHW teams. 
Participants expressed these partnerships have helped 
them be effective and stay motivated in their roles, espe-
cially during a public health crisis. Some participants 
shared that, even with limited in-person interactions, 
they made time to meet with their coworkers to share 
successes and challenges as one participant explained, 
“If it is something I don’t feel that I’m dealing with cor-
rectly, our CHWs are so open to assist you [me].” Addi-
tionally, through these partnerships, CHWs were able to 
share their expertise to support each other’s clients. One 
participant described, “We work on different projects… ‘I 
have an asthma patient. Could you talk to them? Could 
you do education?’ I’ll just call them and then they’ll come 
do the education.”

In addition to working with health systems and CHWs 
teams, CHWs discussed their collaborations with com-
munity organizations, community members, and other 
partners (e.g., CHW associations and groups) to gather 
and expand resources. CHWs worked to develop part-
nerships with local organizations and external networks 
to link clients to resources (e.g., food pantries, housing 
assistance) as well as to provide health education to com-
munity members. One participant shared the benefits 
of having such local partnerships to minimize gaps in 
resources, “If there’s one [service] that we don’t offer, then 
[we are] reaching out to organizations that offer [the ser-
vice].” Participants described that these partnerships can 
be bidirectional with CHW providing trainings to these 
organizations. Also, participants stated CHWs worked 
closely with community members to tailor their services 
to community needs. For instance, CHW programs have 
organized community advisory boards to obtain sugges-
tions to enhance the programs. One participant shared 
how they leverage their community advisory board to 
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enhance a CHW program, “We do have a community 
advisory board. Whenever we want to do changes to our 
programs, we try to connect with them to see what they say 
and one of those is an example of our name. We’re trying 
to be more inclusive and more gender neutral…so we went 
to our advisory board.” Additionally, participants have 
worked with CHW networks to build knowledge and 
expertise as one participant shared, “Joining the national 
CHW organization – that’s a must because you’re getting 
information.”

Theme 4: Collecting data to support work
Some participants described significant involvement in 
data collection as a part of their roles. They stated that 
CHWs collect health and social-related data to identify 
factors influencing health outcomes as well as to moni-
tor client’s progress in working with a CHW. Addition-
ally, participants shared the importance of data collection 
for CHWs to track their own work progress. This data 
may be related to the reach and impact of their work, 
including the number of client interactions each day and 
number of clients who accepted or rejected services, 
resources, or referrals. Participants also talked about the 
importance of tracking outcomes of resources provided 
to clients to screen for the quality of services provided. 
One participant described the information they pro-
vide, “We enter the resources they need and if we provide 
it… and I enter notes because sometimes you have bad 
experiences.”

Participants indicated the data collected by CHWs are 
utilized for evaluation, maintenance, expansion, and dis-
semination of programs. Data on the outcomes of CHW 
services can highlight the successes of CHW programs as 
well as areas for improvement. For example, one partici-
pant shared how the data collected led to not only refin-
ing the program but also expanding it, “I was in a diabetes 
program. Before I started, it was called [program 1]. Once 
they collected that information, they saw some fine-tuning 
they needed to do and so they did it. Then, they created 
a second one, which was called [program 2]. That’s when 
they hired new CHWs. They brought in more because they 
realized they needed more CHWs to roll out this program.” 
Additionally, this data can bring to light the needs of vul-
nerable communities and impacts of CHWs through dis-
semination: “We use [data] to improve our programs. Use 
it to help tell the story of these community concerns we 
were addressing or identified through this programming. 
Data is our support and validation.”

Theme 5: Navigating challenges in role
Participants highlighted various challenges encoun-
tered in their community health work. One challenge 

was related to the different relationships within their 
roles. CHWs shared difficulties in their client relation-
ships. Some participants discussed working on over-
whelming client cases and coping by learning to create 
healthy boundaries and rely on other CHWs. CHWs 
also spoke about barriers in interacting with clients, 
especially virtually, which can limit communication. 
Participants shared that some clients may be heav-
ily reliant on CHWs, while some may distrust them: 
“In the past, it was a struggle to get that trust from the 
community. The health care system has been very harsh 
towards Black and Brown individuals.” Beyond client 
relationships, some participants described challenges 
with integrating into clinical teams. Some experienced 
being unwelcomed by clinicians and other staff due to 
limited understanding about CHW role. One partici-
pant cited the insufficient recognition given to the work 
of CHWs, “The world doesn’t see a CHW like they would 
a CNA [certified nursing assistant] or another kind of 
assistant... it’s been verified and documented that hav-
ing a CHW attached to a person within their health 
challenges makes a difference.”

Another challenge described by participants was 
related to gaps in resources for clients and materials 
needed to complete their work. Participants highlighted 
the limited funding to support clients and CHW pro-
grams. One participant described the struggles of over-
coming financial barriers for clients to receive health 
care, “With COVID-19, a lot of people lost their employ-
ment… If there’s no resources, then it’s hard for people to 
commit to having a [medical] procedure.” Additionally, 
there are limited funds to provide as incentives to foster 
success in CHW programs.

Additional challenges raised by participants included 
fluctuations in work. They indicated the pandemic led 
to drastic changes with the transition to remote work, 
which affected how CHWs interacted with clients. One 
participant shared, “Now, it’s more difficult to get them 
[clients] virtually and actually show you [their] home... 
You would think it’s easier virtually because you’re not 
going in, but they don’t want to do it.” With remote work 
also comes the challenge of maintaining a work-life bal-
ance that participants reported, as one shared, “Some 
patients really do need support and they want to stay 
with you on the phone for hours and we can’t do that.” 
Lastly, participants discussed how the nature of home 
visits and community outreach posed a challenge due 
to increases in crime in the communities served: “Most 
of the neighborhoods that we work in are high crime 
areas… We could make our appointments for early in 
the morning and it’s usually safe in the morning, but 
now it’s just as bad early in the morning as it is in late 
evening.”
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Domain 2: Strategies for CHWs to be successful in their 
roles
Five themes emerged from participants about strategies 
for CHWs to be successful in their roles: background, 
champions to support work, materials to perform 
work, preparation for role, and acquired characteristics 
(Table  3). These strategies aligned with a logic model, 
including inputs, activities, and outputs with the out-
come of an effective CHW (Fig. 1).

Theme 1: Background of CHWs
Participants highlighted innate attributes to consider 
when hiring CHWs. One characteristic considered 
important was being a member of the community served. 
Participants shared this quality was valuable for navigat-
ing local resources and building trust with clients. Par-
ticipants emphasized the importance of having shared 
backgrounds (e.g., demographics, experiences) and lan-
guage with clients to build trusting relationships. One 
participant shared that having the same adversities as 
clients prepared them to join the workforce, “I was the 
mother waiting in a room to get the service, and nobody 
gave the service because [there was] nobody who speaks 
Spanish... I’m not the first, but I’m not the last one. That 
gave me that responsibility.” Along with shared back-
grounds as clients, participants reported certain past 
experiences that transferred to their roles, including 
education in psychology or sociology as well as previous 
roles in health or helping others.

Theme 2: Champions to support the work of CHWs
Participants listed key players who have supported their 
role as CHWs. An essential entity identified by partici-
pants as a champion was their own internal organization. 
They expressed appreciation that their organization’s cul-
ture encourages collaborations and nurtures professional 
growth by providing education and materials. One par-
ticipant shared about their organization, “I think one of 
the reasons that I really like to do what I do is because I 
feel supported and because, like [organization’s] philoso-
phy, if we’re okay emotionally, we can better perform our 
job.”

Internal to their organizations, participants reported 
their CHW teams were champions for their work. Their 
team members were especially helpful by providing guid-
ance and emotional support, particularly when start-
ing in their roles. One participant described their team 
member’s lasting impact when beginning their role, 
“Something came up...I’m like, ‘I can’t do this. I’ve got to 
find something else to do.’ My [team member] was like, 
‘Okay, see you tomorrow’… When people new come to me, 
I’m like, ‘Okay, let’s take a deep breath. Go home and do 

some self-care. I’ll see you tomorrow. Tomorrow, let’s talk 
about what happened yesterday.’” In addition to serving 
as champions at the start, participants emphasized that 
team members helped enhance their performance by 
sharing expertise and resources as well as creating space 
to debrief on difficult cases. Lastly, participants stated the 
leaders within their teams are champions for their work, 
providing support and resources for CHWs to be effec-
tive in their role. One participant shared the importance 
of having a leader who respects them, “Having that type 
of support with your supervisor does make that type of 
work a lot easier...it makes [me] happy to be working in 
that field.”

Outside of their organizations, some participants rec-
ognized external organizations as champions for their 
work. Participants shared that they relied on other 
CHW-focused organizations for topic expertise and cli-
ent referrals. Participants who have been integrated in 
clinical settings emphasized the importance of having a 
clinician who trusts the CHW and serves as a champion. 
One participant shared their experience, “I have this one 
champion...she is a doctor still. She is the one that was, ‘go 
ahead and talk [to] them,’ ‘go ahead and do this,’ ‘go ahead 
and tell them.’”

Theme 3: Materials to perform work of CHW
Participants highlighted the various materials needed in 
their line of work. A key material was readily available 
resources with information and referrals for clients, such 
as community referral programs like “Purple Binder” and 
“NowPow”. One participant described how they use such 
resources with clients, “I have physical resources. I can get 
copies and highlight numbers they’ve got to call, addresses, 
appointments.” Participants also shared that CHWs need 
materials for client care, including medications, medical 
supplies, and cleaning products to support chronic con-
dition management at home. During the COVID-19 pan-
demic, they also provided personal protective equipment 
and at-home tests. Further, participants discussed that 
communication tools were important for working with 
clients and their teams, including phones, social media, 
and translated materials for non-English speaking clients. 
For their data collection responsibilities, CHWs typically 
used laptops or tablets to record their work and as appro-
priate database software. Participants also suggested 
CHWs should have paper versions of documents in times 
without Wi-Fi access. To support client education, partic-
ipants recommend CHWs should have presentations as 
well as visual tools like anatomical models and practical 
materials (e.g., diabetes and asthma devices) to demon-
strate aspects of disease management. As for continued 
education, participants largely relied on online tools like 
Coursera and YouTube.
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Theme 4: Preparation for CHW role
Participants reported training and continuing education 
were essential to be prepared for the CHW field. Specifi-
cally, participants highlighted the various lessons from 
CHW core skills training, which focuses on relevant 
competencies and skills that were applicable when work-
ing closely with diverse clients. One participant shared 
they felt prepared for the CHW role after completing 
such training, “I had to understand culture humility...
how to communicate with physicians...how to document... 
Once the expectation had been set and the knowledge has 
been layered on that, then it gets you ready to do the work 
in hand.” In addition, participants reported trainings on 
various health topics prepared them to support condi-
tion-specific programs. Some participants were cross-
trained on multiple health topics, including chronic 
health conditions (e.g., asthma, diabetes, breast cancer), 
mental health, and COVID-19. These trainings ensured 
that CHWs attained knowledge on health topics to share 
with clients, as described by one participant, “We can 
all jump in different interventions and educate a person. 
If I’m seeing somebody for breast health and I know that 
person has asthma, I can interject some of my asthma 
knowledge.” Along with CHW core skills and health topic 
trainings, participants emphasized the importance of 
having practical experience through role-playing, shad-
owing experienced CHWs, and learning on the job. One 
participant shared, “If you don’t have experience from 
doing home visits with the educators…having face-to-face 
contact with people… you’re never going to have that con-
nection with people [clients].” Also, participants empha-
sized the importance of continuing education to provide 
quality services to clients. Participants described they 
have requested subject-specific training on health topics 
and skills from their internal organization as well as con-
ducted their own research or completed online trainings 
to ensure up-to-date knowledge.

Along with trainings, participants shared it is vital for 
individuals to complete other preparation for their role, 
including developing familiarity with the people and 
needs of communities they are serving. In addition, some 
participants emphasized the importance of knowing the 
community for their safety, as one participant shared, 
“You can’t help anyone if you’re not around to help any-
one.” Finally, some participants highlighted additional 
preparations related to programming, such as reviewing 
materials and understanding responsibilities.

Theme 5: Characteristics of CHW
Participants listed qualities and skills that individuals 
should have to work in the CHW field, some of which 
are gained or refined through external experiences and 

preparation for their CHW role. They commented that 
key qualities of a CHW include being respectful, flex-
ible, and compassionate. Participants emphasized the 
importance of being comfortable working with oth-
ers when taking on the role of CHW, as one participant 
stated, “People can sense when you’re genuine and when 
you actually want to help them.” In addition, participants 
commented that it is important to be empathetic, espe-
cially when working with various clients with different 
backgrounds. One participant stated, “You’ve got to be 
open to work with all kinds--homeless, intoxicated people, 
people in a bad mood. You need to be empathetic... It is 
still your duty to help them.”

Regarding skills necessary to be an effective CHW, par-
ticipants highlighted resourcefulness, interpersonal skills, 
problem solving, and time management. They empha-
sized the importance of having strong communication 
skills to work with various parties – clients and individu-
als within both internal and external organizations. One 
individual stressed the importance of tailoring commu-
nication style for clients with various backgrounds, “You 
have to be able to speak to anyone on any level - street 
level, education level...You’ve got to be able to deal with 
any type of person.” In addition, participants commented 
that it is important for CHWs to be mindful of their limi-
tations and create healthy boundaries in their role, “At 
the beginning, I wanted to do it all. I thought, ‘I could do 
this, I could do that.’ And then, it was causing burnout…
saying no as well was something that just made me more 
efficient [and] successful.”

Discussion
As CHWs serve increasingly important roles in con-
necting health care, social care, and community, this 
study provides insights into the current work of CHWs 
from the perspective of experienced workforce members 
who are set within Chicago’s unique environment. Fur-
ther, this study is the first to utilize such perspectives to 
develop a logic model that delineates key early strategies 
for CHWs to succeed in their role and how organizations 
can support these early stages.

Participants highlighted that current CHW responsi-
bilities focus on two areas: client care and workforce sus-
tainability. For client care, they described various roles in 
which CHWs support community and individual needs, 
in alignment with current literature. Examples include 
conducting health assessments, providing local health 
and social resources, and educating about health [3, 9, 
28]. To effectively deliver these services, CHWs must 
build trusting relationships with clients, coworkers, and 
community members. This study’s findings corrobo-
rate existing literature that describes the critical roles of 
CHWs in healthcare and community settings, including 
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establishing unique connections with patients to inform 
clinical teams on tailoring care for unique needs and 
gaining trust of community members to deliver tailored 
interventions within intimate settings (e.g., home visits) 
[5, 20, 29–31]. These capabilities and strengths of CHWs 
should be considered when designing CHW interven-
tions within clinical, community, and broader settings 
to maximize the impact of CHWs on patient, commu-
nity, and workforce outcomes. Programming should also 
take into account the challenges raised by participants 
related to building trust with clients and the community, 
including the mistrust of health providers and healthcare 
systems as well as limited resources [32, 33]. These bar-
riers can contribute to distress or demoralization among 
CHWs [32, 33]. As such, along with programmatic 
efforts to alleviate these barriers, a range of approaches 
should be adopted to support the wellbeing of CHWs. 
Participants’ recommendations and prior research sug-
gest CHW support systems, self-management trainings, 
and coaching on strengthening engagement, while also 
establishing and maintaining healthy boundaries to avoid 
burnout in the role, are critical to success and sustain-
ability [32, 34].

While CHW responsibilities related to client care are 
well-established in the literature, their roles in promot-
ing workforce sustainability have been underexplored. In 
this study, CHWs described their roles in programming, 
including developing materials and training for CHWs. 
These activities play a significant role in sustainability 
and are not traditionally recognized as core responsi-
bilities for CHWs [20]. With unique insights from their 
on-the-job experiences, senior CHWs have contributed 
to improving training standards by updating training 
curricula as well as leading training sessions [35]. Fur-
ther, this study also highlighted CHWs’ involvement in 
program evaluation and quality assurance, which has 
been described in literature [20, 36, 37]. CHWs are often 
responsible for collecting data on client interactions and 
outcomes, which is utilized to evaluate and improve 
programs as well as to secure funding [38]. Beyond data 

collection, involving CHWs in all stages of evaluation 
and research, from identifying research questions to 
disseminating findings, has been recommended [38]. In 
addition to material development, training, and program 
evaluation, a few CHWs in our study cited involvement 
in program design. Such opportunities can be founda-
tional to developing successful programs for clients and 
further building the workforce [39]. Existing programs 
can consider expanding CHWs’ involvement in program 
development and evaluation to incorporate their valuable 
perspectives into such efforts.

Based on the multiple CHW responsibilities described, 
this study’s findings informed a new logic model that 
outlines key resources and activities essential for the 
early success of CHWs (Fig.  1). While some aspects of 
this logic model align with existing research, this model 
moves beyond to examine resources and activities across 
various levels. Existing frameworks in the literature focus 
primarily on CHW workforce readiness, including train-
ings, evaluation, and broader program support [35, 40, 
41]. For instance, a pre-existing logic model for CHWs 
describes programmatic and systematic factors that 
enhance CHW performance in low and middle-income 
countries; however it does not incorporate factors at the 
individual level [41]. This study’s logic model incorpo-
rates factors across individual, interpersonal, program, 
and systems levels that are critical for the effectiveness 
of CHWs in the early stages of their roles. Organizations 
that are developing CHW programs can reference this 
logic model to understand the necessary infrastructure 
and resources required to set a CHW for success in their 
role. Additionally, this model can be utilized for estab-
lished programs to identify gaps and implement strate-
gies to effectively support CHWs in their programs.

Informed by participants, the inputs of this model 
are the background of CHWs, champions to support 
CHWs, and materials to perform the work—key factors 
at the individual level. Participants in our study noted 
it is important to select CHWs from the communities 
being served who share experiences with community 

Fig. 1  Logic model describing strategies for community health workers to succeed in role, as informed by interviews with experienced community 
health workers in Chicago, Illinois (2022)
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members. This finding corresponds with systematic litera-
ture reviews showing that CHWs residing in local com-
munities understand community culture and language(s) 
in unique ways, which enable them to establish and build 
trust and respect among clients [28, 30]. While partici-
pants reported that educational background in certain 
subjects prepared them for the CHW workforce, there is 
no existing consensus on criteria for level of education. 
Qualifications for the CHW role in current literature 
have varied widely, from high school to secondary edu-
cation, in addition to relevant training courses [3, 30]. In 
terms of prior work experiences, this study mirrors prior 
research which has documented the importance of expe-
riences in the health or social welfare sectors, such as a 
caregiver or community organizer [28]. The considera-
tions outlined can be valuable for organizations initiating 
or expanding CHW programs, particularly when hiring 
qualified candidates for CHW positions.

In addition to the background of CHWs, additional inputs 
of the model are ensuring there are champions to support 
CHWs as they begin and carry out their work as well as 
materials to perform the work. Opportunities to support 
CHWs include providing essential materials for fulfilling 
their responsibilities as well as creating systems to ensure 
mentorship in their work [42, 43]. Beyond the opportuni-
ties mentioned in this study, literature has described that 
job aids (e.g., checklists, pictorial instructions) and trans-
portation options are useful to support CHW activities [44, 
45]. Additionally, prior research has identified that access 
to electronic health records is helpful in identifying clients, 
scheduling appointments, and facilitating communication 
between clients and care teams [42]. Lastly, collaborations 
between CHWs and their CHW teams can be a source of 
valuable support, a finding consistent with previous studies 
that highlight the benefits of CHW supervision and peer 
support [42, 43]. While adopting strategies for support-
ive supervision for CHW programs, such as supervisors 
coaching and mentoring CHWs, is not strongly recom-
mended, [46] organizations that integrate CHWs should 
ensure to hire and train supervisors to offer comprehensive 
support to CHWs. This recommendation stems from par-
ticipants’ emphasis on the impact of their CHW team lead-
er’s feedback and advocacy. These considerations can help 
organizations implement an infrastructure of support for 
CHWs to succeed in their work with the necessary equip-
ment and robust support system.

Building upon the inputs in the logic model, partici-
pants highlighted key activities for CHW success, includ-
ing completing trainings as well as deepening insights 
and connections within communities. Suggested training 
topics include core competencies (e.g., cultural humility, 
advocacy) and health topics (e.g., mental health), which 

corresponds with topics described in the literature [35, 47]. 
Along with trainings, CHWs should gain practical experi-
ence and community familiarity to succeed in their roles 
through activities like role-playing as well as conducting 
research to identify health or social issues within commu-
nities and develop plans to address them [35, 48]. While 
the training and experience can support preparedness for 
the role, CHWs’ knowledge and skill proficiencies can also 
be evaluated using observation, examination, and self-
assessment [35, 40, 49]. Such strategies can equip CHWs 
with the qualities and skills identified as crucial for success, 
such as emotional intelligence, cultural competence, inter-
personal skills, and problem-solving abilities–the outputs 
of our logic model. These qualities and skills are frequently 
discussed in existing literature as key competencies for 
CHWs, along with characteristics such as an open-minded 
personality and respect for diversity [50]. Other attributes 
in research that were not emphasized by this study’s par-
ticipants include intrinsic motivation and soft skills like 
leadership [28, 30, 50]. It is critical for CHW organizations 
to provide such learning opportunities for newly hired 
CHWs to acquire the necessary skills and knowledge to be 
effective in their role as well as to offer continuous profes-
sional development as the role and field evolve.

Strengths of this study include the rich, comprehen-
sive data from one-on-one interviews with participants 
and the prioritization of the perspectives of CHWs, who 
possess unique insights into their role. The generaliz-
ability of the findings may be limited as all participants 
were from the Chicago area, and experiences may differ 
in non-urban or rural areas, US states, and countries with 
different policies about community health work. Most 
participants worked within healthcare systems, provid-
ing insights relevant to a sizeable proportion of CHWs; 
however, these experiences may not be shared by CHWs 
without such affiliations [3, 51]. Also, interviews may 
have been affected by social desirability bias or recall bias. 
The researchers attempted to minimize bias by ensuring 
the interviewer was not affiliated with the participants’ 
organizations, asking participants questions about vari-
ous experiences, and de-identifying transcripts prior to 
analysis. Future steps include gathering more experiences 
from CHWs with different backgrounds, roles, and/or 
programs to validate the framework.

It is also important to recognize this study’s find-
ings focus on preparing a CHW and early strategies for 
success. It does not contemplate the longer-term sup-
port needed as the work of CHWs evolves over time. 
Experiences show that effective supervision, consist-
ent upskilling opportunities, peer support and learning, 
and intentional career ladders are all important to the 
longer-term success of CHWs [52].
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Conclusion
This study sheds light on the role of CHWs in improving the 
health of vulnerable communities and sustaining the work-
force in Chicago. Current responsibilities that contribute to 
such efforts include providing services to clients and col-
laborators along with building relationships, collecting data, 
and overcoming challenges related to their role. In addi-
tion, this study provides a framework for community-based 
organizations and policymakers to apply to future CHW 
programming to ensure that qualified CHWs are supported 
and equipped to be successful in their role with the neces-
sary trainings, materials, and support systems. As the CHW 
workforce is expanding, it is essential to recognize and lev-
erage CHWs’ current abilities and enhance their effective-
ness to achieve health equity among vulnerable populations.

Abbreviation
CHW	� Community health worker
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