
The Role of Community Health Workers in Prevention and Treatment of Mental Health Conditions and Substance Use Disorder

Objective

Community health workers (CHWs) help bridge communities 

and health systems. Studies suggest that including CHWs in 

care teams improves patient health outcomes and decreases 

overall cost of care. This descriptive study identifies the 

credential requirements, service  authorizations, and 

reimbursement of CHWs across the country to provide better 

context of the roles of these workers in behavioral health.
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Conclusions

Nationwide, CHWs promote the physical and 

behavioral health of their communities by educating 

patients about treatment options and connecting 

patients to providers. A total of 43 CHW credentials 

were recognized across states but only 13 were 

defined by state laws; the majority of credentials 

were defined by state-based professional 

organizations.

Advantages to a profession-driven credential:

• Regional flexibility

• Specially tailored to service population

• Professional control of credential

Disadvantages to a profession-driven credential:

• Difficult fight for Medicaid reimbursement

• Professional identity confusion between other 

providers

• Potentially hundreds of unique credentials 

nationwide

Standardizing CHW minimum requirements and 

scope of practice may help states better define roles 

for CHWs in prevention and treatment of mental 

health conditions and substance use disorders.
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Findings

CHW Credential Requirements

Education 

(Contact 

Hours)

Education 

(Credit 

Hours)

Postgraduate 

Practice 

Hours

Direct 

Supervision 

Hours

Renewal 

Period, 

Months

Continuing 

Education 

Hours

n 11 7 8 1 11 11

Mean 154 25 2188 50 25 27

Median 115 30 1500 50 24 20

Range 48, 419 13, 40 500, 6000 NA 24, 36 15, 40

Individual Health Education Group Health Education

n 16 8

Mean ($) 23.54 8.00

Median ($) 17.51 9.27

Range ($) 3.31, 26.14 (per 15 minutes) 3.53, 9.70 (per client/15 minutes)

State Medicaid Reimbursement for Select CHW Services
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Authorized CHW Services (n=43)

*Counseling refers to informal counseling based on life experiences – not clinical counseling
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Study Design

A recursive online search was used to identify CHW 

credentials in state statutes, administrative codes, and non-

government credentialing organizations of all 50 states and the 

District of Columbia. Medicaid policy manuals and fee 

schedules were analyzed to determine whether CHW services 

could be reimbursed and for how much.


