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Linda’s Story

A single event can change everything. For
Allendale resident Linda, it was an illness that
led to losing her housing. Her unexpected illness
and subsequent long-term rehabilitation stay
created financial strain that left her feeling
anxious, overwhelmed, and unable to prioritize
her health. Even after she secured housing, life

was still unstable.

I was at a really low point. I
was in the process of having
my utilities shut off and I didn’t

have enough food to make it to
the end of the month.

She needed someone to help her sort out her
needs and the barriers to better health. She
needed someone to help her create goals
and navigate lifesaving, but often confusing,
community resources so she could get back on
her feet.




The path back to stability and good Traci’s help, Linda had gotten back on
health began with the Ottawa Pathways solid ground.

to Better Health program (Pathways). “I never thought I'd need a program like

After being referred to the program Pathways. | had a good job, and | always
through her primary care physician, she contributed to programs that helped

was connected to Traci, a Pathways other people,” Linda said. “Then my life
Community Health Worker. The two flipped around, and | was the one who
partnered to create a plan and tackle needed help. To find Pathways, all | can do
one issue at a time. Traci connected is feel grateful”

Linda to community resources that have
helped address issues including

eviction, late utility payments, and
access to food and transportation.

Importantly, Traci also helped

I’'ve come a long way and
I’'m excited about the

Linda address her medical debt

and complete paperwork for

health insurance. Once Linda was future The Pathways

program offered me so

able to manage her unmet needs,
she could address lingering health

concerns, which had been left much more than resources

unattended while she dealt with

for financial help. I'm
getting back to the old

those pressing issues.

But the most positive change . .
after Linda regained her Linda again.

footing was the return of

her confidence and
her hope. With




What is
Ottawa
Pathways
to Better

Health?

The Pathways program was launched in 2017
as a three-year pilot to address the priority
health needs identified in the 2015 Healthy
Ottawa Plan, Ottawa County’s Community
Health Improvement Plan. These health

needs - mental health, access to care, and
healthy behaviors - are complex and can be
difficult to solve. The Pathways program was
designed to help people access community
services to reduce the health challenges

they face and improve their overall health.

One of the program’s goals is to decrease
emergency department visits and unnecessary
hospitalizations. To do all of this, Pathways uses
an evidence-based community health
worker model to identify and address a
participant’s individual risk factors through
specified “pathways”. By 2020, it was clear that
the program was making a significant impact
on program participants and the community,
and Pathways was fully implemented as

a service provided by the Ottawa County
Department of Public Health.
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Pathways leverages the expertise of
Community Health Workers (CHWs) who
partner with program participants to navigate
pathways addressing the health-related social
needs that impact well-being. These underlying
issues could include increased experience with
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), a lack of
housing or employment, mental health needs,
substance use disorder, intimate partner
violence, and more. Many factors impact
health, and when someone is experiencing
homelessness, unemployment, or does not

feel safe, their health suffers. CHWSs are
trusted sources of culturally relevant
information and help participants
navigate complicated systems to
receive the care and resources they
need.

A History of CHWs ...Then

Evidence-based CHW models are not new.
CHWs have been working in the United States
for more than 70 years, beginning in the 1950s
with Indigenous work focused on outreach
and education initiatives. Although Ottawa



County’s Pathways program is relatively new in
comparison, CHW initiatives have been proven
to be an effective intervention for decades.
CHW programs began expanding with the
growth of value-based payment. Health care
systems began to rely on the work of CHWs as
they sought strategies to reduce preventable
or excessive utilization, particularly among
patients with complex medical and social

needs.

...And Now

The State of Michigan also endorses the
benefits of CHW programs. The Michigan
Department of Health and Human Services
(MDHHS) recognizes CHWs as catalysts for
promoting health, improving health outcomes
across settings, and expanding opportunities
for care - ultimately addressing health-related
social needs within Michigan communities.

In January 2024, Michigan Medicaid began

reimbursing for CHW services.

Ottawa County CHWs are embedded within the
Ottawa County Department of Public Health,
Community Mental Health, and a local medical
group. Pathways is open to any Ottawa County
adult or pregnant person who is enrolled in or is
eligible for Medicare and/or Medicaid.
Participants must also have two or more
chronic health conditions, such as diabetes,
depression or anxiety, heart disease,
arthritis, asthma, hypertension, or
chronic pain. individuals are typically referred
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to the program by a provider or another

community partner, but they can also self-refer.

Since 2017,

to Pathways. By reducing barriers to care and

people have been referred

helping participants navigate complicated
systems, Pathways has demonstrated
significant improvements in health outcomes
and increased quality of life for its participants.
The program continues to be an essential

resource for Ottawa County.

Award-Winning Service

The Ottawa Pathways to Better Health team

received

Corewell Health’s 2022 Mosley
Award for Extraordinary
Community Health Worker Service

and received honorable mention for the award
in 2018 and 2019. The purpose of The Mosley
Team Award for Extraordinary Community
Health Worker Service is to recognize and
acknowledge outstanding service, dedication

and excellence within the profession.



What is a
Community
Health
Worker?

The American Public Health Association

defines a community health worker or CHW

as “a frontline public health worker who is a
trusted member of and/or has an unusually
close understanding of the community served.
This trusting relationship enables the worker
to serve as a liaison/link/intermediary between
health/social services and the community to
facilitate access to services and improve the
quality and cultural competence of service
delivery. A community health worker also
builds individual and community capacity

by increasing health knowledge and self-
sufficiency through a range of activities such
as outreach, community education, informal
counseling, social support and advocacy.”

Simply, CHWs are bridges between people and
healthcare systems. They help people get the
care they need, remove barriers, and work to
make healthcare more fair for everyone.
CHWSs may also be known as:

« Community health navigators

« Community health representatives

« Promotoras or promotores de salud

 Lay health workers

« Community health advisors

Their efforts often lead to measurable

benefits including improved health outcomes,

reduced hospital readmissions, and lower

healthcare costs.




What does a Community
Health Worker do?

CHWs often share the life experiences,

language, and culture of the people and

communities they serve. CHWs do many things,

including:

Assisting with goal setting and health

condition management.

Providing guidance through the healthcare
system and making connections to
necessary care (for example: to primary or
specialty medical, dental, and mental health

or substance use treatment).

Making links to community services
like food, housing, utility assistance,
transportation, and employment
opportunities.

Meeting with clients where they are - at
home or in the community - to remove

additional barriers to accessing care.

Examples of CHW
interactions in Ottawa
County:

« Helping clients with completing job,
disability, or housing applications and
helping address needs related to avoiding
eviction.

Guiding clients through the process
of enrolling for food benefits and/or

delivering emergency food.

Assisting clients with understanding
health insurance coverage, contacting
insurance providers, or finding alternative
sources of support for procedures and

medications that are not covered.

Riding the MAX Bus with a client to help
them learn the bus route.

Securing assistance for clients to help

winterize their home and also avoid

disconnection of utilities.



Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs)

Health is influenced by more than genetics, biology, and personal
decisions — it’s also impacted by social factors, now and in the past.
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are events that happened during
childhood that have been shown to have lifelong direct impacts on health.
People with more ACEs have an increased risk for experiencing poor health
outcomes.

Many community members seeking Pathways support have experienced
significant childhood adversity, with an average of 4.2 ACEs compared to
the countywide average of 2.3. This reflects how early life experiences can
create compounding health challenges over time. Pathways connects with
residents who are navigating the long-term effects of these experiences
and helps them create a path toward better health. Pathways connects
with residents who are navigating the long-term effects of

these experiences and helps them create a path toward better
health.

Average Number of ACEs Reported

Community Members Seeking
4.2 Pathways Support

0 ! 11

Countywide
2 PY Average




Navigating the
health care
system

Building confidence in healthcare navigation

is a core outcome of Pathways support. When
community members first connect with the program,
many report feeling overwhelmed by complex
healthcare systems. Through partnership with

CHWs, participants gain the knowledge and skills to
advocate for themselves effectively. By program
completion, participants report confidence
levels comparable to the broader community
average—demonstrating how targeted
support can level the playing field.

Confidence Level in Ability to
Navigate Health Care System

At Program 3 3 4
Enroliment o

o !

?

o
3.4

Upon Program
Completion

S

Countywide
Average




Physical Health

Pathways participants arrive with health challenges that require support. At enrollment, participants

average 14.2 days of poor physical health per month. Through comprehensive CHW partnership, this
improves dramatically to 8.3 days—a 42% improvement representing six fewer days of poor
physical health each month. This substantial progress demonstrates how addressing social
determinants of health can meaningfully improve physical wellbeing, even for those facing the most

complex challenges.

Question: Now thinking about your

m

=]

% physical health, which includes physical

% illness or injury, for how many days during
o the past 30 days was your physical health
3 not good (0-30 days)?

T

2

o

=]

| | '
I I Avg. Ottawa 30 days I

41 CountyAdult

Mental Health

F

Mental health improvements show even more dramatic results. Participants gain nearly a full
week of improved mental health each month—from 15.6 days to 8.6 days of poor mental
health. This 45% improvement reflects how addressing underlying stressors and providing consistent

support can transform mental wellbeing.

Question: Now thinking about your mental

m
g health, which includes stress, depression,
3 and problems with emotions; for how many
=]
- days during the past 30 days was your mental
& health not good (0-30days)?
3
2
o
=]

| | |

I Avg. Ottawa 30 days I

5.2 CountyAdult
Sources: Results from the 66 Pathways clients who completed both the enrollment and completion
10 questionnaires between January 2023 and December 2023. The Ottawa County adult average is

from the same question in the 2023 Ottawa County Behavioral Risk Factor Survey (BRFS).



Top Referral Sources

Primary Care
Practice

Community
5 4 Organizations
Referrals to Pathways
Community

Mental Health

Self-Referred



Top Conditions

Anxiety & Depression

High Blood Pressure

Chronic Pain

Diabetes

Top Pathways

@ Social Services @ Medical Services

Medical Referral
Health Insurance
Medical Home
Behavioral Health

Food Assistance
Financial Assistance
Housing Assistance
Family Assistance

5868 5318

Pathways completed Pathways completed
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What

clients are 66

e

S ay1 n g My doctors are stunned by how

much better I look. | smile more

and my doctors are proud. | am
more alive today than | have
‘ ‘ beenin the last 26 years.

- Brett

My relationship with my community
health worker means a lot to me. She
addresses almost anything that l ask
her about or need. | would recommend
any senior who needs help getin
touch with Pathways. They really

succeed at helping people.

6

My confidence is back after working
with my community health worker.

I have a place to live and a job that’s
going great. | interact more with

people and feel better about myself.

I’'d recommend Pathways to anyone!

- Ruben
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What partners are saying

66

Pathways CHWs are compassionate,
responsive, and empathetic, and fill
in the gaps for clients who need help.
I’ve seen clients get support they
wouldn’t get elsewhere. Pathways

is a wonderful program for so many
reasons and | would recommend

it for any struggling seniors in the

community.

Lyndsay Wesseldyke
Resource and Care Coordinator

Evergreen Commons
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We know 80% of a person’s health is
determined outside of the traditional
healthcare system, so partnerships like
this one help us ensure our members have
their basic needs met to improve their
health and well-being. The Ottawa County
Pathways’ Community Health Workers
are experts in community resources and
programs; this makes them uniquely
skilled at working with Priority Health

members living in Ottawa County.

Jennie Nowak, LMSW

Director of Population Health Activation,
Population Health & Health Equity
Priority Health




What providers are saying

! ! “Pathways provides patients the support and

guidance to make healthy changes and access

community resources in an empowering way. We
observe that patients have reduced emergency
room utilization when they have a Pathways

Community Health Worker on their team.”

Beth A. Peter, MD, FAAFP
Holland Hospital Chief of Staff

“As both a family physician and medical director, I’ve seen how
Ottawa Pathways transforms healthcare from both sides. For
providers, it extends care beyond the exam room. For patients, it
offers a trusted guide through complex systems when they need it
most. It’s the missing piece that helps our healthcare system work

better for everyone.”

Gwendolyn Unzicker, MD
Ottawa County Department of Public Health Medical Director and
Family Physician
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Why su

Ottawa

Pathways to Better Health?

How is Pathways
Funded?

Pathways was created in response to a
clear community need and was initially
launched through investments from key
partners. Community foundations, local
government, public health agencies, and
area hospital systems came together

to fund the three-year pilot. After
demonstrating success, the program
has continued through a variety of
funding sources. Current support comes
from partners such as Holland Hospital,
Community Mental Health (including
prevention dollars from the local
millage), insurance billing, competitive
grants, and Ottawa County. Looking
ahead, Pathways aims to grow through
additional community investments and
expanded partnerships with insurance

providers.

How You Can Help

As a leader in the community, you have

the power to drive meaningful change.
Supporting Pathways not only improves
lives but also creates a healthier workforce,
reduces strain on local healthcare, and
strengthens the economy. By investing in
this initiative, your organization plays a
direct role in building a community where all

individuals have the opportunity to thrive.

Current Supporters

« Ottawa County Community Mental
Health Millage Funds

Holland Hospital

Ottawa County Department of Public
Health

Priority Health




Return on Investment

$2.47

for every $1spent

Kangovi S, Mitra N, Grande D, Long JA, Asch DA. Evidence-Based
Community Health Worker Program Addresses Unmet Social
Needs and Generates Positive Return on Investment. Health Aff.
2020;39(2):207-213. doi:10.1377/hlthaff.2019.00981

17%

Fewer ED visits

Enard KR, Ganelin DM. Reducing Preventable Emergency
Department Utilization and Costs by Using Community Health
Workers as Patient Navigators. Journal of Healthcare Management.
2013;6(58):412-427. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24400457

3.1 days

Average reduction
in hospital stays

Kangovi S, Mitra N, Norton L, et al. Effect of Community Health
Worker Support on Clinical Outcomes of Low-Income Patients Across

Primary Care Facilities: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA Intern Med.

2018;178(12):1635-1643. doi:10.1001/jamainternmed.2018.4630

80%

More likely to report
higher quality of care

Kangovi S, Mitra N, Norton L, et al. Effect of Community Health
Worker Support on Clinical Outcomes of Low-Income Patients Across
Primary Care Facilities: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA Intern Med.
2018;178(12):1635-1643. doi:10.1007/jamainternmed.2018.4630

This study compared two similar groups: 150 people who worked
with community health workers and 152 people who didn’t.

The study focused on people with Medicaid or no insurance.
Researchers carefully tracked how often people went to the
hospital, how much each hospital stay cost, and patterns in
outpatient visits. People working with community health workers
went to the hospital less often and had lower costs when
they did go. Overall, healthcare costs dropped by 38%. After
calculating all expenses to run the program, the use of community
health workers saved $2.47 for every Medicaid dollar invested.

This large-scale study comparing outcomes of over 13,000

people found that community health workers help reduce
unnecessary emergency room visits. People who had gone
to the emergency room for at least one preventable reason in the
previous year made 17% fewer emergency visits when they worked
with a community health worker. The results were even better for
frequent visitors - people who had gone to the emergency room
for preventable reasons two or more times in the previous year.
These individuals made 28% fewer emergency visits after working
with a community health worker.

This study was conducted across multiple medical centers with
592 adults and showed that community health workers help
people spend less time in the hospital. The study compared two
groups - one group worked with community health workers and
the other didn’t. People who worked with community health
workers left the hospital an average of 3.1 days earlier than those
without this support. This shows how community health
workers can address the barriers that often keep people
with the greatest needs in the hospital longer than necessary.

The same study across multiple medical centers with 592 adults
found that people working with community health workers
reported much better healthcare experiences. People supported
by community health workers were 80% more likely to say they
received high-quality care compared to those without this
support. This illustrates how community health workers
can significantly enhance healthcare experiences for
individuals facing the greatest challenges by serving as a critical
bridge between patients and the healthcare system.
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Change in Pathways Fund Balance

In 2017, community partners provided seed funding to establish the Pathways Fund Balance,

which was intended to support a three-year pilot of the Pathways program. Thanks to effective

financial management and diverse funding sources, the program used less of its reserve funds

than originally planned during its first three years of operation. However, in fiscal year 2024,

Ottawa County withdrew its previously approved funding, forcing the program to use more of its

fund balance. The unexpected and significant draw on the Pathways Fund Balance has placed the

program’s long-term sustainability at risk.

$602,054

$528,825

Pathways Fund Balance

$812,877

$618,078

$1,000,000
$800,000 |-
$600,000 |-
$517,529
$400,000 — :
2020 2021

2024 Revenues

54%| 3%

Partner Balance Use
Contributions
(Holland Hospital
and CMH millage)

11%

Insurance
Reimbursement
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2022 202 2024

Fiscal Year

2024 Expenditures

33%

Operating

Costs* 67%

Personnel

*Includes IT supplies, interpretation, software,
building rent, utilities, telephone, travel, conferences
for professional development, mileage, contracts,
printing, and other administrative expenses.



Financials

[ 20200 | 2024 | 2022 | 2028 || 2024

Revenues

Intergovernmental revenues $1,727 s - s - S - S -
Charges for services (insurance reimbursement) 5,776 19,038 49,950 117,900 60,950*
Other (partner contributions) = 1,089 39,127 48,600 50,000
Total Revenues 7,503 20,127 89,077 166,500 110,950

Expenditures
Personnel services 373,734 324,297
Operating costs 77,679 89,285 79,377 80,445 186,940

Total expenditures 406,365 446,114 453,11 404,743 | 555,749

Revenues over (under) expenditures (398,862) (425,988) (364,034) m (444,799)**

Other financing sources (uses)

Transfers from other funds (County General

. 368,588 437,283 437,263 449,066 250,000**
Fund and CMH Millage)
Net change in fund balance (30,274) 11,296 73,229 210,823 (194,799)
Fund balance, beginning of year 547,803 517,529 528,825 602,054 812,877
Fund balance, end of year $517,529 $528,825 $602,054 $812,877 $618,078**

*In fiscal year 2023, the Pathways program launched a pilot
reimbursement project in partnership with Priority Health.
However, due to funding limitations, the pilot was paused
partway through fiscal year 2024. It has been reinstated in
fiscal year 2025.

**In fiscal year 2024, Ottawa County withdrew its previously
approved funding, forcing the program to use more of its fund
balance.
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