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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 wellbeing. 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. CHWs 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.
Healthcare 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 (OCDPH), Community Mental Health,
and a local medical group. Pathways is open
to any Ottawa County adult or pregnant
person enrolled in or eligible for Medicare
and/or Medicaid who also has two or more
chronic health conditions. Examples of
these conditions include diabetes,
depression or anxiety, heart
disease, arthritis, asthma,

hypertension, or chronic pain.
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Individuals are typically referred to the program by
a provider or another community partner, but they
can also self-refer.
There have been people referred to
Pathways since 2017. By reducing barriers to
care and 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.
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Whatis a

Community
Health

Worker?

The American Public Health Association Simply, CHWs offer a bridge between
defines a community health worker or CHW as

“a frontline public health worker who is a

people and healthcare systems. They

help people get the care they need,remove
trusted member of and/or has an unusually . ) i
. . barriers,and work to ensure everyone receives quality
close understanding of the community
. . . . healthcare.
served. This trusting relationship enables the

worker to serve as a liaison/link/intermediary CHWs may also be known as:

between health/social services and the - Community health navigators

community to facilitate access to services

. . « Community health representatives
and improve the quality and cultural

competence of service delivery. Acommunity * Promotoras or promotores de salud
health worker also builds individual and * Lay health workers

community capacity by increasing health - Community health advisors
knowledge and self-sufficiency through a

range of activities such as outreach, Their efforts often lead to measurable benefits

community education, informal counseling, including improved health outcomes, reduced

hospital readmissions, and lower healthcare
costs.

social support and advocacy.”




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 learnthe bus route.

Securing assistance for clients to help
winterize theirhome and avoid
disconnection of utilities.



Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs)

P

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 5.4 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 towards better health.

Average Number of ACEs Reported

Community Members
5 Py Seeking Pathways

? Support
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Navigating the
healthcare
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 tailored support
can level the playing field.

Confidence Level in Ability to
Navigate Healthcare System

At Program 2 9 3 At Program
Enrollment ® ? ? ® Completion

3

Countywide
® Average




Physical Health

Pathways participants arrive with health challenges that require support. At enrollment, participants
average 13.5 days of poor physical health per month. Through comprehensive CHW partnership, this

improves dramatically to 8.3 days—a 39% improvement representing five fewer

days of poor physical health each month. This substantial progress demonstrates how

addressing health-related social needs can meaningfully improve physical wellbeing, even for those
facing the most complex challenges.

Question: Now thinking about your
13.5 physical health, which includes physical
days iliness or injury, for how many days during
the past 30 days was your physical
days
| | |

health not good (0-30 days)?
| | 30 d |
. ays
4.1 Countywide Average

Mental Health

F

Mental health improvements are also observed. Participants gain four days of improved

mental health each month—from 135 days to 9.3 days of poor mental health. This 31%
improvement reflects how addressing underlying stressors and providing consistent support can
transform mental wellbeing.
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Question: Now thinking about your

m
2; 13-5 mental health, which includes stress,
g days depression, and problems with emotions;
- for how many days during the past 30
0
g 9‘3 days was your mental health not good
T (0-30days)?
2 days
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5.2 Countywide Average

Sources: Results from the 109 Pathways clients who completed both the enrollment and completion
questionnaires between January 2024 and December 2024. The Ottawa County adult average is from 10
the same question in the 2023 Ottawa County Behavioral Risk Factor Survey (BRFS).



Top Referral Sources

Primary Care
Practice
25%
Community
3 6 9 Mental Health
21%
Referrals to Pathways
Program .

Hospital
8%

Self-Referred
8%

Community
Organization
21%



Clients Served

Of the 309 clients served* in 2024, 193 were newly enrolled

Clients Served

344

297 309

244

2021 2022 2023 2024

*Clients served is defined as any individual who had an enrollment, discharge, or was actively
receiving services during the specified reporting year. Clients are counted in each year where
any of these activities occur, meaning a client enrolled in one year and discharged in another

will be counted in both years.




Clients Enrolled

Of the 369 clients referred in 2024, 176 were enrolled

Number Number Percent of Referred

Clients Enrolled

Referral Source of Clients of Clients
Enrolled Referred

Community Mental Health 47 78 60%
Community Organization 46 /8 59%
Community Health Worker 5 10 50%
Primary Care Practice 46 94 49%
Self-Referral 13 29 45%
Other 6 18 33%
Health Plan 4 12 33%
Hospital 6 31 19%
DHHS — Department of o
Health and Human Services 3 19 16%
TOTAL 176 369 48%

Note: The 176 clients shown in this table differs from the 193 newly enrolled clients reported
on page 12. This table is filtered to include only clients who were both referred AND enrolled
in 2024, while the page 12 chart includes all clients enrolled in 2024 regardless of referral
date. The 17-client difference represents individuals who were referred in 2023 but enrolled
in 2024.




Top Pathways

@ Social Services @ Medical Services
Food Assistance Medical Referral
Financial Assistance Health Insurance
Housing Pregnancy
Pathways completed Pathways completed
in 2024 in 2024

Note: Pathways completed in 2024 may include clients enrolled in 2024 or prior years.

Top Conditions*

Depression

Anxiety 64%

Chronic Pain 52%

*Conditions reported on the initial adult checklist; may not be reflective of lifetime chronic conditions.
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Community Touchpoints

Beyond formal enrollments and referrals, Pathways CHWs provide essential
support to community members who may not require the comprehensive
services of the full Pathways program.

CHWs connect with these individuals through two primary channels: referrals
from health plans and walk-in visits during open hours at OCDPH in Holland and
other community partner locations. While these interactions may occasionally
lead to Pathways enrollment, they more commonly involve brief consultations
that address immediate, targeted needs—such as connecting people to food
resources, assisting with insurance enrollment, or helping new parents locate
essential baby supplies.

Although these interactions are not reflected in this report’s enrollment and
referral metrics, they represent a significant aspect of CHW services and
demonstrate their ongoing commitment to providing accessible, community-
centered support.
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