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The use of community health workers (CHW) is not a new concept; they 
have been involved in organization programs and national health care sys-
tems for over 60 years (Singh, n.d.). However, they are still very relevant for 
addressing the health needs and concerns of their communities. CHWs have 
played major roles in providing health services in rural areas in low income 
countries, thus, they have been credited for the success of several communi-
ty-based interventions across the globe. The roles of CHW are diverse, rang-
ing from providing health services to sharing health information and imple-
menting health education/promotion interventions. Currently, their roles 
have evolved to being used to help bridge the health equity and disparities 
gap in high income incomes countries due in part of their understanding and 
connection to their communities.  

As noted by Olaniran, Smith, Unkels, Bar-Zeev and Van den Broek (2017), 
there is vast diversity in the definition and roles of community health worker. 
For this special issue of the Global Journal of Health Education and Promotion, 
we offer the American Public Health Association’s definition as a working 
framework, which states that a CHW is “frontline public health worker who is 
a trusted member of and/or has an unusually close understanding of the com-
munity served” (APHA, 2018, para 2). CHW are referred to by many names 
such as promotores, lay health workers, traditional birth attendants, and health 
extenders, which will be highlighted in articles in this special issue. Although 
CHW is the umbrella term, the various names tend to reflect the specific role, 
setting, or cultural aspect of the community health worker. 

This special issue of the Global Journal of Health Education and Promotion 
focuses on community health workers in high, middle, and limited/low income 
countries. The goal of the special issue is to provide an interdisciplinary perspec-
tive on a variety of topics related to the use and role of community health workers 
for addressing the need for health services and areas of health disparities in vari-
ous settings globally. It is expected these articles will illuminate the importance 
of community health workers in providing access and coverage of health services 
and health education across the globe, particularly, low income countries.
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The first article is a perspective on the essential roles of promotores de 
salud (Spanish term for community health workers) along the United States-
Mexico border (Forster-Cox, Torres, and Adams, 2018). Best practices on the 
various roles of promotores de salud as identified by U.S.-Mexico Border Health 
Commission are shared in this article. The next article describes a research 
project designed to test the feasibility of a peer-driven model, culturally spe-
cific approach, to address cervical cancer among women in Punjab, India. This 
pilot study trained community women to take on the role of CHWs in order 
to mobilize women in their social networks take the necessary action to re-
duce the risk of developing cervical cancer (Chhabra, Rivera, Sharma, Ghosh, 
& Bauman, 2018). 

Fiori and colleagues (2018) describes the experience of a community based 
organization’s development of a community health worker model within am-
bulatory patient centered medical home sites in collaboration with an academ-
ic medical center. In addition, this article provides a brief history and definition 
of CHW. The next research article provides the findings from the evaluation 
of lay health worker program. Wubben, Peden, and Jeffrey (2018) evaluated a 
health intervention that used lay health workers to improve the knowledge of 
people in Same District, Tanzania about albinism.

The last article presents the results of a pilot study on the learning and 
retention of a traditional birth attendant’s education program in rural Haiti 
(Priest, Speckman, McCarthy, Romocki, & Walmer, 2018). Traditional birth 
attendants, another form of CHWs, provide a needed health service in devel-
oping countries where women may not have access to skilled birth attendants.

Given the shortage of professionally prepared and skilled health care pro-
fessionals in low incomes countries, especially rural areas, there is a need for 
community health workers to provide health services, health information, and 
implement health education/promotion programs as “frontline health work-
ers”. In addition, there is a need for community health workers in high income 
countries to help close the health disparities gap between racial minorities and 
mainstream populations. 

By their very nature, CHWs play an integral role in the delivery of preven-
tive programs to underserved populations by assisting individuals and com-
munities to adopt healthy behaviors. Among the most important role played by 
CHWs is empowering community members to identify their problems, help-
ing them develop innovative solutions, and implementing these solutions to 
practice. It is time we acknowledge and appreciate the role of CHWs in main-
taining the health status of populations around the globe, especially as they 
work with monolingual, new immigrant, and other disenfranchised groups.
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Special Issue Note
This article is part of the Global Journal of Health Education and Promotion 

special issue, which was supported by the Foundation for the Advancement 
of Health Education. The entire special issue is available open access at  
www.faheinfo.org.
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