CHWS & IMMUNIZATION.

An impact and cost-effectiveness brief on the role of community health
workers (CHWSs) in improving immunization coverage.

In our increasingly interconnected world, where infectious diseases can travel from a remote village
to a major city within 36 hours, preventing and controlling disease outbreaks is a matter of global
and national health security. As the international aid landscape continues to shift, investing in the
most cost-effective interventions is more critical than ever.

Vaccination remains one of the most effective public health interventions. Every dollar spent, yields
significant returns by reducing the disease burden and improving overall public health outcomes.
Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, has exemplified this impact, expanding access to immunization in lower-
income countries and saving millions of lives, particularly among children.

Yet challenges persist. The growing number of zero-dose and under-immunized children globally,
coupled with chronic human resources for health (HrH) shortages, demand innovative approaches
to service delivery that can dramatically improve comprehensive vaccination coverage. One proven,
cost-effective strategy is to elevate and expand the role of community health workers (CHWSs)
across the entire vaccine service delivery spectrum (see Figure 2). Doing so can significantly
improve vaccination coverage, enhance access and advance health equity in low- and middle-
income countries (LMICs).
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CHWS' UNIQUE ROLE IN IMMUNIZATION

CHWSs, 70% of whom are women, are uniquely positioned to strengthen
vaccination service delivery, particularly for zero-dose and
under-immunized populations.

There are several reasons for this. CHWSs:

BRIDGE THE GAP BETWEEN GOMMUNITIES AND FORMAL HEALTH SYSTEMS

As trusted members of the communities they serve, CHWs bridge the gap between communities and
the formal health system. They build trust, understand community needs, and help families navigate
access to care. Through their close relationships, CHWs can influence behaviors to vaccinate,
combat misinformation, reduce levels of vaccine hesitancy, and provide post-vaccination support.
Their deep understanding of cultural norms and barriers within their community enables them to
deliver empathetic, context-specific care.

“Community health workers are the backbone of immunization service
delivery. They connect families to services, promote vaccine uptake,
tackle misinformation, and help identify and reach zero-dose children”
Dr. Sania Nishtar, Gavi CEO

REAGH THE HARD TO REAGH

Evidence shows that CHWs can positively impact immunization demand, access, equity, uptake, and
quality, particularly for hard-to-reach populations who do not interact with fixed health facilities. For
these populations, CHWs serve as the primary, and sometimes only, source of health information.
Because CHWs are already in touch with these patients, who tend to be the most difficult to
immunize, they can help identify and connect them to the relevant services.

“I encouraged my community people to carry their children for malaria
vaccination, and every one of them went there,”
Janjay Teedoe, CHW, Liberia
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HELP BUILD RESILIENT GOMMUNITIES THROUGH IMMUNIZATION

By bringing services closer to communities, CHWs improve access to care and ensure continuity

of services. This is especially critical today as global aid budgets shrink while the frequency and
complexity of disease outbreaks increase, placing even greater strain on fragile health systems. With
their proven experience in managing a range of health challenges —from Ebola and COVID-19 to
HIV, tuberculosis, malaria, and Zika—professional CHWs (proCHWSs) are a vital asset in contributing
to stronger, more resilient health systems—betier prepared to absorb shocks such as pandemics,
climate-related outbreaks, and other infectious disease threats.

LEVERAGE THE OPPORTUNITY TO SCALE VACGINE DELIVERY

CHWs have demonstrated the ability to safely administer both injectable and oral vaccines across
diverse countries and settings - yet this approach remains under-utilized at scale. Recent advances
in simple, user-friendly injection technology has further increased the feasibility and safety of
CHW:-led vaccine delivery. Training CHWSs to provide routine vaccinations has also proven to be

an efficient, cost-effective strategy, particularly in rapidly scaling up vaccination campaigns during
health emergencies. Tapping into this underutilized resource could be a game-changing step towards
achieving broader, more equitable immunization coverage and access to health for all.

Figure 1

COUNTRY SPEGIFIC EVIDENGE

B In Kenya, CHW-led interventions resulted in infants being 2.5 times more likely to be fully
vaccinated.

B In Uganda, CHWSs upskilling in planning and community mobilization resulted in 68% of

defaulters linked back for immunization and a 35% increase in BCG coverage.

B In Burkina Faso, upskilling CHWSs to support vaccine planning and direct administration led to
over 6,000 children being vaccinated, an approach so successful it was scaled to other parts of
the SAHEL region.
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https://journals.plos.org/globalpublichealth/article?id=10.1371/journal.pgph.0004596
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9972374/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21707877/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10225948/
 https://www.panafrican-med-journal.com/content/article/28/21/full/ 
 https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0292053 
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10615239/

INVESTING IN GHWS IS GOST-EFFECTIVE

CHWs have consistently demonstrated cost-effectiveness across a broad spectrum of health
interventions and every dollar invested in CHW programs can vield returns up to tenfold. From
2011 to 2030, immunization programs are projected to avert approximately $1,510.4 billion

in illness-related costs in LMICs compared to scenarios without vaccination. This substantial
economic benefit underscores the vital importance of expanding immunization coverage and
ensuring vaccines reach underserved populations. Properly integrated into vaccine planning
and delivery, CHWSs can substantially increase immunization coverage while reducing campaign
costs. Their trusted status within communities and local presence minimize expenses related

to transportation and administrative overhead. This community-embedded approach not only
improves access but also fosters vaccine acceptance and demand.

Figure 2

COUNTRY SPEGIFIC EVIDENGE

B India’s Accredited Social Health Activist (ASHA) program, has proven highly cost-effective
in promoting measles vaccination. The success of ASHASs in increasing immunization rates
supports arguments for enhanced investment in CHW programs.

B In Brazil, the Family Health Strategy is cost-effective, CHWs play a significant role in its
implementation, including in vaccine delivery under the National Immunization Program
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THE OPPORTUNITY

If properly supported, CHWSs can play a range of key roles, from planning
outreach to conducting vaccinations, providing follow-up care and
preparing for the next campaign.

The figure below provides an overview of the various activities that CHWSs can effectively carry out, to
enhance vaccine service delivery:

Community-level
vaccination planning
B |dentifying and prioritizing at-risk

populations.
B Household mapping and registration. ' <
‘ ~

Pandemic preparedness
& response Education & demand

W Case identification and contact tracing. ’ generatlon

B Community engagement and education. c H ws n u lE B Promoting vaccine acceptance.

B |nfection prevention. B Community education, dialogue

B Maintaining essential services. nc n 0 ss TH E and engagement.
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Post vaccination Community
care & follow up Mobilization & Outreach

B Tracking vaccine rollout progress.

B Addressing side effects and concerns.
Vaccine

B Reporting adverse incidents and
administration

facilitating response.
B Direct administration of routine
vaccines.

B Mobile outreach sites.

B Vaccincation brigades.

B Emergency campaigns.
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Figure 3

COUNTRY SPEGIFIC EVIDENGE

B In Senegal and Zambia, CHWs helped adapt the immunisation strategy to local context,
through education, action planning, surveys and vaccine tracking, ensuring community buy-in.

B In Nepal, Senegal and Zambia, CHWs played a crucial role in demand generation.

B In Senegal, CHW-led targeted vaccine outreach is critical to the success of vaccine programs.

In India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sierra Leone, Kenya and Ethiopia, CHWs continued to
provide routine care, alongside responding to COVID-19.

In Pakistan, CHWs administer the oral polio vaccine as well as bacille Calmette-Guerin,
measles, and COVID-19 vaccines in some provinces.

In Malawi, professional CHWs provide wraparound immunisation services, without the
accompaniment of other health workers. CHWs administer over 80% of vaccinations!
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CALL TO AGTION

Community health workers are the backbone of primary health care systems in many low- and
middle-income countries. In Sub-Saharan Africa alone, nearly 80% of the population across 24
countries depends on CHWs for essential health services—including immunization. Yet, despite their
vital contributions, CHWs continue to face chronic challenges that undermine their effectiveness

and well-being. CHWs frequently operate under precarious conditions, often without formal salaries,
adequate supplies, or basic logistical support.

Beyond financial hardship, CHWs face serious safety and security risks in the field—ranging from
threats of violence in conflict-affected regions to health hazards from lack of protective gear—yet
data on this dimension remains sparse and under-prioritized. To ensure CHWs can deliver on their
full potential, we must act decisively.

Professionalizing and equipping CHWs is a proven, cost-effective strategy to extend the reach of
immunization programs and strengthen primary health care.

unity Health Impact Coalition

CHWs Strengthening Immunization Coverage = ngﬁmw
« CoALITION
7


https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10796059/
https://chwcentral.org/wp-content/uploads/Achieving-Gender-Equity-in-the-Community-Health-Workforce.pdf

WE CALL ON GOVERNMENTS DONORS, AND MULTILATERAL PARTNERS TO:

Formally integrate CHWs into national health systems by ensuring they are salaried, skilled,
supervised, and consistently supplied by a well-functioning community health system operating
at national scale and integrated into broader public systems —with clear structures for career
development and protection.

Advance service integration, enabling CHWs to provide a broader range of preventive and
curative services, with immunization embedded as a core function to improve affordability
through shared resources and delivery platforms.

Develop and scale tools and professional resources, such as training modules, job aids,
and supervision mechanisms, that support CHWs in delivering quality immunization services.

Support CHWSs to take on more specialized tasks, including safe vaccine administration,
where appropriate, through targeted upskilling.

Issue global guidance—from WHO, UNICEF, and other key bodies—clarifying the
recommended roles of CHWs in immunization service delivery.

Strengthen evidence generation on the roles and effectiveness of CHWs across the service
delivery spectrum, including in immunization.

Invest in digital enablement and data integration, equipping CHWs with digital tools for
case management, data reporting, and decision support linked to national electronic health
information systems.

Integrating professional CHWs (proCHWSs) into health systems is a
proven, cost-effective strategy. Now is the time to invest in the frontline.
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