
Understanding Community Health Linkages

Key concepts, components, and practical applications

1. What Are Community Health Linkages?

Term Definition

Community

Health Linkage

A formal or informal connection between health services (e.g., clinics,

hospitals) and community resources (e.g., schools, faith?based groups, social

services) that together improve health outcomes.

Linkage

Mechanism

The process or tool used to create and maintain the connection (e.g., referral

pathways, shared data platforms, joint outreach events).

Integration Level

Low – simple referrals only.

Medium – coordinated care plans with feedback loops.

High – fully interoperable systems and joint program planning.

2. Why Linkages Matter

1. Holistic Care – Addresses social determinants of health (housing, nutrition, education) that

clinical care alone cannot solve.

2. Improved Access – Community partners can reach hard?to?reach populations (rural

residents, undocumented immigrants, seniors).

3. Resource Efficiency – Reduces duplication, leverages existing assets, and spreads costs

across sectors.

4. Better Outcomes – Studies show higher immunization rates, lower hospital readmissions,

and improved chronic?disease management when linkages exist.

5. Resilience – Communities with strong health linkages respond more quickly to emergencies

(e.g., pandemics, natural disasters).

3. Core Components of Effective Linkages

Component Description Example
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Shared Vision & Goals
Mutual agreement on what health

improvement looks like.

“Reduce childhood obesity by

10?% in 3?years.”

Clear Roles &

Responsibilities

Each partner knows what it contributes

and receives.

Clinic provides screenings;

community center offers

nutrition classes.

Communication

Channels
Regular, bidirectional information flow.

Weekly case?review calls,

secure messaging platform.

Referral & Feedback

System

Structured process for sending and

tracking referrals, plus outcome

reporting.

Electronic referral form with

auto?generated status

updates.

Data Sharing &

Privacy Safeguards

Agreements (e.g., HIPAA, GDPR) that

allow data exchange while protecting

confidentiality.

Data?use agreement with de?

identified health metrics.

Capacity Building

Training, technical assistance, and

resource allocation to sustain

partnership.

Workshops on cultural

competency for clinic staff.

Evaluation & Quality

Improvement

Ongoing measurement of process and

impact, with adjustments as needed.

Quarterly dashboards showing

referral completion rates.

4. Steps to Build Community Health Linkages

1. Community Assessment

Map health needs (e.g., chronic disease prevalence).

Identify existing assets (social services, NGOs, faith groups).

Use tools: GIS mapping, stakeholder surveys, focus groups.

2. Stakeholder Engagement

Convene a Linkage Working Group with representatives from health, social services,

education, business, and community members.

Establish MOUs (Memoranda of Understanding) that outline expectations.

3. Design the Linkage Model
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Choose a referral pathway (paper, electronic, warm hand?off).

Define eligibility criteria for services.

Set performance metrics (e.g., % of referrals completed within 7?days).

4. Develop Infrastructure

Implement a shared platform (e.g., Health Information Exchange, cloud?based case

management).

Ensure interoperability (
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