
Rhode Island's Health Equity Zones (HEZs) 
Statewide Evaluation Shows Impact 
and Success 
The HEZ model is working. Emerging evidence from a statewide evaluation 
demonstrates that HEZs make communities stronger by reducing social 
vulnerability, lowering chronic disease, and reducing healthcare costs. By investing 
in proactive solutions, HEZs ensure long-term healthcare savings, make the best use 
of resources, and improve the health and economic well-being of Rhode Islanders. 

Rhode Island’s 14 Health Equity Zones are local groups led by community 
members that work together to create healthier, stronger neighborhoods. 
These groups include community organizations, government agencies, 
businesses, and residents. HEZs improve neighborhoods and communities, 
build trusting relationships, and address the larger issues that affect health 
and economic opportunities for Rhode Islanders.

An evaluation was conducted by a third-party expert consultant Social Contract LLC 
in partnership with the HEZ evaluation team and highlights the impact and success 
of HEZ collaboratives from 2018 to 2022. 

HEZs Decreased Social Vulnerability  

Social vulnerability1 describes how social and environmental factors like 
income, housing quality, pollution, and access to healthy food affect 
people’s health. When a community has lower social vulnerability, the 
people living there are more likely to have access to what they need to 
be healthy.  

Between 2018-2022, social vulnerability dropped by 21% in HEZ 
communities, compared to non-HEZ communities with little to no change 
(0.4% decrease). During this time, HEZs’ strategic actions improved health status, 
economic opportunity, and social well-being in their communities.

Figure 1. Social vulnerability of HEZ and non-HEZ over 4 years
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Figure 2. Average annual insurance costs per publicly insured person 
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HEZ Communities Have Lower 
Public Insurance Costs  
People living in HEZ communities are twice 
as likely to have public insurance as those in 
non-HEZ communities. Yet, average per-
person public insurance costs are 
significantly lower in HEZ communities 
than non-HEZ communities, resulting in 
increasing public insurance savings over time.2 
These results point to a need for additional 
research to better understand these savings. 

HEZ Communities Are More Resilient   

When communities are resilient, it means they are less likely to be harmed long term by difficulties (such as 
health crises, economic struggles, natural disasters, or pandemics) because they have what they need to 
bounce back. Resilient communities work together and have strong support systems that help them access 
the resources they need.

At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, as residents faced challenges accessing food, healthcare, and maintaining 
employment and housing, social vulnerability rose across all Rhode Island communities. However, the increase in 
social vulnerability was much lower in HEZ communities. In non-HEZ communities, the increase was 14%, 
compared to only a 2% increase in HEZs. This demonstrates greater resilience in HEZ communities, who are better 
equipped to withstand and overcome challenges of public health emergencies and meet the urgent needs of residents.

HEZs Help Reduce Rates of Chronic Disease
Data trends signal that HEZ communities may be decreasing chronic disease.3

Many HEZ communities are seeing much lower rates of chronic disease4 than expected, based on their level of 
social vulnerability. For example, high cholesterol and heart disease in certain HEZ communities are dropping much 
faster than the state average.5

Findings from this initial evaluation show HEZs are successfully driving long-term savings while supporting 
the health, wellness, and prosperity of all Rhode Islanders. Across the country, states, counties, and 
municipalities are replicating Rhode Island’s innovative HEZ model to attain similar benefits. Continued 
public and private investment, along with further research, is critical to sustain, scale, and expand HEZs' 
powerful impact. To learn more, visit health.ri.gov/HEZ and health.ri.gov/hez-impact.

1 We recognize that the term vulnerability can imply blame or weakness, which is not the intent. We're using it here to ensure 
we communicate clearly about how data were collected and analyzed using scoring that follows Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention guidance. Social vulnerability was calculated based on the Rhode Island Health Equity Measures, using 
standardization and weighting for group comparisons between HEZ and non-HEZ communities. As we continue this work, 
we remain committed to changing our language to re�ect strength and resilience, focusing on the power all communities 
have to succeed.

2 Using regression analysis to account for differences in age, race, and ethnicity between HEZ and non-HEZ groups, results 
indicate that a change in community status from non-HEZ to HEZ community is associated with a signi�cant expected 
decrease in the average annual insurance cost per publicly insured person of $881.43 USD (95% CI -1465 to -297, p = 
0.013) over time. 

3 Predictive regression analysis of chronic disease scores indicates that a change in community status from non-HEZ to HEZ 
community is associated with a statistically signi�cant decrease in weighted chronic disease score over time (p=0.0132), 
controlling for years of implementation.

4 Data from RI All-Payer Claims Database for Asthma, Cancer, Chronic Kidney Disease, Heart Failure, Heart Disease, and Stroke.
5 Certain longstanding HEZs that are more deeply integrated into communities have seen improved health outcomes. These 

include Central Providence, Pawtucket and Central Falls, Woonsocket, and 02907 HEZs, among others.
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https://health.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur1006/files/2025-01/hez-impact-summary.pdf
https://health.ri.gov/health-equity/rhode-islands-health-equity-zone-hez-initiative

