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Why this project?

● Direct Support Professionals (DSPs) are critical to the lives of individuals with 
disabilities. They not only support but empower individuals in all aspects of living.

● The DSP role faces wage challenges and employment shortages
○ Detrimental to individuals who serve as DSPs, the workforce, and the 

people they serve.

● The shortages can lead to negative economic and social consequences 
impacting individuals with disabilities and their families, caregivers, DSPs, 
provider agencies, and communities.

● Widely overlooked as a public health issue that impacts the health and 
wellbeing of thousands of workers and people with disabilities.



Project Purpose 

1. Gain a deeper understanding of the 
DSP workforce crisis

2. Create a survey for DSP 
professionals to gain a better 
understanding of the workforce, 
challenges, and opportunities

3. Summarize what we are hearing 
from DSPs to inform policy 



DSP Workforce Landscape and Retention

● Nationwide, the number 

of jobs for DSPs and 

Personal Care Aides is 

projected to increase by 

33% between 2020 and 

2030

● Wage growth and 

earnings remain low

● Median annual salary was 

$27,080 barely above the 

Federal Poverty Level



Source: Ohio Department of Jobs and Family 
Services: Ohio Labor Market 
Information(OesWageByArea, n.d.)

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vJLjI1


Effects on People with Disabilities and Families

● People with disabilities share the burden of the 
workforce shortage

○ Compounding stresses can make health conditions worse

○ Increases strain on mental health

○ Force some individuals to go without the care they need, or risk 
being placed in an assisted living facility against their will

○ Added strain on families struggling to find Caregivers



LEND DSP Survey



● Worked with Provider 
Agencies and 
Disability-led 
organizations to 
design the survey

● 950+ DSPs responded 
to the survey 
representing every 
region of Ohio



Methods

● Looked at responses to closed and open-ended questions

● A team of four reviewers independently analyzed more than 2,500 

open-ended responses before meeting in groups to arrive at a 

consensus among the themes

● Compared this data to closed-end responses to look at alignment 

and determine opportunities for policy changes to better support 

DSPs in the field



Are you an Independent Provider, employed by an Agency Provider or both?

Both- 6.1%

Independent 
provider-
26.5%

Agency 
provider-
67.4%









2020 Ohio Census Comparison

81% White

13.1% Black or African American

4% Hispanic & Latino

0.3 American Indian and Alaskan Native

0.1% Asian

76.2

14.7

1.4
1.7

0.7
9.9

Please Select Your Race

White Black or African American

Hispanic/Latino American Indian/Alaskan Native

Asian Prefer Not to Say







What was your most recent job or experience before becoming a Direct 
Support Professional?



Top Five Concerns and Opportunities
Pay Job Stability

Career Opportunities 

& Advancement
Benefits

Company Culture 

& Management

"As a new parent... 

there are not enough 

benefits and 

pay needed to 

continue employment. ... 

The main reason for 

staying is the love I have 

for my individuals. "

"I love being a DSP but I 

also love my family... I 

have been working so 

much that I can't take 

care of myself or my 

family. When I do 

take time for my family, I 

feel like I am letting 

people down at work..."

"There is no security 

in this position. After 

working as a DSP for 

nearly a decade I only 

recently was promoted 

to Team Leader and 

began 

to make $16/hr (still 

not enough..."

"Love being 

a provider but th

ere

are no 

benefits, insuran

ce, vacation"

"To many changes 

in policies. And to 

much turnover. The job I 

was hired for is not the 

same as the job I 

am completing now."

"I like the field I'm in 

and also like my client. 

Only thing is pay. It's hard 

to stick around when you 

have people in the fast-

food industry making mor

e than you are."

"I am new to the 

field, coming in is 

very overwhelming. There

is not enough 

support within the field. I 

Fear 

burnout and emotional 

exhaustion"

"I work for an 

agency for over 10 years 

and have had my hours 

cut … when asked if I 

could get a raise was 

met with a question as 

to why would they give 

me one."

"No 

benefits or health

insurance and e

very time 

you ask for 

a day off or two 

… then

usually lose 

hours the next 

few weeks."

"...there are no unions 

that investigate or carry 

out surveys to make sure 

that we as staffs are well 

respected or treated and 

way forward for career 

advancements 

or development."







What incentives or supports (other than increased compensation) would allow 
you to have a long-term career as a Direct Support Professional?



Top Incentives to Promote Retention

1. Benefits and Insurance
2. Financial Incentives
3. Paid Time Off
4. Training Opportunities
5. Supportive Management
6. Other Bonuses and Incentives



Reasons DSPs Stay "My daughter needs me, and I don't 

trust anyone else. I've had an issue 

in the past with abuse that led to a 

lawsuit and it was a nightmare"

This is my passion and I enjoy 

working in this field. I am family to 

the individuals that don't have a 

family.

"... rapid turn over hurts our people. They become attached to 

us as quickly as we do to them. Stability and reliability ... 

lessen behaviors, keeps them safe..., and helps them build 

trust in a world that can quickly take advantage of them. This 

job is... draining, but worth it seeing … THEIR growth."



DSPs care about clients

“Because I love their smiles. I wish I was 

able to do more things that They want to 

do though. But I stay because I care 

about them all and I want to make their 

lives as happy as I can.” “There are times it is physically, 

emotionally and mentally 

draining, but seeing individuals 

thrive in their day to day life is 

the reason I stay.”

“I take care of a family member.”

“Because my clients need 

me(main reason) and I just 

renewed my certification.”



What do these results mean?

Through DSPs who took this survey, we found that…

DSPs care about their clients,  know what they do is essential, but 
often feel unsupported.

○ Low wages
○ Inadequate benefits
○ Lack of paid time off
○ Limited career development



Next steps

1. Share findings with 
workers, provide 
agencies, state policy 
makers

2. Explore policy solutions 
that address financial 
concerns among DSPs

3. Identify additional 
opportunities and 
promising practices to 
improve retention



Thank you to our partners, and to you!
Department Of Developmental Disabilities 

Breaking Silences Advocacy Group

The Ability Center of Greater Toledo

The Center for Independent Living Options

Lucas County Board of Developmental Disabilities

The Ohio Self-Determination Association

Ohio Association of County Boards

The Ohio Provider Resource Association

All DSPs for taking the survey



Questions?

What strategies we should use to publish our 
results.

Are there questions that we should have 
asked?

Are there ways you feel this data should be 
used?
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