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Attn.: Governor Spencer Cox; Lt. Governor Diedre Henderson; Mike Mower;
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From:   Charlie Luke, Executive Director, Utah Association of Community Services

Re: Staffing Crisis Update to UACS Direct Support Workforce Urgent Issue Brief

Approximately three months ago the Utah Association of Community Services issued an urgent issue
brief regarding the staffing crisis facing individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities in
Utah. Since that time the urgency and impact of this crisis have become increasingly acute. Turnover and
vacancy rates are increasing exponentially among the direct support workforce upon which people with
disabilities rely to engage in life and to remain safe in the community. Increasingly people are going
without necessary services, and safety is becoming a significant concern. State Executive and Legislative
branch action is critically and immediately needed to address this crisis.

From the first quarter of the calendar year to the second quarter, seasonally adjusted turnover increased
from 80% to 92% annualized in just three months. Actual unadjusted turnover increased to 105%
annualized. In practical terms these numbers mean that organizations are set to lose and will need to
replace nearly as many direct support staff as they employ through the course of the year. Currently
nearly one in every five direct support positions is vacant (over 1000 positions across the 20
organizations surveyed), a 21% change for the worse in this same three-month period. Few businesses
would operate like this. The instability in the lives of people with disabilities is disturbing.

The urgency of the staffing crisis is not being overstated. The almost daily reports regarding increasing
wages and benefits in industries competing for frontline staff are impossible to miss. Restaurants and
businesses like Walmart, Amazon, and Intermountain Healthcare are repeatedly increasing wages and
enhancing benefits. Simultaneously, costs of goods and services are increasing to raise revenue to pay for
these changes. Despite these efforts, labor experts report that there are far more jobs than people
interested in filling them, especially among lower-paying positions. This is obvious in businesses
increasingly limiting days and hours of operations, reducing services, delaying work, etc. due to their
inability to find staff, despite these businesses now paying wages and/or offering benefits way beyond
what providers serving people with disabilities can possibly provide.

Providers cannot reduce the number of days or hours they are open, especially for people who receive
services 24/7, and when they do they either increase the burden on other providers, or people go
without necessary services. Providers cannot increase the cost of services, as the rates are set by the
State. Providers do not have enough other costs to cut to have any appreciable impact.

These organizations have nowhere to go. They do not want to discontinue services for people, both
because this will upend people’s lives, and because they know that there aren’t other providers with
staff to receive them. When it just is no longer safe, at least some providers are giving notice to



discontinue services, but increasingly DSPD is unable to find someone else to provide the services. In
these situations, there is literally no other option except for the provider to do the best they can to figure
out how to continue to keep serving the person as safely as possible. In the tragic and increasingly likely
scenario that someone is not kept safe, the provider and their staff will unfairly pay the consequences,
and the person with disabilities even more so.

Many other states are recognizing and responding to the urgency of this situation, in multiple cases with
rate increases of 25% or more. This type of action is needed here now. Utah is the most economically
strong state in the nation and has among the lowest unemployment. This is the state, most of all, that
has the ability to respond to this crisis and the clearest need to do so. The safety and well-being of
people with disabilities depend on this.

The Utah Department of Human Services is pursuing a temporary 5% increase using the increased
federal dollars from an increased FMAP. Providers are very grateful for this effort. Unfortunately, this
temporary 5% will not be sufficient to resolve this crisis. The current average starting wage for direct
support professionals is $11.75. A one-time 5% rate increase will provide enough funding to raise wages
by $1. In many cases, businesses competing for this workforce have increased starting wages for similar
staff to $15, $16, $17+ per hour, and/or often offer tuition reimbursement and other benefits for
positions that are far less complex and that have far less impact on the safety and wellbeing of people. A
$12.75 starting wage simply will not compete with enough of these businesses, especially when they
can’t get enough staff themselves despite these higher wages and benefits.

Failure to act on this issue has multiple serious consequences. Without more staff, providers will
genuinely be unable to comply with federal mandates regarding community inclusion. Settings will
necessarily become more institutional, more congregate and more isolating. People are already unable
to go into the community as they normally would because there are too few staff to do so safely.
Providers are already asking people to move to consolidate settings in order to keep people staffed and
safe. Without a change, this will continue to increase. People with disabilities are losing jobs due to the
staffing crisis, and they are missing excellent opportunities to obtain competitive jobs in the community
that they would have secured if not for the crisis. This will increase at faster rates. Employment services
will become increasingly scarce, forcing individuals with disabilities to choose day supports or other
services in place of pursuing competitive integrated employment. Families receiving services with loved
ones at home will continue to increasingly lose support services, as providers are forced to prioritize
staffing around individuals in out-of-home care that have no other support. Some providers are asking
families to take loved one’s home or agree to fewer hours or days of service than is the assessed need
due to the crisis. In many cases, providers are unable to receive new people into services. This will also
continue to worsen for individuals in the community as well as those transitioning from nursing home
settings under the settlement agreement.

Perhaps most concerning is the impact on people’s safety and wellbeing. Staff are now regularly working
20+ hours consecutively, often repeatedly in a week. Managers are expressing their inability to drive
because they are working too many hours to stay safe. Administrators are moving into campers in their



office parking lots because they don’t have time to go home to sleep. Turnover among managers and
administrators is increasing, as they burn out from repeatedly working 80 and 90+ hour weeks, which
risks devastating the depth of experience in the service system. Residential providers are being asked to
keep people home because day service providers don’t have enough staff for people to come to receive
services. Exhausted, inexperienced staff will inevitably make mistakes. Some of these mistakes will affect
the safety and well-being of people receiving services. This is a certainty, and it is an unfair situation for
the staff, the organizations, and definitely for people with disabilities, especially when there is a solution.

The current situation is unprecedented and critical. It is urgent that the Division of Services for People
with Disabilities, the Department of Human Services, and the Department of Health work with the
Governor’s Office to take immediate action to slow this staffing crisis, and then work with the Legislature
in the upcoming session to increase rates in order to quell it. It is our understanding that $1,130,000 in
state general fund equates to a 1% increase in rates. Accordingly, in order to raise wages sufficiently to
stabilize services for people with disabilities, a $39,550,000 increase in state funds will be needed, raising
wages above $18 per hour.

Appreciable solutions are beyond the control of provider organizations. Economic conditions are
changed enough that deferring to existing rates is unsustainable. The State of Utah has an obligation to
ensure an adequate workforce providing HCBS services, to ensure those services are sufficiently available
and integrated, and to ensure that assessed needs are being safely met. These obligations will not be
met without urgent action. The State of Utah provides excellent, efficient services for people with
disabilities through a committed private provider system. The Utah Legislative and Executive branches
are examples for the nation in this and many other areas, and have worked effectively with providers in
the legislative process in the past to address critical issues. This is needed again now more than ever. We
look forward to working together to resolve this crisis of care for the Utahn’s with disabilities in most
need who are depending on us all to fix this.


