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Direct Support Professionals Shortage:  Identifying Sustainable Solutions
Patricia Larkins Hicks, Ph.D.

There is agreement that the severity of the shortage of 
Direct Support Professionals (DSPs) has reached a tipping 
point igniting stakeholders to recognize the problem must 
be resolved.  By next year, 2024, it is estimated 1.1 million 
workers will need to be added to the workforce to meet 
the nationwide demand. This article focuses on a 3-step 
process that can be used to identify sustainable solutions. 
Examples are provided to illustrate each step and are not 
intended to be comprehensive.
There is a diff erence in problem defi ning and problem-solving. Most tend to delve into 
identifying solutions (problem-solving) prior to getting clarity about the problem (problem 
defi ning). Albert Einstein believed that defi ning a problem meticulously is the key to fi nding a 
good solution.

If I had an hour to solve a problem I’d spend 55 
minutes thinking about the problem and 5 minutes 
thinking about the solution. - Albert Einstein

STEP 1  Defi ne the issues that are fueling the DSP Shortage. What? 

EXAMPLE 

Issue: What is fueling the crisis?

Individuals with developmental disabilities and their families 
are unable to maintain an independent lifestyle with a high 
quality of life.

Issue Defi nition: Defi nition requires identifying existing data 
or facts about the issue.

If none exists, then data needs to be collected.
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According to Ohio Statewide Disability Needs Survey 2022, 40.5 % respondents stated that 
in-home providers are unreliable and don’t show up for their shifts; 29% stated that they are 
sometimes left without in-home providers for weeks at a time. This results in individuals with 
developmental disabilities being unable to get out of bed, unable to complete activities of 
daily living (for example, bathing, showering, dressing, eating, using the toilet, walking, etc.). 
As a result, the individual with a disability may need to move to a nursing facility to get the 
care needed. The cost of care in nursing facilities is higher than in-home care. Additionally, for 
those individuals with developmental disabilities who work and/or their family members, not 
having a direct support professional impacts their ability to get to work. This reduces their pay 
and ability to maintain employment.

STEP 2   Identify the root causes of the issue. Why?

Understanding the root causes helps to clarify “why” the 
issue exists. In the absence of clarity about the “why,” band-
aid solutions are identifi ed. Subsequently, the solution is 
short-term, and the problem is not resolved. There are often 
more than one cause that is creating the problem. Hence, 
looking at the problem from multiple perspectives facilitates 
identifying all the root causes.

EXAMPLE

Root Causes (This is not intended to be an exhaustive list of root causes.)

• Inadequate supply of DSPs

• Onboarding and training of DSPs

• Lack of child-care benefi ts for DSPs

• DSPs support system doesn’t exist or not available

• DSPs pay is below the livable wage

STEP 3  Create Solutions How?

Think of solutions outside of those currently 
available. If you keep doing what you have always 
done you will continue to get the same results. 
Think outside the box by:
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• Challenging current ideas

• Understanding the urgency
•
• Clarifying the importance of the 

solution

• Identifying the desired outcomes

• Think about who can be your partner

EXAMPLE

Potential Solution (This is intended to stimulate ideas and not intended to be a fully 
developed solution)

Partner with AARP to create an in-home, on-call volunteer group trained by the DSP 
employer that would be available to ensure that coverage could be provided when a 
DSP is unavailable. This volunteer support group can be trained to assist individuals with 
developmental disabilities in their activities of daily living; making it possible for them to 
remain in their homes.

Make sure you identify the pros and cons of the proposed solution. Additionally, get feedback 
from those that would be engaged in the proposed solution to ensure that processes 
established are practical. Identify metrics that will facilitate understanding the solution’s 
eff ectiveness.

EXAMPLE 

Metrics that measure eff ectiveness of a volunteer on-call group. These are not intended to be 
comprehensive.

• number of individuals with developmental disabilities who remain in home

• AARP volunteer satisfaction with training; performing volunteer service

• Individuals with developmental disabilities and/or their family members 
satisfaction

This project was supported, in part by the Ohio Developmental Disabilities Council, under grant number 17OU01FA22 from the U.S. Administration for 
Community Living, Department of Health and Human Services, Washington, D.C. 20201. Grantees undertaking projects with government sponsorship 
are encouraged to express freely their fi ndings and conclusions. Points of view or opinions do not, therefore, necessarily represent offi  cial ACL policy.

The purpose of Empowering Reach Out e-Diversity News is to promote interagency collaboration and coordination that result in 
agencies providing culturally competent services to the unserved/underserved populations in Ohio.  It is 
the policy of the Ohio Developmental Disabilities Council to use person-fi rst language in items written by 
staff . Items reprinted or quoted exactly as they originally appear may not refl ect this policy. 

Empowering Reach Out e-Diversity News is produced by The Outcomes Management Group, Ltd.

mailto:Fatica.Ayers@dodd.ohio.gov
https://www.facebook.com/ohioddcouncil
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCUFf5aQEfdHwfypf6WTloAQ
https://twitter.com/ohioddcouncil
http://eepurl.com/hX1z75
https://ddc.ohio.gov/home
https://www.omgknowsbest.com/

