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Developmental Disabilities: Compensation for Direct Support Professionals 

Scope of the Problem

 Organizations working with individuals with developmental disabilities are currently facing a funding 
crisis as their reimbursement rates provided by the state and federal government through Medicaid do not 
sufficiently represent the amount of work and training associated with the career as a Direct Support 
Professional (DSP). DSP positions often go unfilled as there is a 9.3% vacancy rate and a 25% turnover rate 
(Direct Support Professionals Workforce 2015), making 
recruitment and retention of workers the biggest issue at hand. 
With such high vacancy and turnover rates, individuals receiving 
these services are the ones who experience the most 
consequences. The independence levels and success associated 
with social relationships and employment opportunities for these 
individuals decreases tremendously. However, when workers are 
consistent and learn the individual's needs, the individuals lead 
increasingly successful and independent lives. Similarly, because 
there is such high vacancy and turnover rates, there are many 
shifts that go unfulfilled, leaving individuals without services 
and generating extremely high rates of over-time, in which there 
is not enough funding to pay for (Direct Support Professionals 
Workforce 2015).  While the field is currently experiencing high vacancy and turnover rates, an increase in the 
minimum wage in other industries such as the fast food industry, without an increase in the funding for these 
services, will worsen the already detrimental effects these organizations and families receiving services are 
facing. These organizations applaud Governor Cuomo for his efforts in increasing the minimum wage, however, 
the fear is without additional funding for their contracted services, the services will be eliminated and will no 
longer be available to the individuals and families who depend on them daily. Thereafter, these services will be 
discontinued and it will become the State’s obligation and duty to care for these individuals.

To keep services and supports for those with developmental disabilities intact, more attention must 
be paid to issues like the lack of funding provided by the government to nonprofit organizations. 
Without additional funding, these services will be eliminated, resting full responsibility to finance 
the services on the state and leaving families on their own to care for their loved ones with 
developmental disabilities. 
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Funding

 The New York State fiscal year budget is clear in its requirements that funding included in the budget is 
only to be used to bring staff up to the new mandated wage. The money is not 
intended to compensate workers for any ripple effects or compression and cannot 
be used to “maintain wages currently above the minimum wage as it 
increases” (Analysis: 2016-17).  These funds also may not be used for “increases 
for staff with higher salaries due to longevity,” or “maintaining adequate pay 
differentials between first layers of management and direct support 
staff” (Analysis: 2016-17). Without the additional funds and flexibility for these 
organizations providing services, the incentive to enter the DSP workforce drops 
dramatically in a pool that is already rapidly decreasing. 

 With most of the funding for the services provided coming from government funds through Medicaid, 
“the Executive Budget Proposal provides almost no resources to increase funding for nonprofit organizations.” 
Additionally, government funding is the only source of money for these organizations, therefore, they cannot 
simply reduce services or raise the price of the service like other industries such as the fast food industry. 
However, these organizations must continue to operate their services despite the lack of money in order to 
ensure the wellbeing of individuals who are most vulnerable. Increased funding would allow these organizations 
to operate more effectively and efficiently, enabling them to provide the optimal care, and in turn, leading to 
more successful and productive lives of those individuals with developmental disabilities. Without additional 
funding for these services and programs, individuals and their family members are “being set up for failure,” 
and many will not be able provide the necessary care for their loved ones (Developmental Disabilities 
Coalition’s Letter to the Governor 2016). 

Policy

  The objective of Executive Order 38 is to ensure 
taxpayer dollars are not being used for “unnecessary administrative 
expenses” and “excessive compensation” for administrative 
workers, but rather to “ensure that taxpayer dollars are being used to 
help New Yorkers in need” (Executive Order #38 2016). With this, 
CEOs and other executive positions have a capped limit to how 

much income they can bring in or utilize in executive expenses. The money saved from capping executives’ 
incomes is utilized to sustain programs and pay other employees. With this, only a certain amount of money will 
become available and reallocated. Eventually, there will be a stalemate in funds as all the “saved money” will be 
tied to other funding streams and services will have to be discontinued. 

 Beginning in 2011, the Road to Reform Initiative consisted of a two year initiative in which the 
OPWDD worked extensively, reaching out to different stakeholders including families, individuals, experts,



and service providers to gain their insight which was then utilized to collaborate on different reform initiatives. 
The goal of this reform initiative was to “make the system more person-centered, restructure the system to 
provide better integrated, and holistic support, establish transparent and sustainable funding, measure the quality 
of the system based on outcomes of individuals and serve people in the most integrated settings possible” (New 
York State Office for People with Developmental Disabilities “Road” 2013). 

 The Road to Reform initiative lead to the Transformation Agenda in which OPWDD collaborated with 
CMS to “define priority elements of system transformation” including “expanding employment opportunities, 
expanding supportive housing and community-based services, creating opportunities for people to move from 
institutions to the most integrated settings possible, and increasing self-direction knowledge and use of self-
direction services” (New York State Office for People with Developmental Disabilities Transformation Agenda 
2013). Similarly, the New York State Legislature passed managed care legislation in which the delivery of 
specialized developmental disabilities services are authorized through a managed care structure (New York 
State Office for People with Developmental Disabilities Transformation Agenda 2013). 

Profile of a DSP

  Direct Support Professionals (DSPs) work within residential and independent apartment and homes, as 
well as, recreational and therapeutic day support settings through organizations that have contracted with the 
state to provide assistance to individuals with disabilities to help them lead successful and productive lives. 
DSPs are accountable for assisting individuals with disabilities in their overall well-being and health, and 
fulfillment of their lives. This includes, helping them with personal care and maintenance activities such as 
bathing, toileting, eating, maintaining hygiene, developing and maintaining social skills, housekeeping, 

administering medications and working with complex medical 
needs, helping the individuals participate safely in physical 
activities, engaging in recreational activities, engaging in 
employment opportunities, and much more (Direct Support 
Professionals Workforce 2015).                                                                                    
                                                             
   Contrary to popular belief, the DSP position 
is not an entry level job, but rather requires intensive training 
and places physical, mental, and emotional demands on the 

employee. These employees must know how to administer 
medication, handle combative behavior, and build trusting relationships. This position “demands an experienced 
[individual] that is patient, compassionate, and resilient. DSPs help individuals achieve dignity” through the 
services they provide (Direct Support Professionals Workforce 2015). DSPs are also burdened with excessive 
paperwork that takes time away from the individuals they support. In addition to their duties, these individuals 
are required to have upper level medical training, but are often not given the correct support. With additional 
funding, these employees can be trained sufficiently, ensuring the safety of individuals they support and 
themselves. 



 

 Multiple individuals in the field believe more respect ought to be given to the Direct Support 
Professionals as they are personally invested in their work field in which they cannot “leave their work at the 
office” but are constantly committed to their jobs. These individuals work extraneous hours, often times more 
than 40 hours a week, helping others to lead successful and fulfilling lives, therefore, many believe they deserve 
the respect and support of not only the Governor, but the community at large. 

“Serving as a State Agent”

 Nonprofit organizations hold most of the work load in the field of providing services to those with 
developmental disabilities. Currently, the state only operates 20% of the services that are needed, while 
contracting out about 80% of the needed services to nonprofit organizations. It is evident that the state already 
struggles to provide these mandated services as they look to other sources to carry out their duties. If these 
nonprofit organizations were to be eliminated due to a lack of funding that is needed, the state would experience 
the pressure to provide 100% of these services they currently cannot handle on their own. With this, a question 
arises as to whether we are heading down the path to having large institutions with insufficient workers and 
services lacking the needed quality. This potential outcome is extremely frightening to individuals and families 
who rely on these services, and also to the community at large, as it is considered a humane duty to make sure 
these individuals are cared for and have the opportunity to lead successful and fulfilling lives. 

Impact of the Rising Minimum/Potential Consequences 

 The minimum wage will be increasing at different 
rates reaching $15 an hour sequentially by December of 
2018, 2019, and 2021 for the regions of New York City, 
Nassau, Suffolk, and Westchester. As for the rest of New 
York State, the minimum wage has been set to increase 
to $12.50 by the year of 2020, but has yet to be 
determined when it will reach $15 (Minimum Wage 
Agreement 2016). 

 The fast food industry is seeing a much faster and 
aggressive increase in the minimum wage. With this, the 
vacancy and retention rates of DSP positions will only 
grow larger, as these workers will observe less of an 

incentive to enter a career in which they are paid and respected less than what they could earn in the fast food 
industry. This position would also be less labor demanding, physically, mentally, and emotionally than working 
as a DSP. Ultimately, the DSP position would become less competitive, leading to an increased threat for those 
who require the services DSPs provide. As a result, there is a growing indirect relationship, causing an increase 
in the demand for services, and a decrease in the services actually being provided.



 
 Without additional funding allocated to these DSP positions, there will be an unraveling of this 
workforce, eliminating these services all together. This will only place more demand on the state to provide 
these supports that many individuals and families rely on to carry out their daily lives. (New York State Senate 
Public Hearing 2016). 

Best Practices and Model Programs 

Credentialing program: 
 Currently, DSPs are not professionally recognized, but are considered entry level positions. It is 
imperative that DSPs receive optimal training in medication administration, health and safety, different 
developmental disabilities, and neglect and abuse. Although DSPs receive an enormous amount of training in 
areas including abuse laws, CPR and first aid, human growth and development, medical and safety procedures 
and much more, DSPs are not academically trained or apart of an approved credential program, which some 
believe contributes to the high turnover rates, in addition to low wages (Direct Support Professionals 
Workforce 2015). A credentialing program or certificate would allow these workers to earn an average of 20% 
more as a certificate holder, than as a high school graduate. Developing a credentialing program would also 
“update knowledge and skills needed to achieve quality, affordable support, attract applicants by increasing 
society’s awareness of direct support as an entry to human services work, and services, and create a bridge to 
higher education and wages for the low wage workforce”  (New York State Office for People with 
Developmental Disabilities “Implementing” 2015). Studies have shown that when DSPs receive the sufficient 
training that is needed, they are confident in their knowledge and skills, as well as, gain a feeling of being of 
higher value. Similarly, when properly trained, the turnover rate has decreased tremendously, up to 16% in 
some studies. 

 When DSPs have received proper training, the individuals receiving services have also excelled 
tremendously. These individuals have more success in social relationships, employment opportunities, and 
overall health and safety for both the individual and the DSP worker (New York State Office for People with 
Developmental Disabilities “Implementing” 2015). 

 Supporters of this program would like to implement a hybrid system. With this system, DSPs would 
receive both on-site training and online training. This would allow for different interactions and styles of 
learning to accommodate as many people as possible. Overall, implementing a credentialing program would 
bring more incentive to individuals who are potentially interested in the field. With such high demand to fill 
positions, this program would allow for more access to services for individuals with developmental 
disabilities. Also, this program would bring more respect to the career and the ability to earn higher wages and 
gain transferrable skills. 



Community Education Program on Developmental Disabilities and DSP Workers: 
 Facilitating a community education program would help others to understand the different 
developmental disabilities one may have and the role the DSP workers play in the field. This would add more 
standing to the career, and enable the community to recognize how crucial DSP workers are to the state and 
maintaining the system. Without them, this responsibility would rest solely on the state. 

Promotional Materials: 
  In addition to the community education program, promotional materials would “educate the public and 
prospective employees about the significance of direct support work and careers in the profession” (Direct 
Support Professionals 2008). 

National Code of Ethics and Validated Skill Standard Guide: 
  This code of ethics and skill standard guide would direct the trainings and work of DSPs (Direct 
Support Professionals 2008). As a coalition of both individuals and organizations who are “committed to 
strengthening the quality of human service support by strengthening the direct support workforce,” the 
National Alliance for Direct Support Professionals, or NADSP, was successful in developing a national code of 
ethics, later to be used in promoting the Community Support Skill Standards to train support professionals 
(Direct Support Professionals 2008). 

Organizations
 
Self Advocacy Association of New York State (SANYS): 
 “SANYS is a nonprofit, grassroots organization run by and for people with developmental disabilities.” 
This organization works to ensure individuals with developmental disabilities have the opportunity to lead 
fulfilling and successful lives by empowering them to take control of their lives and decide which path is best 
for them (Self Advocacy Association of New York State 2016). 

New York State Rehabilitation Association (NYSRA): 
  NYSRA’s mission is to advocate, support communities, and support systems that enable opportunities 
“for independence, inclusion, employment, and self-enrichment for people with disabilities” (New York State 
Rehabilitation Association, Inc. 2016).  

New York State Chapter of the Arc (NYSARC):
  NYSARC works to advocate to ensure the quality of life for everyone, focusing on those with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities. NYSARC strives to aid on the “unique growth and development of 
every person (New York State Chapter of the Arc, Inc. 2015). 



Glossary of Terms
OPWDD: Office for People with Developmental Disabilities 
CMS: Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services 
Self-directed services: “Participants, or their representatives if applicable, have decision-making authority over certain 
services and take direct responsibility to manage their services with the assistance of a system of available 
supports” (medicaid.Gov). 
Compression: Pay inequalities that occur when newer employes request and receive wages that are higher than the wages 
the current employees receive (Business Dictionary). 
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