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Research Issue
Direct Support Professionals (DSPs) provide a broad 
range of supports to people with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities (IDD) to live, work, and 
meaningfully participate in their communities. Despite 
their critical role, high rates of annual turnover among 
DSPs have been documented for decades and are an 
increasingly serious issue. Defining root causes and 
finding solutions to address high rates of DSP turnover 
are critical. 

This study was the first to examine trends in 
organizational- and state-level factors related to 
DSP turnover using data from the NCI Staff Stability 
Survey. The study showed that factors associated 
with higher annual turnover are not limited to the 
organizations for which DSPs work but also include 
state-level policies and factors that may be beyond 
the organization’s control. Solutions should likewise 
include both organization- and state-level strategies.

Study Background
The study used 2016 National Core Indicators 
(NCI) Staff Stability Survey data. NCI is an initiative 
of the National Association of State Directors of 
Developmental Disabilities Services (NASDDDS) and 
the Human Services Research Institute (HSRI). The NCI 
Staff Stability Survey was developed in collaboration 
with the National Direct Service Resource Center to 
assess critical and relevant information about DSP 
workforce stability, wages, benefits, and recruitment 
and retention strategies. It began collecting 
organizational-level data on the direct support 
workforce in 2014. 

In 2016 NCI Staff Stability Survey data were collected 
in 20 participating states and District of Columbia. 
Data for this study represented over 1,600 agencies 
providing direct support services to adults with IDD  
at that time.

Key Findings

Organizational-level and state-level 
factors affect staff turnover

Organizational-level factors 

State-level factors



Policy Recommendations
This study revealed that there are several important 
factors affecting DSP turnover at the organizational 
and state levels. Therefore, any interventions must 
consider both state- and organization-level factors  
based on these findings, policy recommendations 
include —

• Wages for the DSP workforce should be in-
creased to levels commensurate with their skill 
levels and livable wages in their communities. 
Building in annual cost of living increases into 
rate structures at the state level is critical to 
keep wages aligned with costs of inflation. In-
creasing the wages will communicate to DSPs 
they are valued and essential members of the 
organization and more importantly it will de-
crease turnover.

• Organizations should always offer benefits in 
the form of health insurance and paid time off. 
Rate structures must align with increased costs 

of healthcare benefits for providers in order 
for them to continue to offer these benefits at 
affordable costs. When DSPs receive the option 
of affordable health insurance through their 
employer, turnover will decrease.

• States should continue investing in providing 
services and supports to individuals in smaller 
community settings and supporting people to 
move out of institutional settings as states with 
larger settings have higher turnover.

• States should continue investing in Medicaid and 
home- and community-based services, increas-
ing sustainability and at the same time decreas-
ing turnover as more per capita investments 
leads to lower turnover. This investment must 
include efforts to address workforce shortages 
and retention challenges and the development 
of a sufficient, stable and competent workforce 
to provide community supports.

Join us October 7, 2021 from 11:00 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. CDT on Zoom 
for the Policy Form on this issue of Policy Research Brief. Register here: 
z.umn.edu/policyforumsignup

The Policy Forum is a monthly web-based presentation and facilitated 
discussion exploring research published in the most recent Policy Research 
Brief. Please visit the website, z.umn.edu/icipolicyforum, for details and to 
view previous forums.
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oppression to ensure inclusive communities.

http://z.umn.edu/dsp-covid19
z.umn.edu/policyforumsignup
http://z.umn.edu/icipolicyforum

	Policy Research Brief: Volume 28, Number 3
	POLICY RESEARCH BRIEF
	PREDICTORS OF ANNUAL TURNOVER AMONG DIRECT SUPPORT PROFESSIONALS
	Research Issue
	Study Background
	Key Findings
	Policy Recommendations




