Care worker numbers fall as aging population rises

Area women identify with legislative study findings
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ST. ALBANS — Karen Underwood, 43, of Swanton is a licensed nursing assistant who has been working in health care since 1983. She says her job at CarePartners Adult Day Center in St. Albans is very rewarding and she enjoys learning about her patients’ lives.


“I like getting to know the people. You find out things from the past, like that they rode in a horse and buggy,” she said.


But not everything is rosy about the position, nor with the status of workers like Underwood in Vermont.


Underwood is a direct care worker, a branch of health care that includes Personal Care Attendants. They provide 80 to 90 percent of the hands-on assistance to the elderly and adults and children living with disabilities and chronic conditions throughout Vermont each day.

A new legislative study has found that there are not enough direct care workers to meet Vermont’s growing long-term care needs.


Underwood makes $10.50 an hour and said direct care workers should be better compensated. “With the cost of living, it’s hard, everything is going up. It’s sad. Our kids can go to McDonald’s and make about the same amount money, while we need licensing and training to get a job,” she said.

She said caring for participants at the center involves lots of tugging and pulling. “I have arthritis and can’t see myself doing this at 65. In 20 years from now I can’t see myself being able to do this physically,” she said.

Employers report they are unable to pay increased wages to direct care workers because reimbursement rates do not cover the cost of providing care.

“I would love to be able to pay our staff more,” said Sue Chase, executive director of CarePartners (formerly Club Respite). She confirmed what the study reported, saying, “Reimbursement rates do not cover the cost of our services.”

Chase said direct care workers should be better compensated. “The Legislature needs to understand we need to be paying theses people an adequate wage. With the rising costs of fuel, food and heating, it’s a real concern. The reimbursement rates need to catch up to that,” she said.

Jennifer Archambault, Human Resources Manager for Franklin County Home Health (FCHH) explained, “The financial pieces are fairly restrictive. How we pay our employees is dependent on reimbursements. We do our best to make sure people are compensated and recognized for the work they do.” 

Direct care workers can have a huge impact on the lives of the people they serve. Jacqueline Gagner, 48, of Highgate Center was diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis in 1993. She had to leave her manufacturing job at IBM two years later. Now in a wheelchair, she depends on the services of the direct care workers from FCHH who come to her home.

“We’re close, it’s like a small knit family and I look forward to them coming,” she said. Gagner said her direct care workers are very giving. “A lot of these women put their heart and soul in to what they are doing. With their qualifications, they deserve an increase.”


However, as the study has shown, not enough new workers are entering the workforce to meet current or future demand. The growing crisis in Vermont is compounded by aging Baby Boomers, the increased number of children diagnosed with cognitive disabilities (including autism), people with physical disabilities seeking more independence, and new medical advances making it possible for people to live longer, and therefore having more complex needs.

“If employers are having trouble now with hiring and retaining workers, we’re really going to see a shift in the next 10 to 12 years as the baby boomers turn 75 and older,” said Alexandra G. Olins, the Northern New England Regional director of PHI. Her non-profit organization supports quality long-term care by improving direct care jobs.


Olins said people over 85 are the fastest growing age group in Vermont.

The Legislative Study of the Direct Care Workforce in Vermont received survey responses from 1,700 direct care workers.  The study revealed that wages, benefits and training are critical to retaining workers in this field.


The study was submitted in March to The Senate Committees on Appropriations and Health and Welfare and The House Committees on Appropriations and Human Services.


The study recommended increasing worker wages to insure the desired quality, availability, quantity and stability of the workforce. 


“This study tells us everyone recognizes the same critical issues,” said Susan Gordon, director of the Vermont Association of Professional Care Providers. Gordon said a previous study was conducted in 2002. “Action needs to occur now. We need to stop studying and start acting, but funding will be very, very difficult,” she said.

The study found 64 percent of current direct-care workers in Vermont are over 40 years old.


Mary Trayah, 56, of Georgia, is an LNA at FCHH. She began as a care assistant 13 years ago and has seen the changes in the job duties. “When I first started, we were nothing more than housekeepers. We didn’t do personal care, and there was more you wanted to do for the people,” she said.

Direct care work is not something just anyone can do, she said. “I’ve seen a few people come in and out and not make it. The younger people have a harder time, because they don’t have the full scope of it. They may enjoy visiting with their grandma and grandpa, but this is different, you have to have patience,” she said.

Trayah said the hardest part of the job is trying not to become too emotionally involved with clients. “And it is pretty much impossible. You spend more time with time then with your own family,” she said. 

