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Dear Caring Community Member,
What I love about my job is connecting one on one with  
direct care workers (DCWs) and listening to their stories.  
We were visiting with Ashley and Kim, a mother-daughter  
caregiver team about the joys and challenges of their work.  
I was struck by the magnitude of their lived experiences:  
Working “short” rather than with someone who isn’t properly  
trained or committed to the residents. No health care coverage.   
Developing a hernia due to heavy lifting. Feeling guilty saying  
no to extra shifts for fear persons served will be neglected.  
Difficulties working across workplace settings because they  
have no continuing education standard and portable credentials.   
And the day-to-day compassion fatigue made worse by  
workforce shortages and the pandemic. Yet… they remain in the  
field to make snow angels, celebrate veterans’ service, create a  
sensory garden, and shoot glamour shots of those they serve. 

There is much work to be done and change can’t occur without elected officials understanding the impact  
this workforce has on all Iowans. Obviously, the direct involvement with DCWs during our conferences,  
self-care, recognition, and other events is gratifying to them, our staff, Board, Direct Care Council, and  
volunteers. But that alone is not enough! The policy changes are vital to real change, and we must work  
on both doggedly and simultaneously.

Now that the Iowa Legislature is back in session, it seems to be a good time to focus on how your financial  
support impacts two important pillars of our mission: Research and Advocacy. Iowa CareGivers has a long  
history of conducting Iowa and direct care worker-specific research. In a recent issue priority survey, DCWs 
identified their top needs as: wages, affordable health care, affordable housing, portable training credentials,  
and affordable childcare. Sadly, the results are close to the findings from the first Certified Nurse Aide  
(CNA) Needs Assessment Survey we did in 1998.  

We’ve made inroads but we learned in a recent session by Iowa Workforce Development that wages  
for DCWs have barely budged since 2019, despite inflation, cost of living adjustment, and the high  
demand for this workforce. 

mailto: information@iowacaregivers.org
https://iowacaregivers.org/index.php


The research you help make possible provides evidence  
needed for Iowa CareGivers to promote policies that will  
ensure DCWs receive the wages needed to lift them out of  
poverty and reduce their reliance on worker supports such  
as the State’s Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program  
(SNAP), Children’s Health Insurance Program (HAWK-I), and  
Childcare Assistance. Your investment makes it possible for  
us to: 1) educate elected officials about who this essential  
workforce is and what they need to enter and remain in the  
field; 2) provide advocacy training for DCWs and other  
stakeholders;  3) present ourselves as a trusted resource  
on direct care issues; and 4) build greater grassroots  
engagement.

Finally, we have embarked upon a 3-year strategic planning  
cycle that we are very excited about, and YOU are very  
much a part of those plans. Thanks again for your ongoing  
support of DCWs and Iowa CareGivers.

My best,

Di Findley, Executive Director, Iowa CareGivers
 

IOWA CAREGIVERS
939 Office Park Road #332  •  West Des Moines, IA 50265   
P: (515) 223-2805  •  information@iowacaregivers.org  •  IowaCareGivers.org

2019 $14.42 Certified Nursing Assistants (CNAs)

2021 $13.89 Home Health and Personal Care Aides

2021 $18.79 All Iowa Occupations

2022  Donor List
https://www.iowacaregivers.org/uploads/pdf/2022-lists.pdf

2021 Median Hourly Wages

 

Source: Iowa Department of Workforce Development Wage Report 2021 &  
2019 Direct Care Worker Wage and Benefit Survey

Your Donation 
Today is the  
Impact of  
Tomorrow!

DONATE NOW

DEFINING 
IOWA’S DIRECT CARE  
WORKFORCE

ISSUE BRIEF #1

INTRODUCTION
Challenges facing the direct care workforce (DCWF) in Iowa are many with low wages and lack of  
affordable benefits having the greatest impact on recruitment and retention of direct care workers 
(DCWs).  These challenges, along with many others reported by DCWs and others , have a profound  
impact on the DCWs themselves; their families and communities; employers; older Iowans, veterans,  
and individuals with disabilities needing care or support; family caregivers; the business communities; 
and Iowa overall!

Iowa CareGivers (IC), collaborating with the sponsors and other stakeholders, partnered with Iowa  
Workforce Development (IWD) to repeat previously conducted wage and benefit surveys of the DCWF  
to determine if Iowa has “moved the needle” in addressing DCW wages and benefits as well as other  
DCW recruitment and retention challenges. 

Surveying those working in the field is not a standard survey administered  
by IWD.  IWD surveys employers on a regular basis which requires them  
to comply with certain standards established by the US Department of  
Labor.  The DCW survey, a fundamental departure from the employer  
surveys, is able to shed a different light on the data.  We are  
pleased to have contracted with IWD to bring their credibility  
and expertise to the findings and analysis.

We and our partners will use the findings of this survey to  
inform our issue priorities and urge other advocates and  
elected officials to do the same as we strive to build a strong  
direct care workforce prepared to meet current and future  
demands.

BACKGROUND
Random sample surveys of DCWs in Iowa were conducted in  
2001, 2004 and 2010 for the purpose of acquiring data to better 
inform the public, employers, consumers, policy-makers and  
those who work in the field of direct care about the realities of this 
work and what is needed to ensure Iowans have a strong and well- 
prepared health and long-term services and supports (LTSS) workforce.   

The 2010 survey tool was reviewed and updated, and, where possible, 2010 questions were not altered  
thus allowing for data comparison. In the three previous efforts, surveys were mailed to Certified Nursing 
Assistants (CNAs) listed on the Iowa Direct Care Worker Registry, administered by the Iowa Department of  
Inspections and Appeals (IDIA).  This has continued to present a limitation to completing a comprehensive 
survey in that Iowa does not have a central DCW data base system or information source identifying all 
DCWs in Iowa.  In 2010, attempting to be more representative of the total workforce, surveys were sent  
to local public health agencies holding a contract with the Iowa Department of Public Health (IDPH) and  
Consumer Directed Attendant Care (CDAC) in-home workers/providers with the help of the American  
Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) union.
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REPORTS AND OTHER REFERENCES 
2018 United Way ALICE Report for Iowa 

Occupational Projections (Iowa Workforce Development)

2019 Direct Care Worker Wage and Benefit Survey (Workforce Development)

Direct Care Workforce Central Data Base System Issue Paper

Direct Care, Support, & Service Worker Survey (2016 Workforce Development)

Direct Care Workforce 2020 Executive Summary (Iowa CareGivers report on 13 regional listening sessions 
with LTSS employers, community colleges and others)

IDPH Direct Care Workforce Initiative Summit Report (2016 Iowa Department of Public Health)

Workforce Challenges Facing the Home Care Industry

PHI – The Impact of Matching Service Registries

PHI -  Workforce Matters

PHI – Home Health Care System in Crisis 
 
Rural Health Forum – A Summary Report to Promote Action

SPECIAL THANKS TO THE FOLLOWING FOR MAKING THE 2019 DIRECT CARE 
WORKERS OF IOWA WAGE AND BENEFIT SURVEY POSSIBLE:  
Northwest Area Foundation; Des Moines Area Community College; Iowa Association of Community College  
Trustees, Iowa Department on Aging, EveryStep, Iowa Assisted Living Association, Iowa Credit Union Foundation, 
and United Way of Central Iowa. The Iowa Department of Inspections and Appeals and Iowa Department of  
Public Health also provided technical assistance. In addition, we acknowledge the commitment of Julie McMahon, 
Iowa CareGivers Consultant, who served as the lead on the project and Pam Biklen, IC Program Director. The  
expertise of Ryan Murphy and Rob Parker, Iowa Workforce Development, and their role in designing and  
conducting the survey is to be commended.

2019 WAGE & BENEFIT SURVEY
Executive Summary, Key Findings, & Recommendations

DIRECT CARE  
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According to Iowa Workforce Development’s 

(IWD’s) 2020, 2021, and 2022 Labor Market Information (LMI), Health Care/
Social Assistance is one of the top employment sectors in Iowa in terms 
of number of people employed, trailing only Manufacturing. Occupations 
included in this sector are Certified Nursing Assistants (CNAs), Personal Care 
Aides (PCAs), and Home Health Aides (HHAs). Industry family/groups defined 
by the federal government and more detailed industry data is available. 

Women make up 89% of the direct care workforce and 20% are persons 
of color.1 They provide services in the homes of individuals, assisted living 
facilities, retirement communities, group homes, residential care facilities, 
nursing homes, hospices, and hospitals.2

Direct Care Workers (DCWs) 
provide essential care and 
supportive services to Iowans 
of all ages and abilities. 

Direct Care 
Worker (DCW) 
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