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A Workforce Board Can Solve
Colorado’'s Home Care Woes

By David Madland  December 3, 2020

Workforce boards—also known as wage boards or workers’ boards—bring together rep-
resentatives of workers, employers, and the public to make recommendations regarding
minimum compensation, safety, and training standards for an industry.' By convening a
workforce board for Colorado’s home care industry, the state could overcome barriers to
coordinated problem-solving and address several of the challenges facing the sector, sup-
port frontline COVID response workers, and ensure that the state’s seniors and people

with disabilities have access to high-quality home care now and in the future.

Background on workforce boards

Workforce boards are empowered to make recommendations on a broad range of
interrelated issues rather than focusing on a single problem such as low wages. They
often conduct hearings and outreach activities as well as issue reports on their findings.
Unlike most commissions and other bodies, their recommendations carry significant

legal weight and trigger governmental review and action.

Workforce boards can also help workers come together and gain a stronger voice to
advocate for themselves. Indeed, the process of workers exercising their right to call
for a board to be empaneled can help unify workers and drive the industry forward. In
addition, because workers’ boards promote similar pay for similar work, they encour-
age firms to compete based on productivity and innovation rather than low compen-
sation and ensure that high-road firms that provide good wages and benefits are not

undercut by low-road companies.

Workforce boards have proven successful in a number of industries and regions. For
example, in 2019, the city of Seattle created a Domestic Workers Standards Board

for domestic workers, employers, private households, worker organizations, and the
public to consider ways that poor working conditions such as low wages and inad-
equate protections can be improved.? Similarly, the state of New York brought together
representatives of workers, employers, and the public in a wage board to raise wages

for fast-food workers in 2015 and recently established a farm labor wage board.?
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Workforce boards would strengthen the home care industry in Colorado

The need for home care workers to help Colorado residents with daily living activi-
ties—such as bathing, eating, toileting, and mobility—will increase by roughly 40
percent over the next 10 years and could increase significantly more as the COVID-19
pandemic spurs demand for in-home care over institutional options.* Public funding
currently pays for most home care services.® Yet without policies to help attract and

retain home care workers, the state is unlikely to be able to meet the growing demand.

Home care workers in Colorado earn $17,000 per year at the median, have few benefits,
and commonly rely on public assistance.® Not surprisingly, turnover in the industry is
very high, with more than half of home care workers leaving the job within one year.”
Low job quality and high turnover are closely linked with poor-quality health care.®
Furthermore, the coronavirus crisis has highlighted gaps that some parts of the home
care industry face in providing workers with adequate safety equipment and training.
Because of these safety concerns, turnover problems may continue to increase. Indeed,
several news reports have highlighted how the pandemic and the associated economic
fallout have exacerbated the home care worker shortage in Colorado, causing seniors and

people with disabilities to suffer significant health consequences from lack of care.”

Employers, worker advocates, customers, and government agencies recognize these
challenges and understand that something needs to be done. Yet in part because home
care is so disaggregated, there has not been a sufficient industrywide response. More
than 500 different agencies employ home care workers throughout Colorado; work-
ers do not have common worksites; consumers operate independently in their own

homes; and state oversight is spread out across multiple government agencies.

A workforce board would create a forum for all parts of the home care industry to
evaluate working conditions and discuss solutions. Additionally, by standardizing
compensation, it would limit opportunities for discrimination and thereby help close
pay gaps faced by women and people of color. This is especially important in Colorado,
where 88 percent of home care workers are women and 34 percent of home care
workers are people of color.® Colorado has a long-standing though little-used law that
would enable the creation of a workforce board for the home care industry." This law
could empower key stakeholders to make recommendations that can attract and retain

a workforce sufficient for the demands of the state.

Creating a workforce board would be a major step toward addressing key challenges in
the home care industry in Colorado. The Center for American Progress Action Fund can

help advise policymakers on adopting and implementing workforce and similar boards."

David Madland is a senior fellow and the senior adviser to the American Worker Project at

the Center for American Progress Action Fund.
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