
 

Disability staff shortages increasing due to COVID, wage 
issues 

Many programs providing employment and day enrichment supports had to shut down at 
the start of the pandemic.  

 
In this file photo, a group of consumers from Productive Alternatives works at Alexandria 
Extrusion with a job coach. 
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ALEXANDRIA — Among the many programs affected by COVID and wage issues are those 
that support people with intellectual and developmental disabilities. 



Many programs providing employment and day enrichment supports had to shut down at the 
start of the pandemic, and once they were able to reopen, many were unable to find adequate 
staffing. 

"We're chronically short 15 to 20 positions across the state," said Steve Skauge, president of 
Productive Alternatives, which has a location in Alexandria. "Most of our jobs are really hands-
on with people with disability needs of one sort or another, so it's very difficult for us to try to 
find other ways (to fill them)." 

As a result, people with disabilities end up not getting served. 

"We have waiting lists all over the place because we just don't have enough staff to provide the 
service," Skauge said. 

The people who need the service end up sitting at home, unable to work, he said. 

"We've got people who can and want to work that we're trying to serve, but if we don't have the 
staff to support those folks out on the job, then they can't get hired," he said. "It just kind of has a 
snowballing effect. We get calls from employers every day who want to hire the people we work 
with, but if we can't staff it, then it's not going to happen." 

Part of the problem is money, Skauge said. 

"Our wages are barely competitive," he said. "It's exacerbated now by the wage inflation that 
goes on currently. The bottom line is, we don't have the ability to set the price for our product. … 
We only get what the Legislature or the county will give us." 

COVID also had a "huge" effect, Skauge said, because of enforced closures. 

"When you're closed for a long period of time, you're not getting any revenue, and people quit," 
he said. "Employees left because they needed to buy milk and bread, too. Some of them came 
back, but not all of them." 

While Productive Alternatives was able to stay solvent, a lot of providers didn't, Skauge said. 

"We're getting back fairly close to the pre-COVID numbers … but we're kind of halted because 
we can't hire anybody," he said. 

Work is currently being done to advocate legislatively, including a Virtual Disability Services 
Day at the Capitol on March 8. 

"I think it went pretty well," Skauge said. "We had some good communication, I think, but again, 
nobody at the Legislature is questioning the issue. They get it. They understand. … But it just 
comes down to the money, and with a surplus, everybody's out there looking for extra dollars. 
Our problem is historically, we just don't have a lot of voice there." 



When it comes to legislative advocacy, most other groups can advocate for themselves, Skauge 
said. 

"When it comes to disability services, very few of the people we actually serve can advocate for 
themselves, and subsequently, not everybody has a personal connection to a person with a 
disability," he said. 

As for now, Skauge said he is trying to raise awareness of the issue. 

"We're hoping to make people aware of who we are and what we do," he said. "As a non-profit, 
we don't have a lot of money to advertise." 
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