Oregon Home Care Health and Safety 

Background:

Providing in-home care to elderly and people with disabilities began in Oregon with a Medicaid waiver in 1980 and was considered a landmark decision that sought to honor an individuals' choice to live independently in their community rather than in an institutional setting. Oregon quickly became nationally recognized for its consumer-driven model that other States continue to emulate. The quality of life for the home care consumer was dramatically improved and the cost to taxpayers was reduced.  

The consumer driven model is also responsible for a dramatic increase in the workforce that provides services to consumers, home care workers. In Oregon, approximately 11,000 homecare workers are employed by seniors and people with disabilities.  Many are family members or friends of the consumer, working in their employer’s home.  
Oregon's model was one to emulate, but had some serious flaws, for example, the home care workers were paid low wages, earned no benefits and had no training to raise skill levels. Home Care worker turnover was extremely high in the 1980's and 1990's and consumer care suffered from the lack of a stable, skilled workforce.  In addition, there was no mechanism for providing a safe work environment for the worker. 

In 2000, after a 4-year grassroots campaign led by home care workers and consumer advocates, a measure was adopted by Oregon voters that gave home care workers and consumers a clear voice in making decisions about quality of care through the creation of the Oregon Homecare Commission (employer of record) to collectively bargain with SEIU Local 503, as the union representing home care workers (a non-strike able workforce). Since then, SEIU Local 503 home care workers have been able to work collaboratively with consumers and stakeholders to establish living wages, health insurance benefits and a funded training program to enhance core skills and health and safety. Turnover has dropped, job satisfaction has improved and consumers are receiving better continuity of care. 

All of the stakeholders realize the need to create a safe work environment for homecare workers and their employers.  Some of the challenges included: how to deliver training to a dispersed work force; how to strike a balance between safety and client autonomy, and how to stretch limited state funds to include training.

Some of the strategies developed and implemented included:

Funding for training -  the contract bargained in 2005, 3.7 million dollars was set aside for training workers and clients.  This enabled the Home Care Commission to hire a training coordinator, set up a program and to offer paid training opportunities.  These funds were also used to set up a state-wide registry of clients and workers, which will also help with promotion of training opportunities.

Extensive outreach - SEIU uses its communication and outreach structure to promote and provide training opportunities.  This includes house visits, regional meetings, phone banks, mailings, newsletters and website.  The HCC sends newsletters to workers directly and to the state offices.

Using a “learner-centered”, participatory model of teaching/learning that allows the homecare workers to feel part of a larger community of homecare workers, to feel valued and respected and to add their experiences to the topics being discussed.

Specific training projects that SEIU 503 and other stakeholders have spearheaded for homecare worker and consumer safety:

Needs Assessment Survey 

In 2000 and 2001, with funding from a Department of Labor grant, SEIU 503 conducted a needs assessment survey, contacting homecare workers, consumers and case managers.  From this data, they began a to formulate a list of the most urgent training needs, and then contracted with the University of Oregon Labor Education and Research Center to develop curriculum based on the survey findings. 

Health and Safety classes for Homecare Workers

From 2003 – 2005 SEIU and LERC collaborated on two four-hour introductory classes: Infection Control and Ergonomics for Homecare Workers. These classes, developed and taught by LERC instructors at locations provided by the union, were attended by more than 800 workers.  That curriculum is now part of the classes provided by the HCC training program.
Long Term Care Workers Website

A website for long-term care workers, their clients, trainers, and researchers: www.ltcworkers.com .  The website includes information on training opportunities, finding qualified homecare workers, and accessing community resources and support agencies. 
Home Care Basic Communications Skills Training

Working with a client employer to remove possible hazards in the workplace requires good communication and problem-solving skills.  In 2005, SEIU 503, working with LERC, conducted eleven communication classes around the state, including one class in Russian.  More than 200 homecare workers around the state took the class.  The participant evaluations were overwhelmingly positive.  In addition to the participant evaluation, LERC conducted a pre and post assessment of the skills taught in the class, using a voluntary survey before the class and following up with a phone survey about two months after the class.  The results showed that a significant number of the homecare workers made changes in their communication practices as a result of the class.  

Home Care Safety Manual

SEIU 503 and LERC worked with SAIF and the Home Care Commission Training committee to create a basic “Health and Safety” manual for workers and clients.  The Health and Safety manual was mailed out to homecare workers in the fall.  It has been translated into Spanish, Russian and Vietnamese and will be mailed out to workers who are identified as needing a translated version, and will be available in the branch offices and on the OLSHEP homecare website, www.ltcworkers.com .
Consumer Training

The Homecare Commission has recently contracted with the Statewide Independent Living Center, a statewide organization with a mission of advocating for consumers, to provide training for homecare consumers on topics related to being an effective employer, how to interview, hire and dismiss workers, how to set professional boundaries and learn techniques to insure the safety of their employee and themselves. Trainings are being conducted in a classroom setting as well as one-on-one trainings in the consumer’s home.
Current Efforts to Improve Health and Safety of Homecare Workers and Consumers:

Below are the health and safety classes currently offered by the Home Care Commission are listed below.  In addition to these topics, classes for consumers are set to begin soon, a “peer mentoring” program is being developed, and a grant proposal is being submitted to fund classes on how to prevent and deal with violence in the workplace.

TAKING RESPONSIBILITY IN PERSONAL SAFETY

T.R.I.P.S. training will give you practical information on preventing injuries from slips and trips, car trips and safe driving, and preparing for emergencies.  Active Homecare 

PROTECT AGAINST SPRAINS AND STRAINS (PASS)
Making beds, lifting heavy objects, helping someone into the bath, doing laundry… If you do tasks like this, you may experience lots of sprains and strains to your body.  Learn how to use basic principles of body mechanics to protect yourself and those you help.  

PREVENTING DISEASE 
Keeping yourself and your client employer safe and healthy is critical. Come learn more about universal precautions, infection control, blood borne pathogens, and what practices you should use. 
S.  M.   A.   R.   T.(Stress Management And Relaxation Techniques)

The stresses of our work and our lives can leave us feeling burned out from time to time. In this class you’ll learn some fun and practical ways of dealing with stress and how to relax. Come prepared to practice a few techniques – and have fun!! 
CHALLENGING BEHAVIORS

Kevin Smith, MD, a geriatric psychiatrist, will provide some helpful tips about working with people with cognitive issues and challenging behaviors. You'll get some practical information about the causes, understanding the problems and communication ideas.

KEEPING IT PROFESSIONAL

Do you sometimes get asked to do things you don’t think you should do? Do you want some help in keeping yourself organized? Do you know what to keep confidential – and how? The Keeping It Professional training will explore issues of setting and keeping professional boundaries as well as record keeping, handling money, confidentiality, etc.
WORKING TOGETHER
Making the most of the employer/ employee relationship, communication around the duties and tasks of the homecare worker is critical. In this training you’ll learn about sharing expectations, how to interview to help start a job out right and how to work together to avoid problems and confusions.

HELPING CAREGIVERS FIGHT FRAUD & ABUSE
What is considered abuse?  Would you know it if you saw it?  Would you know how to stop it?  Do you know if YOU are doing something that could be considered abuse?  Learn about these important issues as well as more about the Medicare program.  You’ll also receive valuable resource information.  

