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The number of elderly and disabled adults who require assistance with day-to-day activities is

expected to double over the next twenty-five years. As a result, direct care workers such as home

care aides and certified nursing assistants (CNAs) will become essential to many more families. Yet

these workers tend to be low-paid, poorly trained, and receive little respect. Is such a workforce

capable of addressing the needs of our aging population? In Who Will Care for Us? Â economist

Paul Osterman assesses the challenges facing the long-term care industry. He presents an

innovative policy agenda that reconceives direct care workersâ€™ work roles and would improve

both the quality of their jobs and the quality of elder care.Â Using national surveys, administrative

data, and nearly 120 original interviews with workers, employers, advocates, and policymakers,

Osterman finds that direct care workersÂ  are marginalized and often invisible in the health care

system. While doctors and families alike agree that good home care aides and CNAs are crucial to

the well-being of their patients, the workers report poverty-level wages, erratic schedules, exclusion

from care teams, and frequent incidences of physical injury on the job. Direct care workers are also

highly constrained by policies that specify what they are allowed to do on the job, and in some

states are even prevented from simple tasks such as administering eye drops.Â Osterman

concludes that broadening the scope of care workersâ€™ duties will simultaneously boost the

quality of care for patients and lead to better jobs and higher wages. He proposes integrating home

care aides and CNAs into larger medical teams and training them as â€œhealth coachesâ€• who

educate patients on concerns such as managing chronic conditions and transitioning out of

hospitals. Osterman shows that restructuring direct care workersâ€™ jobs, and providing the

appropriate training, could lower health spending in the long term by reducing unnecessary

emergency room and hospital visits, limiting the use of nursing homes, and lowering the rate of

turnover among care workers.Â As the Baby Boom generation ages, Who Will Care for Us?

demonstrates the importance of restructuring the long-term care industry and establishing a new

relationship between direct care workers, patients, and the medical system.Â Â 
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