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Executive summary
The 2025 Relias DSP Survey Report offers 
valuable insights into the experiences of direct 
support professionals (DSPs) in the intellectual and 
developmental disabilities (IDD) field, highlighting 
key factors that impact job satisfaction, retention, 
and workforce development.

Based on a survey of DSPs working for IDD service providers, the 
findings reveal that a strong desire for professional growth, learning 
opportunities, and well-being initiatives is shaping DSPs’ attitudes 
toward their work and their likelihood of staying with their organizations.

The results of this survey — the fourth of its kind — reinforce a clear 
trend: the availability and quality of training, career advancement 
programs, and well-being initiatives directly influence DSP retention. 
DSPs who express high satisfaction with these areas are significantly 
more likely to remain with their organization.

Throughout this report, we will dive deeper into these findings, 
examining how organizational culture, training investments, and 
leadership strategies can help improve DSP satisfaction, reduce 
turnover, and ultimately enhance the quality of care for individuals 
with IDD. Our goal is to provide actionable insights that empower IDD 
organizations to better support, train, and retain their DSP workforce.
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reported being somewhat 
to completely satisfied 
with their supervisor.

4

89%

C O M PA R E D  TO  2 0 1 9

fewer respondents feel 
unfairly compensated. 

24%

C O M PA R E D  TO  2 0 2 1

fewer respondents feel 
unappreciated.

9%

1

Key findings
The 2025 Relias DSP Survey Report 
highlights a variety of interesting 
insights into IDD care and the 
experiences of DSPs in the field.

A M O N G  T H E  R E S P O N D E N T S 
W H O  A R E  C O M P L E T E LY 
S AT I S F I E D  W I T H  T H E I R 
C U R R E N T  O R GA N I Z AT I O N , 

3

34%

of respondents believe their 
organizational leaders care 
about their psychological 
well-being.

2

of respondents said open and transparent 
communication surrounding important issues 
was the most important supervisory trait — 15% 
higher than 2023 and 14% higher than 2021.

65%
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Methodology

Who is this 
report for?

Fielded from January 13, 2025, through March 3, 2025, 
our survey examined how IDD providers conduct aspects 
of their business as it pertains to DSPs. This includes 
DSP training and career advancement, employment and 
hiring practices, DSP supervision, and more. 

In partnership with the American Network of Community 
Options and Resources (ANCOR), the survey was 
distributed via email to ANCOR members. Relias also 
distributed the survey via email and social media to 
Relias clients and non-Relias clients, and via in-app 
notifications to Relias clients on the Relias platform.

This report is a resource for leaders in IDD 
services who are seeking insight into different 
aspects that affect DSP turnover and retention. 
The information also benefits IDD and DSP 
advocates seeking to inform policies for better 
working conditions that will increase DSP 
satisfaction with their organizations. Increased 
satisfaction and retention ultimately positively 
affect the individuals whom DSPs serve.
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The majority of respondents (61%) had five or 
more years of experience. To break that down:

Additionally, a fair number of respondents were newer to the 
profession. We found that 23% of respondents had 0-2 years 
of experience and 16% had 3-5 years of experience.

When we asked respondents how long they had worked for 
their current organization, however, we saw more variation. A 
majority (54%) reported working at their current organization 
for five years or less.  

Following these questions, we asked respondents how they 
described their race/ethnicity (if they felt comfortable doing 
so). The results showed that 58% identified as white or 
Caucasian, 23% identified as Black or African American, and 
6% said they identified as Hispanic or Latinx. This is a dip 
from our 2023 DSP Survey Report, where 12% of respondents 
identified as Hispanic or Latinx.

Closely related to this question, 93% of respondents reported 
English as their first language, with 2% reporting Spanish. It 
must be noted, however, that this survey was only distributed 
in English and could thus have skewed these results in favor 
of English speakers.

Our survey also found that a large majority of respondents 
identified as female, as 72% of respondents reported that 
“female” best described their gender identity, 18% reported 
male, 1% reported nonbinary, and 9% chose not to answer. 
Finally, we asked respondents if they identified as having a 
disability. Most (79%) said no, and 11% reported yes.

Demographics
The 2025 Relias DSP Survey had 
515 direct support professionals 
participate as respondents.

reported having 6-10 
years of experience.

20%

reported having 11-20 
years of experience.

23%

reported having 20+ 
years of experience.

18%



To better understand the DSP experience, it’s important 
to gauge where, and with whom, DSPs work. To that 
end, we asked respondents which types of support 
they provided. The care provided by a majority of 
respondents fit into three categories:

These numbers are largely in line with the data from our 
2023 DSP Survey Report. In 2023, 86% of respondents 
worked in either in-home or community-based settings, 
and in 2025 85% reported working in these settings. The 
percent of respondents working in non-residential settings 
stayed consistent across the last two years as well, as 29% 
reported working in these settings in 2023.
 
Finally, 11% of respondents reported providing 
employment support and 9% provide institutional support. 
 
Now that we have surveyed the types of work our DSP 
respondents were performing, let’s dive deeper into what 
they told us about the DSP work experience.

Work experience
Though we often categorize DSPs as a 
single group, they work across a variety 
of settings with a diverse pool of clients. 

47%

38%

30%

C O M M U N I T Y
R E S I D E N T I A L

I N - H O M E

N O N - R E S I D E N T I A L

7



Employment satisfaction

To get a better understanding of what drives DSPs across these 
various care settings, we asked several questions pertaining to 
employment satisfaction. 

To begin, we asked respondents to report how satisfied they are 
working as a DSP for their current organization. A majority (65%) 
reported feeling somewhat to completely satisfied, while 28% 
reported feeling somewhat to completely dissatisfied.

When we asked what respondents like about working as a DSP, 
however, there were two nearly unanimous responses:

These numbers have stayed largely consistent over time. In our 
2023 survey, 86% of respondents said they felt they made a 
difference in the lives of the people they supported. In 2021 and 
2019, we found that 90% and 82%, respectively, reported the same.

The percentage of respondents indicating that they enjoy working 
with the individuals they support has consistently been high in 
our DSP surveys. This year, however, we observed the highest 
percentage of respondents expressing this sentiment. 

I enjoy being with 
the people I support89%
I make a difference in the 
lives of the people I support86%

Following these two main reasons why respondents 
enjoy working as DSPs, we saw three other main trends:

52% My work schedule is flexible and/or 
fits well with my other responsibilities

I enjoy spending time with 
my co-workers

I feel appreciated and 
respected for my work

40%

40%

I enjoy being with the 
people I support

89%

2
0

2
5

82%

2
0

2
3

87%

2
0

2
1

73%

2
0

19
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Challenges faced by DSPs

To properly gauge the DSP experience, we must examine the challenges DSPs face in their roles. 
To that end, we asked respondents what they disliked about working as a DSP.

The results were somewhat varied, though it should be noted that 27% reported “I do not dislike anything 
about my job.” Of those who did report some dissatisfaction, four main reasons were given. The largest 
source of dissatisfaction (38%) was not feeling fairly compensated for their work. Next, 26% said that they 
did not feel appreciated for their work and 24% told us they did not receive enough support for their work.

Interestingly, while not feeling fairly compensated and not feeling appreciated for their work have been 
the two largest sources of frustration for respondents across all four of our DSP surveys, the percentage 
of respondents reporting these frustrations has decreased significantly over the past six years. Compared 
to 2019, 24% fewer respondents feel unfairly compensated and compared to 2021, 9% fewer respondents 
feel unappreciated. This data points to the field moving in a very positive direction.

In 2019, 2021, and 2023, we saw similar trends, with the main difference being 
the difficulties posed by COVID-19 during the fielding of our 2021 survey.

2 0 2 5 2 0 2 1

2 0 2 3 2 0 1 9

D O  N OT  F E E L  FA I R LY 
C O M P E N S AT E D

38% 38%

50%

62%

D O  N O T  R E C E I V E 
E N O U G H  S U P P O R T

24% 21%
26%

19%

D O  N O T  F E E L  A P P R E C I AT E D 
F O R  T H E I R  W O R K

26% 25%

35%
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For organizations to retain and grow their DSP workforce, they must provide training to help their 
DSPs cultivate their skills, while also allowing DSPs to explore career advancement opportunities.

Training and career advancement
For DSPs to provide the best care to persons served, confidence and 
competence in the required skills is crucial. But we also know from past surveys 
that DSPs crave training not only for skill acquisition, but career advancement. 

Training

Effective training starts during the 
onboarding process. To that end, 
we asked respondents how well the 
onboarding training they received 
prepared them for their job. Around 
three-quarters of respondents felt they 
were moderately to extremely prepared 
following onboarding training. 

15% 30% 21% 4%31%

E X T R E M E LY 
P R E PA R E D

V E R Y 
P R E PA R E D

M O D E R AT E LY 
P R E PA R E D

S O M E W H AT 
P R E PA R E D

N OT  AT  A L L 
P R E PA R E D
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This is good news for these DSPs' organizations, as onboarding training has 
a perceptible impact on DSP job satisfaction throughout their tenure. Of 
those respondents who reported feeling extremely prepared following their 
onboarding training, 61% reported that they were completely satisfied working 
for their current organization. 

Onboarding training is only one part of a successful training program, 
however. Continuing education must be a regular part of a DSP’s routine. As 
such, we asked respondents how often they are trained in topics related to 
their role as a DSP. Most respondents (60%) reported receiving more than 
once a year, while 32% receive training once a year, 5% only receive new hire 
orientation training, and 3% are never provided with training.

While these numbers are encouraging, there’s still work to do on this front. 
Fortunately, 47% of respondents reported that the amount of training offered 
by their organization has increased over the past two years.

A majority of respondents (61%) take their training via a combination of online 
and in-person formats, also known as blended learning. This was not only the 
most frequent type of training modality offered; blended learning was also 
reported as the most effective training modality. Among the respondents who 
feel extremely confident in their DSP skills, 64% participate in blended learning.

Other frequently used training modalities include in-person training (40%), 
online prerecorded or e-learning (39%), and online live training (28%).
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Confidence and competence

One of the big reasons to offer continuing 
education to your staff is to increase their skills as 
well as their confidence in these new skills. 

Fortunately, most respondents seem to be getting 
these benefits from their training. When we asked 
how confident respondents felt in their DSP 
skills, we found that 78% were very to extremely 
confident, 18% were moderately confident, and 
4% were somewhat confident. These results are 
similar to 2023, when 82% of respondents felt 
very to extremely confident in their DSP skills. 

When asked what would increase confidence in 
their DSP skills, respondents wanted a variety of 
improvements, with more continuing education 
opportunities and a wider variety of training 
options proving the most popular. 

These training preferences have proven 
consistent over time. In 2023, we saw 
nearly identical percentages with 39% of 
respondents wanting more continuing 
education opportunities, 32% wanting 
a wider variety of training options, and 
22% wanting better quality training.

What would increase your confidence in your DSP skills?

More continuing 
education opportunities

39%
A wider variety of 
training options

33%

Other

9%
Nothing

25%

More practice of 
DSP skills

21%
One-on-one help from 
a supervisor or other 

professional

19%
Better quality 

training

22%



Career advancement

For staff to be fully engaged in their training, it needs to 
bolster their career outlook as well as their skills. Though 
not every DSP desires career advancement, enough hope for 
growth that career advancement is worth investing in. Indeed, 
78% of respondents reported being moderately to extremely 
more likely to stay with their organization if provided with 
strong career advancement programs, while just 9% said it 
would make them not all more likely to stay.

Unfortunately, a majority of respondents reported feeling 
neither satisfied nor dissatisfied (37%) or somewhat satisfied 
(20%) with the career advancement programs available at their 
current organization. Just 17% told us they were completely 
satisfied while 26% were somewhat to completely dissatisfied.

This moderate to low level of satisfaction seems to stem 
from a gap between what career advancement programs are 
offered and what respondents want from their organization. 

When asked what career advancement programs would 
be the most impactful, respondents told us the following:

Despite this strong desire among DSPs for career growth, 
when we asked what career advancement programs are 
available at their current organization, the most common 
response (31%) was “my current organization does not have 
any career advancement programs available.” Beyond this, 
the second most desired option among DSPs — educational 
assistance toward a certificate program — was one of the least 
likely programs to be provided. 

Career advancement programs available 
at respondents’ organizations

35% 31% 13%23%23%24%

31% 30% 15%15%15%25%

My current organization does not have any 

career advancement programs available 

Professional career ladder with advancing 
positions within the company

Organization provides educational 
assistance toward a certificate program

Becoming a mentor/supervisor

Participation in an internal or 
external leadership program

Organization provides 
educational assistance toward 
a post-secondary degree

Other
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In fact, 50% of respondents said they had left a 
job because of a supervisor. What’s more, of those 
respondents who are completely satisfied with their 
current organization, 89% reported being somewhat to 
completely satisfied with their supervisor. 

Finding the right leader for your team is easier said 
than done, however. A supervisor needs a combination 
of soft skills and technical skills that can only come from 
years on the job. To understand the skills a supervisor 
needs to effectively lead a team of DSPs, we asked 
respondents to weigh in on important personality traits 
and communication styles of an effective supervisor.

Supervision
Quality supervision is key to DSP retention. 

Supervisor traits

To find out what types of supervisors DSPs enjoy working 
with, we asked respondents which attributes they find 
most important in a supervisor. We’ve included this 
question in our past three surveys (i.e., 2021-2025) and 
have thus gleaned some interesting historical comparisons. 

In 2025, the most important attribute, which was reported 
by 65% of respondents, was open and transparent 
communication surrounding important issues. This is 15% 
higher than 2023 and 14% higher than 2021, indicating a 
clear shift in the industry.

The most popular response in 2023, which was chosen by 
52%, was showing respect for staff as an individual. This 
fell to 41% in 2025. While this is still a large percentage of 
respondents, it seems other factors are becoming more 
important to DSPs.

The other major shift of note is the declining desire to have 
supervisors act as a mentor. In 2021, 39% of respondents 
reported this as an important attribute for a supervisor. In 
2023, this fell to 15% and in 2025 it fell even further to 12%.
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Historical comparison of desired supervisor attributes

2 0 2 52 0 2 1 2 0 2 3

Just as important as what DSPs want from a supervisor is what they don’t want from a supervisor.

The trait that respondents find most discouraging in a supervisor is lack of communication among 
supervisor and staff. This has come in as the most discouraging trait in our last three DSP surveys, 
which have been fielded from 2021-2025. Clearly, DSPs value effective communication skills. 

18%

28% 27%

Provides professional 
support

39%

15% 12%

Acts as a mentor

8%
12%

5%

Provides emotional 
support

40%

52%

41%

Shows respect for staff 
as an individual

51% 50%

65%

Open and transparent 
communication surrounding 

important issues

49%
42%

48%

Holds all staff accountable 
in an equal manner

43% 44% 41%

Shows appreciation for 
a job well done

4% 4%3%

Other

37% 35% 33%

Has a positive attitude
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Beyond this attribute there were several that showed an interesting fluctuation when compared to our historical data. 

In this year’s survey, 27% reported being condescending/speaking down to staff as a discouraging factor, but in 
2023 this was at 53% and in 2021 this option was chosen by 56% of respondents. In the same vein, 33% of this year’s 
respondents told us that making staff feel unappreciated and unimportant is a discouraging supervisor trait, which is 
down from 52% in 2023 and 46% in 2021. Finally, supervisors holding a negative attitude was chosen by 19% of this 

year’s respondents, a considerable drop from 2021 and 2023, when 36% and 37% respectively reported this trait.

Historical comparison of discouraging supervisor attributes

2 0 2 52 0 2 1 2 0 2 3

62% 59% 59%

Lack of communication 
among supervisor and staff

56% 53%

27%

Condescending/
speaks down to staff

46%
52%

33%

Makes staff feel unappreciated 
and unimportant

36% 37%

19%

Holds a negative 
attitude

43%
49% 48%

Does not hold all staff 
equally accountable

22% 24% 25%

Quick to point out 
shortcomings or problems

5% 3%

Other



Supervisor feedback and communication

Based on the above data, it seems safe to say that DSPs value effective 
communication and open communication with their supervisor. This 
sentiment was born out in further data when we asked respondents how 
comfortable they were talking with their current supervisor about the stress 
and challenges they face on the job. A majority (70%) told us they were 
somewhat to extremely comfortable approaching their supervisor in this 
way, while 12% reported feeling neither comfortable nor uncomfortable.

We also asked respondents how important it is to have a platform through 
which they can safely provide feedback about their supervisor. This proved 
a widely popular option, with 82% of respondents ranking this as very to 
extremely important. When asked if they currently have a safe avenue 
to provide such feedback, 54% of respondents said they either agree 
or strongly agree. And an additional 24% said they neither agree nor 
disagree. While this makes for just 23% of respondents who disagree with 
this statement to some degree, comparison with historical data shows a 
troubling trend. In 2023, 59% said they agreed or strongly agreed that they 
had a safe feedback avenue. This went down by 5% in this year’s survey, a 
statistically significant decrease. 

Thus, while it seems supervisors themselves have created a more open 
standard of communication with their DSP staff over the past two years, 
organizations still have work to do to ensure employees can provide 
anonymous feedback on those above them in the hierarchy.
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Organizational culture
The job of a DSP can be both psychologically 
and physically tiring, causing many in the field 
to experience burnout and compassion fatigue.

To build an organizational culture that can effectively retain 
qualified DSPs, you need to build out your organization’s ability to 
support DSPs through their challenges and promote workplace 
well-being among your staff.

Indeed, 74% of respondents told us that they would be moderately 
to extremely more likely to stay with their organization if it invested 
in employee well-being or mental health programs. This is up from 
our 2023 survey, when 65% of respondents reported the same.  
Despite these numbers, just 34% of respondents answered “Yes” 
when asked if they believe their organizational leaders care about 
their psychological well-being. Additionally, less than half (49%) 
of respondents answered “Yes” when asked if their organization 
offers employee well-being or mental health resources or 
programs. 

A greater level of transparency around organizations' programs, or 
investing in more wellness programs themselves, seems necessary. 
A great place to start this journey is by understanding from whom 
DSPs most enjoy receiving appreciation and recognition.

Recognition and appreciation

No matter your occupation, receiving recognition from the 
right people at the right time can boost your morale and 
inspire you to perform better. And DSPs are no different.

Fortunately, our survey found that more DSPs are satisfied 
than dissatisfied with how their organization shows 
appreciation for their work. Indeed, 51% reported feeling 
somewhat to completely satisfied with their organization’s 
appreciation efforts.

Looking at this through a more critical lens, however, this 
means 49% of respondents are not satisfied with how their 
organization shows appreciation for their work. Digging 
deeper into our data, we find that 18% reported feeling 
neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, while 32% reported 
feeling somewhat to completely dissatisfied. 
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To better understand what direct 
support organizations can do to 
improve this metric, we asked DSPs 
how important receiving appreciation 
from certain individuals is to them.

Not at all important

Somewhat important

Moderately important

Very important

Extremely important

T H E  P E O P L E 
I  S U P P O R T

C E O/ B OA R D 
O F  D I R E CTO R S

C O - W O R K E R S S U P E R V I S O R

6% 7%

7% 2% 7%

15%

40%

36%

31%

35%

14%

12% 14%

24%

19%

29%

27%

23%

39%

13%



By far the most important source of appreciation among 
respondents comes from their supervisor. Supervisors are 
in the unique position to understand how a DSP positively 
affects both the people served and the organization. From 
this standpoint, they can provide the most meaningful 
messages of support, appreciation, and professional growth.

In a similar vein, we asked the means by which respondents 
prefer to receive appreciation for their work. It turns out 
that 64% of respondents find receiving private recognition 
directly from their supervisor very to extremely valuable. 
Using this same scale (very to extremely valuable), the 
next most popular options were professional development 
opportunities (63%) and new leadership opportunities (62%).

This is also inline with our historical data. In our 2023 
DSP Survey Report, we found that the most preferred 
methods of recognition were: professional development 
opportunities (66%), new leadership opportunities (65%), 
and private recognition directly from their supervisor (64%).

For organizations looking to improve how they show 
apperception and recognition to their staff, a great place 
to start is encouraging supervisors to communicate this 
appreciation more often and in private settings.

A B O U T  R E L I A S

Relias is a global software company that specializes 
in education and training solutions for healthcare 
and human services providers. For more than 12,000 
organizations around the world, Relias continues to 
help its clients elevate the performance of teams to 
get better at maintaining compliance, developing 
staff, and promoting consistent, high-quality care. 

A B O U T  A N C O R

For more than a half-century, ANCOR has worked to shape 
policy and share solutions to strengthen the ability of 
community-based providers to support people with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities. As the leading 
voice in Washington for community providers, ANCOR 
represents 2,000 members that operate in nearly every 
corner of the country to make inclusion a reality for people 
of all abilities.

__________________________________________________

The profession of direct support in IDD services is critical to 
advancing the equity, inclusion, and human rights of people 
with disabilities. These individuals who give so much of their 
time and talent to improving the lives of those they support 
and upholding their dignity should be given our utmost 
respect. Provide the best support and appreciation to your 
DSPs. To learn how Relias and ANCOR can help you support 
your DSPs, contact us today. 

L E A R N  M O R E

https://www.relias.com/get-started-demo?utm_content=25-dsp-survey-report

