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Aged care workers stretched
and cutting corners, survey
finds

Most aged care workers admit they are so stretched they’re cutting corners and
not giving elderly people the help they deserve, leading to more residents being
left unshowered, rushed during meals, or placed at risk of serious injury.

The largest ever survey of the sector’s workforce has also revealed that staff are so
burnt out more than a third plan to leave within five years, renewing concerns
about Australia’s ageing population.
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As the federal Royal Commission into Aged Care resumes on Monday, the survey
findings have painted a dire picture of the problems faced by the sector, where
crushing workloads, staff shortages and the increasingly complex needs of the
elderly have created a perfect storm for the Morrison government.

Based on the responses of almost 5000 aged care staff, the union-commissioned
research found that 81 per cent of workers always or often did not have the time
to do the tasks they are required to do, leaving many feeling stressed and upset
that the people in their care were not getting the help they needed.

One worker admitted that rushing around had led to “skin tears” on an elderly
resident; another lamented being unable to assist in toileting or changing
continence aids as much as required. Others admitted having to quickly wash
residents rather than giving them a proper shower, or being forced to leave people
immobile in bed rather than letting them get up for the day.

“It’s absolutely heartbreaking,” said
Robyn Kirk, who spent nine years as a
carer on the NSW north coast until she
was forced to quit and have a shoulder
reconstruction this year after being
attacked by an elderly resident
suffering a psychotic episode.

“My passion is the elderly - they're so
smart, so knowledgeable and they can
teach you so much," she said. "But the

More than half of Australia's aged care institutions would receive one or two stars under the
United States' star-rating system. JESSICA SHAPIRO
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job is absolutely draining on your body
- not only physically but emotionally. I
fear it’s only going to get worse.”

The survey, conducted by Australian
Community Research on behalf of
United Voice and the Health Services
Union, took in the views of 4138 staff
working in residential aged care
facilities and 730 workers providing
“in-home” aged care.

But with the royal commission due to
hand down its interim report by the
end of the month, the research presents a policy challenge for Prime Minister
Scott Morrison, who has repeatedly said the nation “must do more” to support
older Australians.

Among the findings:

36.7 per cent of respondents claim they were unlikely to be working in
residential aged care in five years’ time, citing reasons such as low pay,
stress and exhaustion.

87 per cent of staff working in residential facilities admit they have to hurry
people in their care because there are too many tasks to complete and 94 per
cent say they don’t have enough time to talk to them.

43.5 per cent of residential aged care staff report that they have suffered a
work-related injury.

93 per cent of residential care workers and 67 per cent per cent of home care
workers cited an increase in complex care needs among the elderly,
including more people with dementia.

Aged care worker Robyn Kirk.
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“This is a real eye-opener – here are 5000 of our aged care workers telling us all
just what is happening in their sector,” said United Voice aged care director
Carolyn Smith.

“Workers and those in their care deserve so much better. These workers can’t wait
for the royal commission to report; they need a workforce strategy and investment
now.”

The latest industry figures suggest that minimum pay rates for full-time aged care
worker range from $20.73 to $25.18 per hour.

But as a damning report obtained by The Age revealed earlier this year, the sector
also faces numerous other challenges, particularly across in-home aged care
where privatisation has increased the risk of widespread rorting and led to higher
rates of unscrupulous providers entering the system.

The union’s wishlist includes more funding for aged care and higher rates of pay,
mandated minimum staffing levels and a reduction in the homecare waiting list.

“How else are you going to attract more young people into aged care?” said Jane
Grundy, who provides home care to elderly residents in the Blue Mountains.

“I’ve been in the industry for 21 years and I’m pretty well worn out. I’m hoping
the royal commission doesn’t just highlight the problems but actually does
something to fix it.”

The union's call comes as the top representative body for non-profit aged care
homes has demanded the government introduce a star rating system for facilities.

The call follows the release of research to the royal commission that found more
than half of Australia's aged care institutions would receive one or two stars under
the United States' star-rating system.

The Australian Health Services Research Institute paper found that 57.6 per cent
of homes would receive one or two stars, 27 per cent three stars, 14.1 per cent four
stars and 1.3 per cent five stars.
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Patricia Sparrow, chief executive of the not-for-profit aged care industry group
Aged and Community Services, said the research showed there was a strong case
for the ratings system.

"Aged care simply isn't funded to provide the level of care people expect and
deserve," Ms Sparrow said. "A new direction like this could be exactly what we
need to force a rethink and set up Australia for our ageing population and the
decades to come."

The report found that raising all homes to a five-star standard would require
increasing the number of aged care staff by 50 per cent.
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