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About the MARCO Study

The MARCO project is evaluating how local efforts responding to the COVID-19 pandemic serve people experiencing marginalization,
and how these interventions can be improved. Changes in society to control the pandemic have affected everyone, but they place a
particularly heavy burden on people who are marginalized.

We evaluated programs that support many communities who may be experiencing marginalization during COVID-19, including
people experiencing homelessness, people with developmental disabilities, people who use drugs, and women who are
experiencing violence. The MARCO Community Committee and Steering Committee chose the programs. The programs include:

° COVID-19 Isolation and Recovery Sites (CIRS)

. Encampment Outreach

° Substance Use Service (SUS) at the COVID-19 Isolation and Recovery Site

. Toronto Developmental Service Alliance’s Sector Pandemic Planning Initiative (SPPI)
° Violence Against Women (VAW) Services

About this Report

This report is a brief summary of one of the MARCO Evaluations. This report highlights the key findings of the Sector Pandemic
Planning Initiative (SPPI) evaluation. The final, full length report will be released in December 2021.

The views contained in this report do not necessarily express the views of any MARCO community partner, funding agencies, MAP, St.
Michael’s Hospital, Unity Health Toronto, the University of Toronto, or any other organization with which MARCO authors or project
team members may be affiliated.
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What we did and what we learned

What was evaluated?

The COVID-19 pandemic has had large effects on
people living with developmental disabilities, who
get COVID-19 more often than adults who do not
experience developmental disabilities. After a
COVID-19 diagnosis, people living with
developmental disabilities are hospitalized more
often and have a higher rate of death. They also
faced major disruptions in services due to the
pandemic. These services support people with
developmental disabilities in their daily lives in
important ways. Some examples of services
include:

e Residential programs

e Day programs

e Clinical services and supports

e Case management and service coordination
e Respite services

e Adult protection services.

In March 2020, developmental service (DS)
agencies in Toronto created the Sector Pandemic
Planning Initiative (SPPI). The SPPI is made up of
staff from 28 agencies that provide services to
people with developmental disabilities in Toronto,
as well as Professor James Sikkema, McMaster
University, and Cheryl Wiles Pooran and Brendon
Pooran of PooranLaw. Its purpose is to address
pandemic safety, labour guidelines, policies,
training needs, and legal and ethical issues in

developmental services arising from the pandemic.

The resources developed by the SPPI are made
available to agency management, staff, adults
experiencing developmental disabilities and their
families.

We evaluated the SPPI and also looked at how DS
agencies were impacted by the pandemic. We
created an online survey and interviewed
managers and staff from the agencies involved in
the SPPI. In this report we will share findings from
the survey. We will share our interview results in
future reports and presentations.

Our survey focused on these questions:

e How were DS agencies impacted by the
pandemic?

e How did DS agency pandemic preparedness
change from before the pandemic in March
2020 and during each of the three waves
during the first year of the pandemic?

e How were the SPPI resources perceived?

We created 2 surveys, 1 for management and
another for staff. We sent these to executive
directors from 28 agencies participating in the SPPI,
and asked that they distribute both version within
their organization. Between April and June 2021,
53 staff completed the survey. Staff were support
workers or they worked in case management,
service coordination or allied health professionals.
Staff worked with clients with developmental
disabilities, including autism, Down Syndrome, high
medical complexity, co-occurring mental illness and
fetal alcohol spectrum disorder. Thirty-five people
responded to the management survey, 12 were
vice presidents, CEOs, or executive directors, 4
were directors, 13 were managers, and 6 were
supervisors.
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80% of staff rated pandemic response in the sector as “very good,” or “good,”
during wave 3 of the pandemic. Staff and management reported that using
more PPE helped them feel more prepared. The SPPI played an important role in
making sure there was more PPE during the different waves of the pandemic.

What were the key findings? e 23% of staff rated pandemic preparedness
before March 2020 as “very good.” During

wave three of the pandemic, 70% of staff
rated preparedness as “very good,” and 19%
rated it as “good.”

Among the 35 people who worked in management,
63% worked at agencies where a COVID-19
outbreak had occurred.

An example of improved preparedness was using
more personal protective equipment, such as

80% of people who worked in management
reported that staff had left or taken a leave from
their agency since March 2020. 82% of masks, face shields, goggles, and gloves.
management also explained that staff had left or
had taken a leave of absence because they were
working at two or more agencies at the same time.
Working at multiple agencies at the same time was
not allowed by the provincial government during
the pandemic to limit the spread of disease across
agencies. Other reasons for staff leaves of absence

Most people who work in management (77%)
thought SPPI resources were helpful or very
helpful. These resources likely helped staff and
management feel more prepared for the pandemic.

were high anxiety, stress or other mental health
challenges, fears of exposure to COVID-19 while
travelling to work, and more personal family and
childcare duties.

Over time, both people who worked in
management and direct support staff felt their

agency was better able to address the pandemic:

e 54% of management reported that before
March 2020 their agency had a pandemic
plan, 29% responded that their agency had
no plan, and 17% did not know if their agency
had a plan.

e 14% of management described pandemic
preparedness before March 2020 as "very
good." 80% rated it as “very good” during
wave three of the pandemic (February to
April 2021).
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Initial Recommendations & Future explorations

Establishing agency networks in specialized sectors seems like an effective approach to pandemic responses
and preparedness. We recommend other sectors working with communities who experience marginalization
consider a similar approach for emergency preparedness.

We will make more recommendations when we finish our qualitative analyses. Future analyses of the survey
will break down responses by the management group to show different responses by management at DS
agencies with unions. We will also look at differences among management who are supervisors or managers
versus people who are higher-ranking decision makers in agencies.

The interviews will also tell us more details about how agencies responded to the pandemic, their
operations, staff and client wellness supports, and how the pandemic exacerbated pre-existing issues related
to marginalization for staff and clients.
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