
 

 
Public health and safety professions are facing 
widespread staffing challenges. These recruitment and 
retention issues are pressing and come at a time when 
many employers have also become more aware of the 
benefits of a diverse and representative workforce. 
Notably, strategies for hiring diverse employees often 
also benefit overall recruitment. This brief outlines 
actionable strategies for addressing hiring issues while 
keeping in mind specific considerations for diverse hiring. 
 

Why Is Diversity in the Workplace Important? 
 
Over the past several years, there has been growing 
awareness about the benefits of a diverse and 
representative workforce, particularly in public health 
and public safety jobs. While it is not easy to quantify all 
the cascading benefits of a diverse workforce, recent 
research highlights several important and tangible 
examples: 

 
• Building community trust. To effectively address the 

needs of a community, it is important to build trust 
between the community members and their public 
safety officers, health care providers, first 
responders, and other state and local government 
agencies. In fact, research shows that substance use  
programming and other public health and public  
 

 

safety initiatives are more successful when trust is 
previously established in the community.1 Cultivating 
a diverse workforce reflects the values and 
demographic makeup of the community being 
served, which helps build trust and communication 
with community members. 

 
• Promoting equitable services. Workforce diversity in 

public health and public safety realms can also 
promote more equitable services for better 
community outcomes. For example, when compared 
to white law enforcement officers, Black, Indigenous, 
and people of color (BIPOC) officers are less likely to 
use force against BIPOC community members, while 
female law enforcement officers are less likely to use 
excess force in general.2 In jails and prison, gender 
diversity among correctional staff is associated with 
lower suicide rates among incarcerated individuals.3  
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What is workforce diversity? 

Workforce diversity includes the differences among 
employees in terms of age, cultural background, 
physical abilities, race, religion, gender, and sexual 
orientation. 
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In addition, when a health care provider’s race or 
ethnic identity is the same as their patient’s, 
treatment retention rates are higher.4 Administering 
more equitable services, regardless of setting, allows 
public health and public safety agencies to efficiently 
utilize resources to reach populations in need of care 
while addressing widespread health and safety 
disparities.5  

 
• Utilizing lived experience. Staff members with lived 

experience provide valuable expertise for 
implementing substance use programming 
and other programs for underrepresented 
communities. Research shows that peer support 
services, specifically, are associated with reduced 
substance use and relapse rates for clients, improved 
relationships between clients and treatment 
providers, and increased treatment retention rates 
and satisfaction with treatment services.6 Hiring staff 
members with lived experience can be difficult when 
applicants have criminal histories; however, some 
Comprehensive Opioid, Stimulant, and Substance Use 
Program (COSSUP) grantees have successfully 
updated human resource processes to address these 
challenges by changing hiring policies.  
 

Recruiting With Diversity in Mind 
 
In the past several years, recruiting challenges have been 
common across the public health and public safety fields. 
To increase an agency’s likelihood of filling a job position, 
it is important that it be able to reach a large pool of 
eligible and qualified applicants. By employing intentional 
recruitment strategies that target a diverse audience, 
grantees can increase their pools of applicants and help 
address broad recruitment issues. 

 
• Writing a good job description. The way that a job 

description is written may impact the volume as well 
as the type of applicants who respond; therefore, it 
is important to be deliberate when creating a job 
description. In a focus group of diverse public health 

students, participants reported that an unclear or  
opaque description was one of the biggest 
deterrents when considering a job in public health.7 
To address this issue, the most compelling job 
descriptions will clearly and succinctly outline job 
responsibilities and requirements in an accessible 
format, such as a bulleted list, and be accompanied 
by the contact information of a staff member so that 
applicants can follow up with clarifying questions.8 
 

• Leveraging creative and inclusive outreach 
strategies. When advertising job opportunities, 
grantees can use creative and inclusive outreach 
strategies to reach diverse pools of applicants. For 
example, posting a mix of both physical and 
electronic job advertisements (e.g., limiting physical 
advertisements to strategic geographic locations, 
using directed social media advertising) and targeting 
their dissemination to underrepresented 
communities will reach a broader range of eligible 
applicants.  
 
Appealing to public health undergraduate and 
graduate students is another opportunity for 
inclusive outreach. Presenting at university career 
fairs or information sessions, particularly at 
historically black colleges and universities, can be 
effective for publicizing job opportunities to a 
diverse audience. Further, partnering with professors 
in public health and public safety programs may 
expand an agency’s reach; public health students 
report that they value career recommendations from 
their teachers and advisors.9 

Did you know? 
 

Including gendered or exclusive language such as 
“competitive,” “leader,” and “dominant” in a job 
description is shown to discourage qualified female 
applicants.10  In addition, female applicants show  
more interest when a job description includes the 
physical requirements of the job, if applicable.11 
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• Evaluating applicants. Public health students report 
that rigid job requirements are a significant barrier 
when searching for job opportunities,12 which 
highlights an opportunity for more equitable 
strategies. When done strategically, rethinking 
eligibility requirements (e.g., educational 
requirements, physical requirements, residency 
restrictions) can lead to hiring more diverse 
individuals, without compromising the quality  
of applicants.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Expanding educational requirements to include 
applicants with alternative yet equally qualifying 
backgrounds can help bring new and valuable skills 

to an agency. For example, rather than requiring a 
bachelor’s or master’s degree for a position, 
agencies may consider applicants with years of 
experience engaging with the community or working 
as a practitioner.  

 
In addition, while physical fitness is an important 
attribute for law enforcement and other public 
safety officers, research shows that several entry-
level measures of physical fitness, including grip 
strength and sit-up requirements, do not predict the 
likelihood of police academy graduation.19, 20 Making 
deliberate and evidence-based decisions about 
physical fitness requirements can keep qualified 
applicants from being excluded during the evaluation 
process. Finally, strict residency requirements can 
unnecessarily discourage qualified applicants who 
live in neighboring cities or counties from applying 
for job positions, even if they are willing to commute 
or relocate.21, 22 
 
During the evaluation process, public health and 
public safety agencies may wish to consider 
collaborating with local community groups, who can 
offer a valuable perspective on which traits and skills 
will make an applicant successful in working with  
community members. Conducting a panel interview 
with a diverse group of community leaders is one 
way to identify applicant strengths that may be 
overlooked by less diverse agency staff. 

Maximize the appeal of your job 
postings! 
 
Some applicants respond best to job advertisements that 
focus on the personal benefits and enrichment of a  
job,13, 14 while others respond better to advertisements 
that focus on the public service aspect of the job.15, 16 
Including language from both types of messaging may be 
the most successful method for attracting diverse 
applicants. See below for examples: 
 
Personal Benefits: “Choose your future! The City Police 
Department is hiring. The work of the sworn police 
officer involves an opportunity to learn specialized skills, 
abilities, and knowledge. Opportunities include Patrol, 
Motors (Traffic), Community Liaison Officers, Detectives, 
K-9s, Crime Prevention, and School Resource Officer. We 
provide training and opportunities. There is a good 
starting pay; comprehensive benefits, including 
retirement; and ample opportunities for career 
advancement.”17 
 
Public Service: Interested in serving your community? 
The City Police Department is hiring! The work of the 
sworn police officer involves partnering with the 
community to protect and enhance quality of life. To 
accomplish this mission, officers must employ effective 
communication and problem-solving skills. We utilize our 
philosophy of community-oriented policing to foster 
relationships and find solutions for problems in our 
community. If you strive to make a positive difference in 
the lives of the people in our community, apply now!18  

Did you know?  
 

Police departments (PDs) such as the Austin, Texas, PD, 
the Madison, Wisconsin, PD, and the St. Paul, 
Minnesota, PD are already rethinking their protocols 
for evaluating job applicants.23 A handful of agencies 
are removing pushup and bench press requirements to 
avoid excluding qualified female applicants. Other 
agencies are utilizing a panel interview process with 
community advisory groups to get a more diverse 
perspective on applicants.24 
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Conclusion 
 
In the wake of pervasive staffing challenges across public 
health and public safety jobs, targeting a diverse pool of 
applicants is a tool for addressing broader recruitment 
issues. While there is no perfect solution for recruiting 
and retaining diverse staff members, employers and 
agency leaders can benefit from implementing the 
evidence-based strategies mentioned here. Moreover, 
years of research demonstrate that employing a diverse 
and representative workforce has many positive impacts 
on program implementation and subsequent  
community outcomes.  
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