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1. Demographic Diversity within the Transit Industry
Generally, demographic diversity has been operationalized in limited terms, focusing on race and
gender. Today, the usage of demographic diversity has been expanded to include many more
variables, such as ethnicity, age, religion, national origin, disability, personality, sexual preferences,
and gender identity, among others (Kermanshachi & Sadatsafavi, 2018). Diversity in the
workforce is required by federal laws and regulations in the United States, and transit agencies
receiving federal funds are required to ensure non-discrimination, equity, and inclusion of different
groups across all aspects of their operations, including employment (Keen, 2020).
There are numerous federal laws that relate to discrimination in the workforce, including Title VII
of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which states: “No person in the United States shall, on the ground
of race, color or national origin, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be
subjected to discrimination under any program or activity receiving federal financial assistance”
(Castillo, et al., 2021) and The U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, which published
a series of laws prohibiting discrimination against a job applicant or an employee on the basis of
race, color, religion, sex, pregnancy, gender identity, sexual orientation, national origin, age (40 or
older), disability, or genetic information.
Although these laws have been in place for nearly 60 years, the growth of diversity in the U.S.
workforce has been slow. Still, the general image of the U.S. workforce accurately reflects the slow
but steady growth in the number of workers as well as the diversity of those workers (Bartlett et
al., 2021). This growth in demographic diversity can also be seen in the statistics: women’s
representation in the workforce (47%) is nearly equal to that of men (53%), and the number of
women in the workforce has increased by 12% since 2000 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017).
Racial and ethnic diversity is also increasing; it has been predicted that, by 2055, no single ethnicity
will have a majority (Lopez et al., 2015). However, these changes are not consistent across all
sectors.
Within the transportation workforce, women still make up a small fraction of workers. African
American and Hispanic workers are even less represented than women in many senior-position
transportation jobs, particularly those in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
(STEM) fields. With these disparities in mind, a diverse workforce must be recruited into and
retained in the transportation industry to ensure there are enough workers for its future operations
(Ivey et al., 2019). These efforts must start now because the U.S. workforce is experiencing a
generational shift as the “baby boomer” generation (born from 1946 to 1964) retires (Bartlett et
al., 2021).
To succeed during this generational shift and beyond, the transportation industry must focus on
maintaining a diverse workforce since continuing down the current path of a homogenous
workforce will result in a shrinking number of workers. More than 65% of job seekers indicate that
workplace diversity is a critical factor in their decision-making process around accepting a job (Ivey
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et al., 2019). This desire is borne out in a study conducted by the U.S. Department of Commerce,
which documented increased employee retention within organizations that had higher levels of
diversity (Trong Tuan et al., 2019; see also Gore, 2000; Hunt et al., 2018). This same study noted
that public agencies also saw the added benefit of diversity in the workforce, as it resulted in better
alignment of agency service delivery with community needs. More recent studies have shown that
organizations with more diverse workforces enjoy improved decision-making, efficiency,
innovation, and profitability compared to similar organizations with less-diverse workforces (Jayne
& Dipboye, 2004). Until recently, the baby boomer generation was the largest cohort within the
transportation workforce (Metro et al., 2021). According to the U.S Departments of Education,
Transportation, and Labor (2015), more than 50% of transportation industry employees were older
than 45 in 2014. In some rail transit agencies, close to 70% of skilled technical workers have
reached retirement age (O’Brien et al., 2018). Nearly 50% of the current transportation workforce
is expected to retire in the next 10 years, a rate that is double that of the overall U.S. workforce.
With the retirement of older workers, “millennials” (born between 1981 and 1996) are now the
largest cohort within the transportation workforce (Metro et al., 2021; see also Steiner, et. al.,
2021; Dimock, 2019; Fry, 2018).
The public transportation industry is in the midst of a severe and worsening workforce shortage in
which many agencies (and the industry as a whole) have reported substantial difficulty recruiting,
retaining, and developing skilled workers (Bartlett et al., 2021). Not only will this result in a
generational shift across the entire workforce, it could also leave gaps in experience—and staffing.
One way to help fill these gaps is to hire and retain skilled, diverse workers. The need for a more
diverse workforce is understood throughout the industry, but achieving this goal has proven more
difficult (Young, et al., 2020). Further, many agencies are left to their own devices to determine
the best path forward, resulting in a wide variety of approaches. To better appreciate these
solutions, we reviewed the literature. Understanding transit workforce resiliency, exploring
potential causes of the workforce shortage, identifying existing strategies to address issues related
to recruitment and retention, and emphasizing the value of collaborative efforts to address the lack
of diversity within the workforce have all been central foci of numerous workforce development
studies. The following recommendations were extensively discussed in the reviewed literature:
•

Establish and promote career mobility through mentorship opportunities

•

Explore an achievable rewards and incentives system, such as monetary bonuses

•

Align employee expectations with actual, daily responsibilities through the use of multiple
communication strategies

•

Invest in enhancing organizational culture

•

Develop local outreach programs, including career fairs, to inform interested parties about
opportunities with agencies at both the county and city levels
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The American Public Transportation Association (APTA) recently published an online executive
resource, the Transit Workforce Readiness Guide (APTA Workforce Development & Educational
Services, 2021). The guide was created to assist transportation organizations looking to attract
high school students from underserved communities into transit career opportunities. It can also
be used to develop workforce readiness programs and build a more diverse pool of potential
employees in order to sustain and diversify the transportation industry. The guide explores how to
identify needs and opportunities, collaborate with the communities that transit agencies serve, and
develop and implement workforce readiness programs or initiatives. Considering the existing
toolkits and guidelines related to diversity and inclusion in the transit workforce, the research team
sampled 18 transit agencies across the country and conducted in-depth interviews with leaders in
the human resources departments. The interviews were conducted to understand the existing
challenges and creative solutions related to workforce diversity and inclusion for the transit
industry. The following section provides details on the recruitment processes and research
instruments. The findings of the interview study will be presented in the last section of the report.
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2. Data Collection and Engagement Methods
This project’s aim was to: 1) gather information on existing diversity within the transit workforce;
2) document notable practices across the industry; and 3) explore the challenges and barriers to
reaching the desired level of workforce diversity that agencies encounter. The interview study was
based on a national sampling and the interviewees presented 18 states across the U.S. We used
purposive sampling based on a set of preselected criteria relevant to the research questions:
geographical locations, types of services, and size of agencies (Figure 1). The research team
included agencies from underrepresented regions in transportation research in the
sample (including Rocky Mountain and Plains). We obtained approval from the Institutional
Review Board (IRB) of the University of Florida and San Jose State University prior to interview
recruitment. Each participant was provided in advance with information about the project, types
of questions, and their rights as a participant. Informed consent was obtained verbally, at the
beginning of the interview, or via email before conducting any research activity involving
individuals from transit agencies. We had one-time interviews with each agency, that were
conducted via Zoom.
Figure 1. Size of Agencies for Interviewed Transit Entities
Size of Agency (# of Employees)
6
5
4
3
2
1
0
Less than 25

26-50

51-100

101-500

Over 500

Recruiting enough participants is a critical step in any qualitative research project, as it helps ensure
the findings can be extrapolated to a wider audience. Although APTA contacted member transit
agencies to introduce the project, the research team encountered the same level of difficulty in
recruiting APTA and non-APTA members for the interview study. Potential interview
participants were contacted using the recruitment email from September 14, 2021 to
December 10, 2021. The total number of potential interview participants contacted was 125. The
number of participants that were scheduled for interviews was 20, 16% of the total number
contacted. Three attempts were made to ensure that the invited agencies received the invitation
letters. We were able to conduct interviews with 18 agencies, with one or two people per agency,
depending on the size of the agency. Considering the financial challenges transit agencies faced
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during the pandemic, and the resulting lack of human resources, it was foreseeable that outreach
would be challenging.
In addition to external events impacting the feasibility of research (such as the limited interest we
received from our outreach), scheduling was also a challenge. In several instances, interviews were
rescheduled three times due to participants’ time constraints. The interview contained 17
questions, including 11 open-ended questions. The questions were divided into two main
categories: general information (existing diversity and demographic data) and diversity practices
and policies. The Principal Investigator and a research assistant were present during most of the
interviews. Supplementary notes were taken by the research assistant. Of the interviewees, 61%
were women; from those, 45% were in leadership positions at their agency (such as an executive
director). The interviews were video-recorded via Zoom, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using
NVivo software to identify key themes. The following graph shows the types of services provided
by interviewed agencies (Figure 2). All interviewed agencies provided paratransit services, and less
than 20% had bike share, ferry, and subway as their routine services. In addition to paratransit
services, fixed-route buses, commuter buses, and microtransit were provided by more than 75% of
interviewed transit agencies.
Figure 2. Types of Service Provided by Interviewed Transit Agencies
Types of Services
Bike Share
Subway
Vanpool
Ferry
Regular Rail
Light Rail
Microtransit
Paratransit
Commuter Bus
Fixed Route Bus
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3. Diversity Policies and Practices
The interview included 6 multiple choice general questions and 11 open-ended questions on
diversity policies and plans. The interview questions were designed to understand: 1) the existing
level of diversity within the workforce across job levels; 2) barriers transit agencies face to achieve
a desirable level of diversity and promote inclusion within their agencies; 3) notable practices; and
4) transit agencies’ long- and short-term plans to achieve diversity, equity, and inclusion goals.

Existing Diversity and Career Mobility
Multiple studies have investigated specific aspects of demographic diversity (such as age and
gender) that exist in segments of the transit industry. However, there is a research gap regarding a
broad study of demographic diversity across job levels, from the drivers to the executives. In our
literature review, we found a few examples of transit agencies across the country that have
emphasized the importance of achieving demographic diversity in order for executive and
senior-level employees to effectively communicate with the populations they serve, as well as to
ease career mobility for underrepresented groups of employees within their agencies. Utah Transit
Authority’s (UTA’s) leadership staffing is an example of such changes within a transit
agency (MASS TRANSIT, 2021). UTA hired their first female executive director in 2019, and
their six-member executive leadership team now includes four women, including a woman of color.
The agency’s three-member board also includes a female trustee.
Across the interviews, we discovered that a notable amount of transit agencies have successfully
performed extensive work in the community to change the public’s perception of transit job
opportunities. These methods included expanding their recruitment techniques and actively
participating in community events to discuss existing opportunities within transit agencies for
community members. For our research team, it was also significant to understand the existing
diversity within the transit workforce at different levels of seniority. The following figure shows
the least diverse job categories within interviewed agencies: executive- and senior-level jobs. For
some agencies, both levels suffered a lack of demographic diversity concurrently.
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Figure 3. The Least Diverse Job Categories within Interviewed Transit Agencies

While the top-level jobs tend to be the least diverse, this is often an indicator of problems at lower
levels of seniority—including the failure to train replacements or offer professional development
opportunities. Types of training opportunities and also transparency of the internal promotion
system were central discussion points related to easing career mobility and promoting diversity in
leadership and management positions (Noland et al., 2021). The following figure shows the word
cloud created from discussions on training and career mobility (Figure 4). The five most frequently
used words were onboarding, orientation, benefits, safety, and prevention. The research team
completed a context analysis for these words and learned that most agencies used training
opportunities to provide general information about benefits, job responsibilities, and ethical
training on subjects such as sexual harassment.
Out of the 18 agencies, 5 provided safety training, which included both job and workplace safety.
Only one agency, with less than 25 employees, provided diversity and inclusion training. Another
three agencies had optional training opportunities for existing employees to improve their soft
skills, such as communication and management. There were also significant gaps in hard skills, or
opportunities for job advancement, across every single studied agency. Some interviewed agencies
had management positions that focused on diversity and inclusion; however, diversity and
inclusion was not a subject considered for either new employee or career development trainings.
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Figure 4. Word cloud for Discussion on Career Mobility and Onboarding Training

Diversity Taskforces/Initiatives
In the last decade, there has been a significant shift in the transportation industry’s approach to
equity, diversity, and inclusion. Many agencies began to revisit their approach to transportation
decision-making and to evaluate their commitment to equity and inclusion through diversity’s
lens (Noland et. al., 2021). Diversity in the workforce has been a central focus for many agencies;
however, it is a long-term commitment, and results will only be truly tangible years from now.
To understand where interviewed transit agencies are regarding their diversity-related activities,
we asked five questions in order to:
1) identify their strategies to diversify and support diverse groups of individuals within their
workforce;
2) explore what resources are lacking that need to be available to achieve diversity goals;
3) understand where the agencies are in regard to forming/initiating Equity, Diversity, &
Inclusion (ED&I) committees, initiatives, or task forces;
4) investigate whether they have any policy or regulation in place that assists in retaining
underrepresented employees.
The following table presents the main themes discovered from each discussion point, including
direct quotes from the interviews (Table 1) (Figure 5). In the Subject column of the table, the
interview questions related to each topic area are listed, and in the Main Themes column, exact
quotes from interview participants were added to help understand the context for each theme. The
majority of transit agencies (65%) did not have an ED&I committee, task force, or initiative, and
MINETA TRANSPORTATION INSTITUTE

8

the rest of the agencies initiated their ED&I efforts using different frameworks that are
summarized in the following table.
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Table 1. The Main Themes Discovered from Each Discussion Point During Interviews

What steps has your agency taken to attract
a diverse group of employees in different job
levels?
job

- Communication & Outreach
• Developing internal diversity committees
• Launching employee resource groups
• Working with apprenticeship programs and trade schools
• Participating in community-led cultural events and job fairs

- Prioritization of Training
• Dedicating specific time for optional training opportunities
(specifically for folks in operations, as their schedule is generally
very busy)

- Hiring Practices
• Overcoming unions’ hiring limitations
Creating diversity-infused hiring panels
Opening senior positions focused on training and development
management

- As a part of the leadership team (included in plans or a
dedicated position)
- As a part of fair employment practices office
- ED&I leadership council
- ED&I employees committee (it was called awesome committee
in one agency)

What resources are not currently available that
ought to be or need to be?

Does your agency/organization
have any EDI committee,
initiative, or task force?

Is there any self-evaluation system in place
to evaluate your agency/organization’ s
commitment to promoting diversity within
workforce?

Main Themes

What changes might be made to better
diversify the workforce in your
agency/organization?

Required Resources to Diversify Workforce
and Support

Existing ED&I Efforts

Strategies to Diversify and Support

Subjects

- Data Availability
“… some of that pipeline issue starts with the resources of tapping into
existing programs like I was saying about apprenticeships or trade
schools where we can build that strong network and build that pipeline
there. The other part, that I think is a resources data. We really struggle
with data being able to get accurate and easily accessible demographic
data; it tends to be kind of hidden in multiple systems so it’s hard to
sometimes get that information and see it in a snapshot and when
you’re ready to see it sometimes it takes time to pull that information
together. And so, I think, from a resource perspective, being able to
have a stronger system to be able to track that data would be helpful.”
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What resources are not currently available that
ought to be or need to be?

Main Themes

What changes might be made to better diversify
the workforce in your agency/organization?

Required Resources to Diversify Workforce
and Support

Subjects

- Societal Imbalance
“I think that primarily it does come down to training and continuing
education. I think that recognizing the societal imbalance in terms of
resources and accumulated wealth between people of different
backgrounds, I think it necessarily carries that.”
- Social Connections & Community Engagement
“You know people who know the Community can serve it better than
I can, if I know culturally language communicating. As we become
more diverse, of course, having folks that represented community
would be a huge bonus and all and you know that just you know, based
on ethnicity or gender, but sexuality also that’s something that’s my
representative that I would have thought here.”
“[so we started hiring incarcerated individuals], …working with our
economic development, county supervisors, jail diversion, VOC rehab,
community services, and so we all are having a meeting, our very first
meeting in a few weeks. And this is what we’re going to talk about,
what are we missing to get people to us because they are the people
that are working directly with people that need employment or need
services and so that’s where we’re going to develop a committee and
just kind of talk about this and how can we help each other with this
stuff.
- Human Resources
“So I think there are resources available, what I think we struggle with
is having the staff to actually do some of the things that we need to do,
because we are a fairly small agency and we’re quite busy with daily
operations so that’s where we’ve been looking at what can we do to I
mean everybody needs to take a part in it for sure, but there are some
specific things that absolutely have to be done, and getting some of
these things done, especially with training and recruitment and some
of that type of stuff so we’re just trying to figure out who’s the best
person to put that into their job.”
- Funding Availability
“… we’re going to need to make general accommodations to improve
the work environment and meet the needs or we’re not going to staff
anyone. Employees want the best environment. We must think [about]
how to make the working environment good for the workers. I don’t
know, but so if we must get some more money, that would be good, I
can be more competitive, that would be good.”
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Main Themes

Is there any policy or regulation in place that
assists in retaining under-represented groups
such as older employees, pregnant women, or
minorities?

Retention Policies for Underrepresented
Groups (Such as pregnant women,
caregivers, & etc.)

Subjects

– Innovative Policies / Practices
“… we had an individual that came in, who was sight impaired to work
in our call center and give directions for the region to sit, and people
are like that’s not possible I’m like, of course, it’s possible there are
technologies that a short-sighted view [can use], well, … we use that
equipment, and we were able to set it up. It’s more of just a mentality
… we can’t do that and I’m like wait a minute let’s figure out how we
can do this … and that individual was very successful at the call center.”
“I will give you one case; we’re about two and a half months removed
from Hurricane which has devastated us down here. Those employees,
who could come back to work, came back to work, and then eventually
we got everybody back. But still, they were dealing with their homes,
it was dealing with trying to get repairs or dealing with insurance
adjusters, the claim, and a whole plethora of trying to get back to a
normal life. So, in that alone, we must somehow let the human side
come out and our supervisors work with our employees. … I know the
Government put out there. I think it was 80 hours and gave you some
money for that. In case if you need more than 80 hours, then we put
some criteria in place so that you can still get paid past those 80 hours.”
– Case by Case Accommodation
“…within certain positions, it’s harder to do as you can imagine, for
e.g., bus operators and stuff I can’t have a bus operator, leaving early
easily but hopefully we can try and work with them as best as we can.
… At my position, we have people who have kids, and elderly parents
that they take care of, so they need to leave early, or they need to come
in late. … Nowadays, a lot of people are working from home.”
“For mom’s coming back to the workforce, we have lactation programs,
we have lactation rooms in all our buildings available for them too. We
also give them also additional breaks. We provide work flexibility like
instead of working five days a week, they can only work, four days, and
they can do that for a whole year, so, which is the first year of the baby
yeah after the baby’s born. And that can be if that is a problem that is
for new moms and for new families that have adopted a child.”
“But for the most part we do, we do have a program in place we do try
to really accommodate. … And so, then what we must do or try to do
is to see if we can counsel them on some other career path that they
could pursue that would lend itself to that level of accommodation if
it’s a short-term work of … but all things being equal, the operations
is the least able to accommodate the employee.”
– No Accommodation / Exclusive Plans
“No, for example, I got an employee who is on maternity leave now
and she does not have the leave needed to kind of stay on a payroll I
feel bad about that; my hands are tied because her job is under the
collective bargaining director. I feel really frustrated that I can’t do
more, because I’m in a union environment.”
“I am unaware of any policies to encourage or retain or hire any
particular group.”
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Subjects

Main Themes
“We do have a paid parental leave policy but unfortunately, it’s only
available to our administrative employees and not for bargaining unit
employees.”

Diversity Plans and Evaluation Systems
To determine how the transit agencies in this study were progressing towards their diversity and
inclusion goals, a comprehensive measurement of diversity efforts was required. However, because
diversity plans and inclusion practices are still being developed and certain skills are still lacking,
particularly at leadership and management levels, we had to adjust our measurements to consider
progression towards their goals, rather than simply their achievement. There are notable examples
of developing efforts to diversify the workforce and promote inclusion across the country, such as:
1) collaboration between schools and transportation agencies in curriculum development; 2) the
establishment of employee recognition programs; 3) the development of incentives and
professional development plans to increase retention; and 4) student recruitment plans.
Specifically, the Seeds Program at the Minnesota Department of Transportation is an example of
existing efforts that provide a career path to attract minority college students, veterans, persons
with disabilities, or those who are otherwise disadvantaged. We asked participating transit agencies
the following two questions to evaluate their progress, their commitment to diversity, and their
short- or long-term plans for diversifying their workforce:
•

How do you know if your agency is meeting diversity goals?

•

Does your organization/agency have a transparent short-term/long-term plan for
promoting diversity within the workforce?

This section summarizes the findings from the resulting conversations, which revealed five main
themes related to diversity plans and evaluation systems: 1) recruit for better outcome; 2) structural
shifts; 3) transparency in recruitment; 4) context-based solutions; and 5) robust employee
engagement. Overall, interviewed human resource directors or managers hinted at the importance
of being intentional in the recruitment for better outcomes and in initiating structural shifts within
the agency instead of only adding individuals from underrepresented groups to different levels of
jobs to 1) make the numbers work in regard to diversity measures and 2) not seeking long-lasting
changes within agencies. This relates to the third principle of a nationwide health equity initiative
called, PHEAL (Planning for Health Equity, Advocacy, and Leadership), healing through
leadership, which centers on “transforming institutional beliefs, structures, policies, and practices
to ensure long-lasting, positive impacts” (PHEAL, 2020). Transforming institutional structures
was central in interviews with about 33% of transit agencies. Recruit for better, as discussed during
interviews, means recruiting for the best retention outcomes, which helps transit agencies better
serve their communities.
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Roughly one-third of interviewed transit agencies had an evaluation system in place to measure
their commitment to diversity and inclusion through the lens of their employees and also, to
monitor their workforce demographics and career mobility within their agencies. An agency in the
southeast of the U.S. explained how these two evaluation tools assist them to move towards an
equitable and diverse work environment:
I think the [way] to measure is looking at your workforce demographics, so we keep an eye
on that and look for changes; but the entirety of diversity, equity and inclusion is so much
bigger than just your raw demographics. We do an employee engagement survey every
three years. Used to be every two, but I think we skipped a year due to COVID. So we did
our first one in 2018. And then we’ll be doing another one next summer, so we’ll have a
baseline to compare that to. Those are probably the main two ways that we get insight into
how we’re doing.
Besides sporadic evaluations every two- or three-year, two agencies provided opportunities for their
employees to be in constant contact with their leadership through online tools and already-existing
employee focus groups:
We follow that [two-year survey] up with employee focus groups and so that does give us
also further insight into the employee experience, as well as our suggestion box program.
That’s another way that we must communicate and get feedback from employees. We also
have an online social pinpoint site where employees can give feedback and things of that
nature, so all of those are kind of in development in there, like a little bit more informal
ways, but we can use that to get data also.
Two other agencies spoke about signing APTA’s racial equity commitment form, which provides
an opportunity to participate in a two-year pilot program:
We also just recently signed APTA’s racial equity commitment form so we’re going
through that two-year pilot. And then after that taking the data and experiences from the
pilot program, I think will also help us to make it, solidified in the organization moving
forward so we’re getting there.
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Figure 5: The Main Themes Discovered from Each Discussion Point During the Interviews

Although interviewed transit agencies, in general, considered frequent evaluations a necessity, a
lack of human resources and other day-to-day operations priorities prevented agencies from
developing an internal evaluation system, and pushed them to only satisfy the minimum diversity
and inclusion in the workforce requirements. More than 80% of interviewed transit agencies were
in the process of developing long-term diversity plans; however, the volatile economic situation
and lingering health concerns caused by the pandemic have impacted long-term plans. Thus, at
the time of the interviews, many agencies focused on short-term objectives towards economic
recovery:
I think it’s been a shock… route changes and [drivers] shortages… I don’t think our plan
is long-term right now… it’s a very short-term focus.
Diversity plans include the three main areas of recruitment, retention, and promotion, but for the
most part, Recruitment for better Outcome was an overarching theme for our discussion on transit
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agencies’ diversity plans. Effective communication and engagement with communities’ everyday
lives help transit agencies achieve diversity goals while creating a long-term relationship with the
communities they serve. The following tools mentioned by a number of interviewed agencies can
be beneficial for other transit agencies across the country to maximize their impact by providing
services that address minoritized communities’ needs:
1)

Close Relation with Grassroots Organizations:

The idea of helping each other out was mentioned by a West-Coast, mid-sized transit agency:
We’re helping each other out, we also reached out to some nonprofit organizations that are
veterans, and so they are helping veterans to go back to the workforce. We just connected
with one organization that works in a different county which is maybe like a 45-minute
drive but they are willing to work with us, and so we are also sending our suppliers to them
so that’s kind of what we are doing.
Agencies that constantly communicate with grassroots organizations have found it rewarding in
both the recruitment process and in the changed public perception about available opportunities
in the transit industry, especially for the younger generation and people with specific needs.
2)

Collaboration with Charitable Entities:

As discussed in the reviewed literature, forming outreach partnerships with the communities that
agencies serve is a critical step to creating and implementing inclusive workforce retention
programs that attract and retain younger generations and those rejoining the workforce. One of
the discussed topics during interviews was the critical role that charitable entities play in
communities’ lives and how they can help transit agencies maximize their outreach. For example,
a mid-size transit agency emphasized the importance of being intentional in seeking advice from
local and regional charitable foundations that work with people who are rejoining the workforce:
… we need to make sure that we are aggressive when we are trying to recruit for better …
and I’m going to give you an example, so one of the things we’re doing today is there are
some women’s shelters in our county that care for women [and they are] going back to the
workforce, so we are making sure that we connected with them, we are posting our job
flyers in their Facebook account and ….
Being in frequent contact with charitable foundations was considered a means to explore the needs
of the vulnerable populations within communities regarding the transit workforce and also to
create a welcoming environment throughout the recruitment process and beyond.

MINETA TRANSPORTATION INSTITUTE

16

4. Healing the Workforce through Diversification
The lack of diversity and inclusion within the transit workforce has long been considered a
weakness of the transit system. Understanding communities’ needs and concerns is central in
transit discourse; however, the role of a diverse and inclusive workforce in changing the public’s
views on the transit system has not been extensively studied. Our study aimed to decipher the
existing barriers transit agencies face when attempting to diversify the workforce and to report on
notable practices already in use by transit agencies. The existing societal imbalance is an issue that
is interconnected with a lack of diversity in the workforce. One obvious roadblock for many
members of society is being unable to receive the education needed to enter the workforce—this
barrier adversely impacts different sectors across the entire transit industry.
In conclusion, seven main steps should be taken to assist transit agencies in developing and fully
implementing a diversity and inclusion plan, three first steps of which include all employees:
•

Comprehensive assessment of existing conditions prior to initiating a diversity plan

•

Constant communication with employee groups to develop an inclusive plan

•

Establishment of a diversity leadership team outside of employees’ committees

•

Meaningful engagement in community activities to change public perception of transit

•

Close collaboration with local/regional educational centers and grassroots organizations

•

Participation in existing national programs such as APTA’s racial equity commitment

•

Learning from innovative practices/policies across the country to ensure an equitable
approach to recruitment, retention, and promotion that considers each individual’s specific
needs

Due to the pandemic, the transit industry has suffered a steep decline in ridership over the last few
years. One of the essential lessons from this study is the importance of a transit agency’s
understanding of its communities’ lives. For that, we need to create a transit workforce that
includes community members from all backgrounds. Some of the notable practices mentioned in
this report show the significance of partnerships between transit agencies and other governmental
and non-governmental sectors in their area. The examples of women in the county shelter or
incarcerated individuals demonstrate how such connections can accelerate the employment of
those individuals and enrich their sense of community. Such efforts not only benefit transit
agencies by connecting them to potential employees, but also connect the community to agencies
when those individuals find a new life through new employment opportunities. We suggest that
further research should focus on gathering notable examples of diversity practices and policies from
across the country. Such a document will play an impactful role in changing the workforce
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environment in the transit industry and moving towards a more equitable and inclusive workplace
that provides a friendly environment—specifically for underrepresented individuals, such as
women and racial/ethnic minorities.
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