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Signal Fires: The Use of Diversity Value Signaling in  
Local Government Job Advertisements Following the  
Summer of Racial Reckoning

Following the events of the summer of 2020, public and private sector organizations have engaged 
in a variety of actions related to promoting, valuing, and celebrating diversity, equity, and inclusion 
(DEI). Perhaps due to their role as direct providers of public safety, local governments are along the 
front lines of DEI efforts and values. Using a novel dataset of International City/County Management 
Association job advertisements from July 1, 2020–November 1, 2020, this article examines why some 
local hiring authorities utilize DEI signaling language in their job advertisements while others do 
not. Results indicate that both external and internal characteristics are associated with diversity value 
signaling in local government administrations.
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For 8 minutes and 46 seconds, a police officer 
kneeled on the back of a citizen’s neck. Onlookers 

pleaded for the officer to stop. The man underneath the 
officer’s knee (as well as three other officers), George 
Floyd, did not survive the encounter. The video taken 
by one of the onlookers would soon go viral, sparking 
protests and unrest around the globe and in cities across 
the United States, especially in the City of Minneapolis, 
Minnesota where this event took place. The protests, 
unrest, and calls for justice and accountability would 
endure through the following months despite the ongo-
ing presence of a global pandemic. In short, the summer 
of 2020 was marred by disease, fire, and social unrest. 
For some, the flames would indicate the destruction of 
property and rage, but for others, the flames signaled a 
cry for help, especially from marginalized communities 
across the globe.

The summer of 2020 would come to be referred to 
as the Summer of Racial Reckoning (Chang, Martin, 
and Marrapodi 2020), and, in the wake of these events, 
many public sector organizations were compelled to as-

sess (or reassess) their roles in contributing to the con-
tinuation of historical and systemic inequities. Among 
these organizations, local government administrations 
stand out as particularly important. Local governments 
make hiring decisions, identify employees eligible for 
promotion, and sanction employees when necessary. 
They are also direct service providers to the public in a 
multitude of ways, ranging from providing public safety 
to building public parks and spaces. Moreover, through 
their police powers, local law enforcement agencies may 
simultaneously deprive an individual of his or her lib-
erty while protecting another’s right to protest (Fisk et 
al. 2020).

Local governments, when acting as an employer, 
have a variety of options relative to the language used 
in their recruitment materials. For some organizations, 
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) is on the minds 
of decision-makers with such language reflected in the 
advertisement itself. In this way, a commitment to DEI 
is signaled alongside traditional information such as 
required skills, educational requirements, salary, and 
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benefits, as well as expected years of experience. For 
others, however, the emphasis of DEI within job ad-
vertisements is more muted with employers including a 
notation that they are an equal opportunity employer. 
Finally, cities and counties may also prioritize other or-
ganizational values and avoid verbiage relative to DEI 
or equal opportunity.

Decisions about the language used in job advertise-
ments are paramount for both the employer and the 
potential employee. For job seekers, the job advertise-
ment fills an information gap and enables the applicant 
to gain information relative to his or her perceived fit 
within the organization (Andreassen 2021). From an 
organizational perspective, Schmidt, Chapman, and 
Jones (2015) explain that job advertisements are a vehi-
cle for organizations to present information about their 
ideal candidate’s knowledge, values, skills, and abilities. 
If they fail to do so, the employer risks losing out on 
applicants who self-select out of the recruitment pro-
cess, thus reducing the quantity and potential quality 
of the applicant pool. Additionally, job advertisements, 
when they signal something about values or skills, are 
more likely to make that job attractive to someone who 
shares the desired values or skills (Ashraf et al. 2016; 
Gaucher, Friesen, and Kay 2011). Yet, even before ap-
plicants can decide on their perceived fit, they must first 
receive, process, and evaluate information in a crowded 
labor market, meaning the choice of language used in 
the advertisement can matter a great deal (Lazear and 
Oyer 2012, 494). This signaling process and appli-
cant assessment, according to Keppeler and Papenfuß 
(2021), is not fully understood by students of public 
administration.

Thus, the purpose of this study is to determine the de-
gree to which local government contexts explain variation 
in the use of diversity value signaling language. To do so, 
we examine the language utilized in job postings for local 
government administrators posted via the International 
City and County Management Association (ICMA) job 
center web portal from July 2020–November 2020. Each 
job advertisement (n = 113) is examined for language 
germane to DEI and analyzed via logistic regression to 
determine the degree to which community characteristics 
and government structures are associated with diversity 
value signaling. This time frame offers an important win-
dow into how organizations respond to changes in their 
environment and the degree to which social movements 
serve as impetus for change.

Theoretical Background

Public administration scholarship has long sought to 
understand how and why public sector organizations 
make the decisions they do, especially as it relates to di-
versity, equity, and inclusion. In general, researchers have 
found that organizations make decisions to mitigate the 
effects of uncertainty in their environment and to take 
advantage of environmental conditions (Aldrich and 
Mindlin 1978; Downey, Hellriegel, and Slocum 1975; 
Galbraith 1973). Scholarship also notes that for orga-
nizations to survive, they adapt and be nimble enough 
to effectively respond to an evolving environment (Al-
drich and Mindlin 1978; Boyne et al. 2011; Galbraith 
1973). However, organizations confront and understand 
their environments differently, and, as such, adopt and 
implement differing strategies to respond to their envi-
ronment. Perceptions of the environment, we note, may 
also guide the behavior and decision-making of an orga-
nization (Aldrich and Mindlin 1978; Galbraith 1973). In 
fact, in some instances, perceptions can be more valuable 
than the objective data that surrounds the organization 
(Duncan 1972; Pfeffer and Salancik 1978).

A subset of this scholarship has focused on organiza-
tional decision-making and outcomes relative to diver-
sity, equity, and inclusion (Pitts 2009; Cole, Haun, and 
Silvera 2022). One vein of DEI scholarship elucidates the 
differences and relationships between diversity manage-
ment (and other proactive and voluntary management 
efforts) from more legalistic approaches. Ng and Burke 
(2005) identified three key differences. First, diversity 
management involves the recruitment and subsequent 
selection of qualified employees from disadvantaged 
groups, especially those individuals who would have been 
“missed” through more traditional recruitment methods. 
Second, diversity management goes beyond quantitative 
targets and toward celebrating/capitalizing on employ-
ees’ cultural and experiential differences. Third, inten-
tional and institutionalized efforts are needed to realize 
the benefits of diversity management and may include 
new policies, programs, and organizational support (see 
also Ely and Thomas 2001; Pless and Maak 2004). In 
a similar effort, Fisk and colleagues (2019) categorized 
diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts as fitting within a 
2 × 2 typology based on the degree of institutionalization 
and the degree to which diversity management principles 
were practiced within an organization.

Scholarship has also examined the outputs and mech-
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anisms of DEI programming. While noting the poten-
tial for increased intergroup conflict and bias (Ashikali 
and Groeneveld 2015), recent scholarship has observed 
positive relationships between diversity management ef-
forts and increases in the number of minority employees 
(Groeneveld and Verbeek 2012), job satisfaction (Pitts 
2009), turnover (Groeneveld 2011), employee loyalty 
and commitment (Groeneveld 2011), and employee per-
formance and outputs (Choi and Rainey 2010). Ashikali 
and Groeneveld (2015, 149) add, “in practice, diversity 
management should aim to foster the positive cognitive 
effects of diversity and to mitigate the negative affective 
effects that arise from intergroup biases. . . . Diversity man-
agement should therefore include policies, programs, and 
management activities that address the diversity in the or-
ganizational workforce to bring about its potentially pos-
itive effects.” Noting the positive benefits of DEI, Pitts, 
Hicklin, and Hawes (2010), unpacked the factors that 
distinguish more effective DEI efforts from those that are 
less effective. Their results pointed to environmental un-
certainty, that is, efforts to promote stability and mitigate 
ambiguity as well as environmental favorability, including 
ample organizational resources, time, and a supportive in-
tergroup culture as key explanatory factors that shape how 
well organizations implement their DEI programming. 
According to Pitts et al. (2010), organizations with greater 
resources and expertise are more likely to implement DEI 
programs effectively and, as such, are more likely to realize 
performance dividends. Similarly, organizations operating 
in an uncertain environment are also more likely than oth-
ers to adopt and effectively implement diversity manage-
ment programs as a way of promoting stability.

Efforts at unpacking the factors that shape the recruit-
ment and selection of qualified candidates from histori-
cally disadvantaged groups have also taken on increased 
importance. Drawing from Chapman et al. (2005), re-
searchers have observed the importance of an applicant’s 
perceived fit within the organization and suggest that it 
is among the strongest predictors of an applicant’s deci-
sion to apply (Cable and Judge 1996). Building on this 
foundation, Linos (2018) utilized a field experiment to 
understand the utility of various job advertisement mes-
sages and the impact of such messages on the recruitment 
of new police officers. Results demonstrated that those 
job advertisements with messaging that addressed per-
sonal benefits were “three times as effective as the control 
and are particularly effective for applicants of color and 
women. Importantly, public service messages alone do 

not seem to attract more people to the police than the 
control group” (Linos 2018, 68–70).

Environmental Factors
Local government decision-making scholarship has also 
begun to unpack why some local governments are mov-
ing in the direction of adopting DEI polices/values while 
others are not.

Research has observed a variety of need-related factors. 
Kerr and Mladenka (1994), for example, found a direct 
connection between increasing percentages of minority 
residents and the willingness of those communities to sup-
port minority employment programs. Hur and Strickland 
(2012) also observed relationships between DEI efforts 
and city-level characteristics via a sample of local govern-
ments in North Carolina. They found a larger population, 
a higher percentage of African American residents, and in-
creases in affluence/wealth were associated with increased 
likelihood of DEI policy adoption. They also noted that 
governmental structure (i.e., local form of government) 
is influential in a locality’s willingness to promulgate DEI 
policies. Similarly, based on a sample of local governments 
in Oregon, Nishishiba (2012) observed an association be-
tween the adoption of diversity management programs 
and changing demographics. Cooper and Gerlach (2019) 
found that as communities become more diverse, they are 
more likely to support the creation of a chief diversity offi-
cer position within city hall.

Finally, Fisk et al. (2020) reported a strong relation-
ship between the percentage of foreign-born residents 
and the adoption of three measures aimed at inclusion 
(i.e., offering cultural competency training, translation 
services, and a preference for multlingual job applicants).

In short, organizations tend to be more responsive to 
their external environment, especially when it is an envi-
ronment that is favorably inclined to DEI programming 
(Pitts, Hicklin, and Hawes 2010). Based on previous 
work, we offer the following hypothesis:

H1: Local governments with more non-white 
populations are more likely to signal diversity 
values in job advertisements.

H1a: Local governments with higher economic 
inequality are more likely to signal diversity values 
in job advertisements.

The literature also suggests that organizations exist in 
a dynamic environment and that they are responsive to 
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that environment (Hur and Strickland 2012; Kerr and 
Mladenka 1994). Therefore, we hypothesize that local 
governments are responsive to their environment. We 
also anticipate that communities whose populations are 
becoming diverse are more likely to signal diversity values 
in job advertisements while those communities that are 
losing minority populations will not. The aspects of the 
community that are examined in this study to represent 
environmental change is the change in the percentage of 
the non-white population by directions (i.e., increase or 
decrease).

H2: Local governments in changing environments 
are responsive to their environment.

H2a: Local governments that are losing non-
white populations will be less likely to include 
diversity values in job advertisements.

H2b: Local governments that are gaining non-
white populations will be more likely to include 
diversity values in job advertisements.

Institutional Structure and Capacity
Previous research also points to the important role of in-
stitutional structure and capacity in terms of engendering 
more inclusive policies and procedures (Huang and Liu 
2018). Researchers have demonstrated that the institu-
tional structure of local government matters and shapes 
commitment to inclusionary practices (Fisk et al. 2020; 
Huang and Liu 2018; Hur and Strickland 2012). The pres-
ence of strong elected executives have contributed to the 
adoption of climate policies (Krause 2011), immigration 
(Huang and Liu 2018), and economic development incen-
tives. Because our data involves primarily city and county 
managers, we turn to the institutional differences in city 
councils. Local government council members are generally 
elected as either an at-large or districted representative. At-
large members are based on the number of votes cast for 
each member and typically, a specific number of candidates 
are selected to serve on the council regardless of which parts 
of the city or county they live in. It could be the case, for 
example, that the three winners of an election could all live 
within one neighborhood. District-based elections, on the 
other hand, elect council members based on geographic 
districts, and members are elected for each district. Geo-
graphic boundaries for districts often come along with de-
mographic characteristics (for example, race and income) 
(Forest 2018). Therefore, the local government’s job post 
may reflect more diversity values when the city/county’s so-

ciodemographic characteristics are more districted. Based 
on the literature, we hypothesize that as the percentage of 
districted councilmembers increases, the greater the likeli-
hood of including diversity value signaling.

H3: Local governments with more councilmembers 
elected by geographic district are more likely to 
signal diversity values in job advertisements.

For capacity, many researchers have adopted population 
as a measure of institutional capacity and found a relation-
ship between the capacity and the adoptions of inclusive 
practices and policy innovations (Fisk et al. 2020; Huang 
and Liu 2018; Krause 2011; Sullivan 2002). Sullivan 
(2002), for example, utilized the natural log of popula-
tion and found that local governments with larger pop-
ulation size tended to engage in more policy innovation. 
Huang and Liu (2018) also found that localities with a 
larger population were more likely to adopt pro-immi-
grant policies. Similar results were reported by Fisk et al. 
(2020). Here, local governments with larger populations 
were associated with an increased likelihood of adopting 
inclusionary policies. Given these findings, we utilize the 
population size as a proxy for local government capacity 
and hypothesize that local governments which are home 
to a larger number of citizens will be more likely to signal 
diversity values in job advertisements.

H4: Local governments with a higher population size 
are more likely to signal diversity values in job 
advertisements.

Data and Method

Descriptive Statistics
The statistical analysis is based on data acquired from the 
ICMA job center website (https://icma.org/job-center) 
during the observation period of July 1, 2020 through 
November 1, 2020. A keyword search was administered 
within the website to locate job advertisements for ma-
jor leadership positions only (i.e., City Administrator 
and Assistant/Deputy Chief Administrator). This created 
a total sample of 113 job advertisements (n = 113). A 
keyword search was then conducted within each job ad-
vertisement. In our analysis, keywords included: diverse 
environment, diversity, equity, inclusion and/or their ab-
breviations (Ng and Burke 2005). We did not include 
EEO as a measure of diversity signaling.
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The dependent variable was dichotomized (1 = in-
cludes a keyword, 0 = does not include a keyword). As 
outlined in Table 1, 25 of 113 job posts included at least 
one DEI signaling keyword (22% of all job ads). For the 
25 advertisements that signaled DEI, the frequency of 
signaling varied as well. The majority (16) included a 
single mention of DEI value signaling (64%), but seven 
ads mentioned DEI twice (28%), and two signaled more 
than 3 times (8%). Among those 113 observations, 86 
were at the city level and three at the county level. The 
rest of the observations consisted of 21 townships and 
three census-designated places (CDP). Of those that used 
signaling, 22 are city governments, 2 are townships, and 
1 is a CDP. We did not observe any diversity keywords in 
the county job advertisements.

Most of the job advertisements included only one 
DEI keyword and it was located near the EEO statement 
or at the beginning of the introduction of the jurisdic-
tion. The city of Brawley City, CA, for example, starts the 
text by introducing the city “with a diverse and growing 
population of over 26,000.” The rest of the content, how-
ever, does not talk about any DEI related concern. The 
job advertisement posted by City of Fort Collins, CO is 
the only one that includes four diversity signaling words. 
Starting with the summary of the job opportunity, the 
ideal candidate should “embrace our commitment to eq-
uity and inclusion” and “bring their own set of diverse 
experiences that add value and perspective.” It then states 
the city government’s commitment to high-quality pub-
lic service and desire to “attract and employ diverse and 
competitive talent.” It ends with a formal statement of 
EEO and “values diversity at all levels of its workforce.” 
By comparing contents, we find that even though there 
are just three more DEI keywords identified in the Fort 

Collins job posts compared to the Brawley City posts, the 
gap of DEI information conveyed between the two local-
ities is huge. For most of the advertisements with only 
one keyword, they seem to just comply with the public 
value and include the statement of DEI as a formality. 
For those with more keywords, the governments seem to 
put efforts on not only indicating their commitment to 
DEI but also on recruiting candidates who commit to the 
same values. For this reason, we conduct statistical anal-
ysis on not only whether local governments signal DEI 
values in their job advertisements, but also the magni-
tude of the signal.

Key independent variables for each of the 113 com-
munities relative to context were collected for 2018 de-
mographic characteristic (NonWhite %), an economic 
inequality indicator (Gini), and demographic change 
variables between 2010 and 20181 (NonWhite change, 
Absolute NonWhite Change). These demographic and 
economic data were derived from the American Com-
munity Survey (ACS). The demographic variable (Non-
White %) ranges from 0 to 80.339%, with an average of 
19.839% across the observations. Gini index is a measure 
of income equality and ranges from 0 to 1, where a “0” 
suggests absolute equal distribution of income and a “1” 
suggests absolute inequality. The Gini index in this sam-
ple group ranges from .061 to .558, with a mean of .427. 
The change variables capture the non-white population 
changes between 2010 and 2018. NonWhite change mea-
sures the population change with directions (i.e., increase 
or decrease). This measure captures whether the commu-
nity is losing or growing minority population and ranges 
from –23.707% to +19.227% in this sample. The Abso-
lute NonWhite Change calculates the absolute values of 
the non-white change variable, measuring the magnitude 

Table 1. DEI Value Signal Language in Job Ads

Number Frequency

Total Ads Signaling DEI 25 22%

Frequency of DEI Signaling
Once 16 64%
Twice 7 28%

Three or more 2 8%

1 At the time the manuscript was drafted, the 2018 data were the most recent data available.
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of the non-white population change without counting 
for the direction.

The internal context variables include the size of the 
council (Council Size), as well as the percent of the coun-
cil membership who are districted as opposed to being 
members elected at large (District %). This council in-
formation was captured from the jurisdictions’ websites 
in 2020. The smallest council size includes 5 commit-
tee members while the largest contains 15. Some local 
government’s council members are elected totally at large 
(0%) while others’ council members are elected totally by 
districts. On average, 35.69% of the council members are 
elected by districts across the 113 communities. Control 
variables include the natural log of population (Log Pop) 
in 2018, which was also collected from the ACS. De-
scriptive statistics of all variables are available in Table 2.

Analytic Strategy
To analyze the data, maximum likelihood estimation 
(MLE) is utilized to examine the relationship between 
diversity signaling language and the covariates in our 
primary analysis. We utilized logistic regression as our 
dependent variable is dichotomous, that is, whether 
job advertisements include diversity signaling language 
(“1” if included and “0” else). The first model is a static 
model where independent indicators are static (i.e., no 
percentage or amount changes of the variables). The sec-
ond model substitutes the NonWhite % variable with 
Absolute NonWhite Change in order to measure whether 
the change in non-white population has an impact on 
diversity signaling language, regardless of the direction 
of changes. The last two models include the same vari-
ables utilized in the static model but consider the direc-

tion of changes. For each significant predictor, examples 
of predicted probabilities are presented as graphs. For the 
robustness model, Poisson regressions are conducted to 
estimate the variation of diversity signaling word count 
with the same independent variables and the same con-
ditions as in the logistic regression. In the Poisson regres-
sion, the dependent variable is a count variable measuring 
the number of diversity keywords.

Results

Results from the four logistic regression models are pre-
sented in Table 3. Models 1 and 2 include the static per-
centage of non-white population and the absolute change 
of non-white, respectively. Models 3 and 4 include the 
non-white change variable, which is non-negative (Non-
White change ≥ 0) and negative (NonWhite change < 0), 
respectively. In general, all models present strong statis-
tical power in the estimation (LR X2, p ≤ .05). Variables 
approximating population size, non-white population 
and percentage of district produce statistical significance, 
whereas variables representing economic inequality, abso-
lute non-white change, and council size present no rela-
tionship with diversity signaling.

The population size (Log Pop) is positively associated 
with diversity signaling across all but the last model: Model 
1 (.541, p  ≤ .05), Model 2 (.729, p ≤ .001), Model 3 
(.620, p ≤ .05). In Model 1 for example, a 1% increase in 
population results in it being 1.718 (exp(.541)) times more 
likely for local governments to include diversity signaling 
language in their job advertisements. Figure 1 shows the 
predicted probabilities of including diversity signaling 
word as the population changes based on Model 1. We 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for All Variables

Variable Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Diversity Binary 113 .221 .417 0 1
Diversity Count 113 .327 .713 0 4
Log Pop 113 9.605 1.683 4.585 14.153
NonWhite % 113 19.839 17.806 0 80.339
Gini 113 .427 .064 .061 .558
NonWhite Change 113 .814 5.569 –23.707 19.227
Absolute NonWhite Change 113 3.86 4.08 0 23.707
District % 113 35.690 46.033 0 100
Council Size 113 6.496 1.571 5 15
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can see from Figure 1 that across the scale of population, 
the predicted probability of signaling diversity in job posts 
increases from .013 to .72 when the natural log of popula-
tion changes from 4 to 15, holding all else equal.

The non-white population (NonWhite %) is also 
positively associated with diversity signaling in Model 
1 (.034, p ≤ .05). In effect, this means that local gov-
ernments are 1.035 (exp(.034)) times more likely to 
include diversity signaling language in their job posts 
for every 1% increase in non-white population. Figure 
2 shows the predicted probabilities of including diver-
sity signaling languages over the different percentages 
of non-white population. The probability of a local 
government signaling diversity in job advertisements 
increases from .126 to .558 when localities have no 
non-white citizens as compared to those with an 80% 
non-white population.

The percentage of district (District %) has a negative 
relationship with diversity signaling across the static model 
(–.023, p ≤ .01), the absolute change model (–.020, p ≤ 
.01), and the non-negative and negative change models 
(–.019, p ≤ .05 and –.039, p ≤ .05). In other words, local 
governments are 2% (exp(–.023)) less likely to include di-
versity signaling language in their job posts when there is a 
one unit increase in the percent of council districts in the 
absolute change model. Figure 3 shows the predicted prob-
abilities of diversity signaling keywords based on Model 
1. There is .342 probability for local governments whose 
council members are elected at-large (present as “0” in the 
District % axis) to signal diversity in their job posts. For 
governments whose council members are totally elected by 
district (present as “100” in the District % axis), the pre-
dicted probability decreases to .091.

Table 3. Logistic Regression for Diversity Signaling Language

Model 1
Static Model

Model 2
Absolute Change 

Model

Model 3
Positive Non- 
White Change

Model 4
Negative Non- 
White Change

Log Pop .541* .729*** .620* .383
(.222) (.210) (.302) (.375)

NonWhite % .034* .031 .039
(.016) (.020) (.030)

Absolute NonWhite 
Change

.003

(.072)
Gini 8.402 6.934 6.127 16.623

(5.876) (5.654) (7.537) (10.978)
District % –.023** –.020** –.019* –.039*

(.008) (.008) (.010) (.017)
Council Size .206 .165 .146 .631

(.186) (.190) (.219) (.496)
Constant –11.746*** –12.025*** –11.365** –15.983*

(3.387) (3.304) (4.418) (6.630)
Observations 113 113 71 42
Pseudo R2 .248 .207 .268 .268
LR X2 29.63*** 24.77*** 20.30*** 11.69*

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. Beta coefficients are reported above standard errors.
The dependent variable is whether job ads include diversity signaling language (“1” if included and “0” else). Asterisks indicate 
statistical significance (*** p < .001, ** p < .01, *p < .05).
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Figure 1. Effect of Population Size on Diversity Signaling Language

Figure 2. Effect of Nonwhite % on Diversity Signaling Language
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Robustness Model

An additional analysis was executed to determine the de-
gree to which the results were consistent in instances in 
which diversity values were strongly signaled. Of these, the 
majority of job advertisements mentioned diversity signal-
ing language once or not at all. But in several instances, 
diversity value signaling language is repeated throughout 
the job advertisement. To account for this, a count variable 
that measures the word count of diversity keywords as a 
dependent variable was created. There were two options 
for estimating models with a count dependent variable: 
Poisson Regression and Negative Binomial Regression 
(NBR). When the count dependent variable was over dis-
persed (i.e., its mean does not equal to variance), NBR 
would be utilized for the estimation because it provided 
less restriction on the assumption that the mean of the 
variable must be equal to its variance in Poisson regression 
(Long 1997, 230–238). To determine the appropriateness 
of the regression model, we conducted a Poisson goodness-
of-fit test and found no overdispersion in the distribution 
of the dependent variable. Therefore, Poisson regression 
was appropriate, and several Poisson regressions were con-
ducted using the same variables in the main analyses.

Results in Table 4 showed the same directions of re-

lationship as the logistic regression models. In the static 
model (Model 1 in Table 4) for instance, natural log of 
population (.412, p ≤ .001) and the percent of non-white 
population (.017, p ≤ .05) are positively associated with 
the number of diversity keywords, while the percent dis-
trict (–.009, p ≤ .05) are negatively associated with the 
word count. However, the percent district variable is not 
statistically significant in Models 2 and 3 in the Poisson 
regression, and is only significant at the 95% confidence 
intervals (99% in the logistic regression) in Model 1. In 
addition, the percentage of non-white population be-
comes statistically significant in the Negative Non-White 
Change model (Model 4) in Poisson regression and is 
positively associated with the diversity word count (.034, 
p ≤ .05). This new significance indicates that those lo-
cal governments with a higher percentage of non-white 
residents are more likely to signal diversity values in the 
governmental job posts when they are facing the problem 
of losing minority population. The percentage of district 
is no longer significant in Models 2 and 3.

Discussion

The results of this study paint a complicated picture of 
DEI signaling and offer mixed support for our hypoth-

Figure 3. Effect of District % on Diversity Signaling Language
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eses. Results showed partial support for Hypothesis 1, 
which linked the use of DEI signaling language to di-
verse populations and economic inequality. In general, 
as the percentage of the non-white population increased, 
so did the likelihood that a job advertisement would in-
clude DEI signaling language. We also observed support 
for Hypothesis 4, suggesting a relationship between pop-
ulation size and diversity value signaling. However, we 
saw limited support for Hypothesis 2, which tested for 
the role of changing environments on diversity value sig-
naling, and our data did not show support for our third 
hypothesis. To test the robustness of our findings, we also 
assessed whether the frequency of diversity value signal-
ing language is associated with % non-white and popu-
lation size.

Similar to Pitts, Hicklin and Hawes (2010), the use of 
diversity signaling language appears largely related to orga-
nizational capacity and environmental favorability, that is, 
those local governments located in environments that are 
inclined to support DEI efforts. While data cannot pin-
point precise reasons, there are still several possibilities that 
help explain our findings. We begin with unpacking our 

population variable. One possibility is that population size 
is driving uncertainty as opposed to the uncertainty being 
driven by growth of specific demographic groups. Simi-
larly, it may be that as the city’s population has grown, the 
local government is responding to changing preferences, 
values, and needs of citizens, which are reflected in the job 
advertisement. Finally, population size may be unrelated 
to needs or values, but rather may be a function of capac-
ity and resources. In other words, larger local governments 
have more specialized staff and in-house expertise, which 
again may be reflected in the choice of language within the 
advertisements (Fisk et al. 2020).

We also note the relationship between the percentage 
of non-white residents and diversity signaling. One possi-
ble explanation is that the local government is responding 
to the needs of its diverse citizens via a job advertisement. 
Conversely, this relationship may not be in response to a 
need, but rather a preference, that is, communities with 
a greater percentage of non-white residents are seeking 
out an administrative leader who shares the community’s 
values. Another alternative is that hiring authorities may 
decide to signal diversity in order to intentionally seek out 

Table 4. Poisson Regression for Diversity Signaling Language

Model 1
Static Model

Model 2
Absolute  

Change Model

Model 3
Positive Non- 
White Change

Model 4
Negative Non- 
White Change

Log Pop .412*** .506*** .521*** .372
(.119) (.111) (.149) (.288)

NonWhite % .017* .007 .034*
(.009) (.012) (.015)

Absolute NonWhite Change .001
(.049)
Gini 3.537 2.377 .045 13.090

(4.002) (3.948) (4.975) (7.633)
District % –.009* –.008 –.003 –.035*

(.004) (.005) (.009) (.015)
Council Size .112 .100 .062 .611

(.116) (.125) (.131) (.365)
Constant –7.798*** –7.770*** –7.064** –14.548**

(1.927) (1.925) (2.274) (4.929)
Observations 113 113 71 42
Pseudo R2 .203 .183 .228 .290
LR X2 35.81*** 32.32*** 26.88*** 16.86**



96    |    Journal of Social Equity and Public Administration

individuals who share values related to DEI without regard 
to the external environment but driven instead by their 
internal needs or normative beliefs. In sum, the results pro-
vide some indications that local governments are respond-
ing to environmental favorability and uncertainty.

Conclusion

The results of this examination indicate that both external 
and internal characteristics are associated with diversity 
value signaling in local government administrations. An 
additional test of robustness confirms these findings, as 
they find that stronger diversity value signaling in the job 
advertisement is related to the same characteristics. The 
present study is not without limitations and sets the stage 
for a long line of future research. Data used for the study 
were collected July 2020 through November of 2020 and 
examined the immediate response of local government 
administrations to the events of the summer of 2020. The 
specificity of the dataset captures the short-term response 
but that specificity limits our study’s generalizability to 
the present status of DEI value signaling. Future research 
should examine these questions over a longer duration to 
test the durability of these changes and should also con-
sider pre/post analysis as to whether such advertisements 
contribute to a more diverse applicant pool.

References

Aldrich, Howard E., and Sergio Mindlin. 1978. “Uncer-
tainty and Dependence: Two Perspectives on Environ-
ment.” In Organization and Environment, ed. L. Karpit, 
149–170. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Andreassen, Tone Alm. 2021. “Diversity Clauses in Job Ad-
vertisements: Organisational Reproduction of Inequali-
ty?” Scandinavian Journal of Management 37 (4). https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.scaman.2021.101180

Ashikali, Tanachia, and Sandra Groeneveld. 2015. “Di-
versity Management for All? An Empirical Analysis of 
Diversity Management Outcomes across Groups.” Per-
sonnel Review 44 (5): 757–780. https://doi.org/10.1108/
PR-10-2014-0216

Ashraf, Nava, Oriana Bandiera, Scott S Lee. 2016. 
“Do-gooders and Go-getters: Selection and Performance 
in Public Service Delivery.” Manuscript, London School 
of Economics/Harvard University. https://www.hbs.
edu/faculty/Pages/item.aspx?num=46043

Boyne, George A., Oliver James, Peter John, and Nico-
lai Petrovsky. 2011. “Top Management Turnover and 
Organizational Performance: A Test of a Contingency 

Model.” Public Administration Review 71 (4): 572–581. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2011.02389.x

Cable, Daniel M., and Timothy A. Judge. 1996. “Person–
Organization Fit, Job Choice Decisions, and Organiza-
tional Entry.” Organizational Behavior and Human De-
cision Processes 67: 294–311. https://www.sciencedirect.
com/science/article/pii/S0749597896900813. 

Chang, Ailsa, Rachel Martin, and Eric Marrapodi. 2020. 
“Summer of Racial Reckoning.” National Public Radio. 
https://www.npr.org/2020/08/16/902179773/summer-
of-racial-reckoning-the-match-lit

Chapman, Derek S., Krista L. Uggerslev, Sarah A. Carroll, 
Kelly A. Piasentin, and David A. Jones. 2005. “Appli-
cant Attraction to Organizations and Job Choice: A Me-
ta-Analytic Review of the Correlates of Recruiting Out-
comes.” Journal of Applied Psychology 90 (5): 928–944. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.90.5.928

Choi, S., and Hal G. Rainey. 2010. “Managing Diver-
sity in US Federal Agencies: Effects of Diversity and 
Diversity Management on Employee Perceptions of 
Organizational Performance.” Public Administration 
Review 70 (1): 109–121. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-
6210.2009.02115.x

Cole, Astin B., Courtney N. Haun, and Geoffrey A. Silve-
ra. 2022. “Mixed Signals: An Analysis of Diversity Value 
Signaling in Leading U.S. Hospitals.” Journal of Health-
care Management and Health Policy 6 (27): 1–10. https://
dx.doi.org/10.21037/jhmhp-21-68

Cooper, Christopher A, and John D. Gerlach. 2019. 
“Diversity Management in Action: Chief Diversi-
ty Officer Adoption in America’s Cities.” State and 
Local Government 51 (2): 113–121. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0160323X19879735

Downey, H. Kirk, Don Hellriegel, and John W. Slocum. 
1975. “Environmental Uncertainty: The Construct and 
Its Application.” Administrative Science Quarterly 20 (4): 
613–629. https://doi.org/10.2307/2392027

Duncan, Robert B. 1972. “Characteristics of Organizational 
Environments and Perceived Environmental Uncertain-
ty.” Administrative Science Quarterly 17 (3):313–327. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/2392145

Ely, Robin J., and David A. Thomas. 2001. “Cultural Di-
versity at Work: The Effects of Diversity Perspectives 
on Work Group Processes and Outcomes.” Adminis-
trative Science Quarterly 46 (2): 229–273. https://doi.
org/10.2307/2667087

Fisk, Jonathan M., Geoffrey A. Silvera, Courtney N. Haun, 
Jeffrey Downes, Nathan Eberline, and Phillip Smith-
Hanes. 2019. “Managing Diversity and Inclusion.” PM 
Magazine, September. https://icma.org/articles/pm-maga-
zine/managing-diversity-and-inclusion



Signal Fires    |    97

Fisk, Jonathan M., Geoffrey A. Silvera, John Morris, Xi 
Chen, Jan Hume, Xiaofeng Chen, and Mac-Jane Cray-
ton. 2020. “Toward the Roux: Explaining the Adoption 
of Inclusionary Practices in Local Governments.” State 
and Local Government Review 52 (2): 89–102. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0160323X20986845

Forest, Benjamin. 2018. “Electoral Geography: From Map-
ping Votes to Representing Power.” Geography Compass 
12 (1). https://doi.org/10.1111/GEC3.12352.

Galbraith, J.R. 1973. Designing Complex Organizations. 
Boston, MA: Addison-Wesley.

Gaucher, Danielle, Justin Friesen, and Aaron C. Kay. 2011. 
“Evidence That Gendered Wording in Job Advertise-
ments Exists and Sustains Gender Inequality.” Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology 101 (1): 109–128. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/A0022530

Groeneveld, Sandra. 2011. “Diversity and Employee Turn-
over in the Dutch Public Sector: Does Diversity Man-
agement Make a Difference?” International Journal of 
Public Sector Management 24 (6): 594–612. https://doi.
org/10.1108/09513551111163675/FULL/HTML

Groeneveld, Sandra, and Stijn Verbeek. 2012. “Diversity 
Policies in Public and Private Sector Organizations.” Re-
view of Public Personnel Administration 32 (4): 353–381. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0734371X11421497

Huang, Xi, and Cathy Yang Liu. 2018. “Welcoming Cit-
ies: Immigration Policy at the Local Government Lev-
el.” Urban Affairs Review 54 (1): 3–32. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1078087416678999

Hur, Yongbeom, and Ruth Ann Strickland. 2012. “Diver-
sity Management Practices and Understanding Their 
Adoption: Examining Local Governments in North 
Carolina.” Public Administration Quarterly, 380–412. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41804551

Keppeler, Florian, and Ulf Papenfuß. 2021. “Employ-
er Branding and Recruitment: Social Media Field Ex-
periments Targeting Future Public Employees.” Pub-
lic Administration Review 81: 763–775. https://doi.
org/10.1111/puar.13324

Kerr, Brinck, and Kenneth R. Mladenka. 1994. “Does Poli-
tics Matter? A Time-Series Analysis of Minority Employ-
ment Patterns.” American Journal of Political Science 38 
(4): 918–943. https://doi.org/10.2307/2111727

Krause, Rachel M. 2011. “Symbolic or Substantive Policy? 
Measuring the Extent of Local Commitment to Climate 
Protection.” Environment and Planning C: Government 
and Policy 29 (1): 46–62. https://doi.org/10.1068/
C09185

Lazear, Edward P., and Paul Oyer. 2012. “Personnel Eco-
nomics.” In The Handbook of Organizational Economics, 
ed. Robert Gibbons and John Roberts, 479–519. Prince-
ton University Press.

Linos, Elizabeth. 2018. “More than Public Service: A Field 
Experiment on Job Advertisements and Diversity in the 
Police.” Journal of Public Administration Research and 
Theory 28 (1): 67–85. https://academic.oup.com/jpart/
article-abstract/28/1/67/4590248

Long, Scott J. 1997. Regression Models for Categorical and 
Limited Dependent Variables.Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Ng, Eddy S. W, and Ronald J. Burke. 2005. “Person–Or-
ganization Fit and the War for Talent: Does Diversity 
Management Make a Difference?” International Journal 
of Human Resource Management 16 (7): 1195–1210. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585190500144038

Nishishiba, Masami. 2012. “Local Government Diversity 
Initiatives in Oregon: An Exploratory Study.” State and 
Local Government Review 44 (1): 55–66. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0160323X12439475

Pfeffer, Jeffrey, and Gerald Salancik. 1978. The External 
Control of Organizations: A Resource Dependence Perspec-
tive. New York: Harper & Row Publishers.

Pitts, David W. 2009. “Diversity Management, Job Satis-
faction, and Performance: Evidence from U.S. Federal 
Agencies.” Public Administration Review 69 (2): 328–
338. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2008.01977.x

Pitts, David W., Alisa K. Hicklin, and Daniel P. Hawes. 
2010. “What Drives the Implementation of Diversity 
Management Programs? Evidence from Public Organi-
zations.” Journal of Public 20 (4): 867–886. https://doi.
org/10.1093/jopart/mup044.

Pless, Nicola M., and Thomas Maak. 2004. “Building an 
Inclusive Diversity Culture: Principles, Processes and 
Practice.” Journal of Business Ethics 54 (2): 129–147. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/S10551-004-9465-8

Schmidt, Joseph A., Derek S. Chapman, and David A. 
Jones. 2015. “Does Emphasizing Different Types of 
Person–Environment Fit in Online Job Ads Influence 
Application Behavior and Applicant Quality? Evidence 
from a Field Experiment.” Journal of Business and Psy-
chology 30 (2): 267–282. https://doi.org/10.1007/
S10869-014-9353-X

Sullivan, Daniel M. 2002. “Local Governments as Risk 
Takers and Risk Reducers: An Examination of Busi-
ness Subsidies and Subsidy Controls.” Economic De-
velopment Quarterly 16 (2): 115–126. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0891242402016002002



98    |    Journal of Social Equity and Public Administration

Xi Chen (he/his) (xzc0049@auburn.edu) is an assistant professor in the Department of Politics & International 
Affairs at Northern Arizona University. His research interests include research methods for public administrators, 
environmental policy, and diversity, equity, and inclusion. 

Geoffrey A. Silvera (he/his) (gsilvera@uab.edu)is a management scholar who serves as an assistant professor of health 
services administration at the University of Alabama-Birmingham. His work centers on the ability of executive deci-
sion-makers to positively influence end-user outcomes such as patient care quality, patient experience, and inclusion.

Jonathan M. Fisk (he/his) (jmf0055@auburn.edu) is an associate professor of political science at Auburn Univer-
sity. His work focuses on state and local policymaking, environmental politics, and diversity, equity, and inclusion. 
jmf0055@auburn.edu 

Courtney N. Haun (she/her) (chaun@samford.edu) serves as an assistant professor and director of the Healthcare 
Administration Undergraduate Program at Samford University. The focus of her scholarly work is on healthcare qual-
ity improvement, cultural competency, and health policy implications. 




