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Perspectives

amming to the tones of my 
saxophone in a funk band, I, 
coauthor D’Andre Holland, 
had been pleased to put my 
jazz studies degree to good 

use. But at times I felt as though there was 
more I could do to contribute to society. I 
had spent most of my youth in an inner city 
community before going to college at the 
University of Southern California (USC). 
To help make ends meet as a single mom, 
I sometimes picked up shifts at my son’s 
daycare facility and frequently saw young 
women coming in and out of the facility 
to work with children with special needs. 
One day I asked one of them how I could 
learn to do what they were doing, because 
it seemed like such important work. The 
woman began to explain her work and 

mentioned that it required a master’s 
degree. On hearing this, discouraged that 
it meant going back to school, I promptly 
thanked her and began heading toward 
the door. In a life-changing moment, the 
woman stopped me to tell me about the 
distinct value and power of occupational 
therapy and how it was an obtainable goal.

Inspired, I began to take prerequisite 
courses, moved back to California from 
the Midwest, and got accepted into USC’s 
master’s degree program. The willingness 
of the occupational therapist in the daycare 
center to take the time to convey her 
passion for the profession and people she 
served to an individual from an under-
represented cultural group was pivotal. 
Her actions upheld the AOTA (2015c) 
Occupational Therapy Code of Ethics (2015), 
which calls on AOTA members to promote 
diversity and inclusion in the profession, 
as well as the AOTA Centennial Vision, 
which challenges our profession to pursue 
a diverse workforce (AOTA, 2007).

Benefits of Diversity
Diversity can include differences in age, 
education, gender, nationality, race/eth-
nicity, religion, sexual orientation, and 
socioeconomic status (Merriam-Webster, 
Inc., n.d.). Why does it matter? A diverse 
workforce provides a larger pool of ideas 
and experiences to add to the body of 
knowledge and clinical skills of practition-
ers, allowing the practitioner/organization 
to draw from that pool of knowledge to 
meet the societal needs (U.S. Department 
of Health & Human Services, 2006). Addi-
tionally, greater diversity in the workforce 
may lead to members of underrepresented 
groups serving in areas that have a higher 
population of racial and ethnic minorities, 
which has the potential to lead to improved 
communication, comfort level, and trust 
with the practitioner, which can result in 
improved health outcomes for the client.
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But AOTA’s 2015 Occupational Ther-
apy Salary & Workforce Survey found 
only modest change in ethnic back-
ground of the members of the profession 
compared with the previous survey, 
in 2010 (AOTA, 2015a). Respondents 
classifying themselves as African-Amer-
ican, for instance, comprised 3.1% of 
the total, compared with 2.2% in 2010. 
Respondents classifying themselves as 
Hispanic or Latino comprised 3.2% of the 
total, down from 3.9% in 2010. Respon-
dents identifying themselves as White/
Caucasian comprised 85.3% of the total, 
down just slightly from 88.2% in 2010. 
Yet diversity within the United States is 
expected to continue increasing signifi-
cantly, with the 2012 to 2060 census pro-
jections indicating the White/Caucasian 
majority will decrease from 63% in 2012 
to 53% in 2035 and 42% in 2060 (U.S. 
Census Bureau, n.d.).  

Strategies for Promoting a 
Diverse Workforce
Progress on promoting a diverse occu-
pational therapy workforce must occur 
strategically and go beyond race and 
gender. Tools and resources that exist to 
promote diversity in the occupational 
therapy workforce include the Cultural 
Competency Tool Kit (AOTA, 2015b), 
developed by the Multicultural, Diversity, 
and Inclusion Network, a network of 
independent groups of various diverse 
identity and affiliations based on race/
ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation, 
and religious affiliation that collectively 
support the increase of diversity and 

inclusion in occupational therapy. Addi-
tionally, our own group, the Coalition 
of Occupational Therapy Advocates for 
Diversity, which we developed as a result 
of participating in the Emerging Leaders 
Development Program at AOTA, in 2011 
to 2012, created a recruitment toolkit 
for promoting diversity in the profession 
(www.cotad.org/resources).  

As part of our efforts to promote 
diversity, we also developed a Model 
for Promoting a Diverse Workforce in 
Occupational Therapy, which includes 
personal outreach, such as what helped 
author D’Andre Holland; group outreach, 
such as within academic departments, to 
foster cultural education and mentoring; 
and community outreach to encourage 
occupational therapy as a career for 
underrepresented groups (see Figure 1). 
This model incorporates the following 
strategies for fostering diversity that 
we have identified based on our own 
personal journeys toward becoming occu-
pational therapists:
l	 Invest in people—it can make all the 

difference.
l	 Tell people who you are and what you 

do. Advocate for what you are doing, 
and look for teachable moments.

l	 Be an advocate in and for your com-
munity. Look for volunteer opportuni-
ties to speak at local schools or career 
fairs.

l	 Create volunteer and observation 
opportunities for youth.

l	 Do not underestimate the 1-minute 
elevator speech. You can change a life 
in a minute.

l	 Provide opportunities for structured 
and unstructured mentorship on mul-
tiple organizational levels.

l	 Provide financial support for attend-
ing the AOTA Annual Conference 
and/or Student Conclave.

l	 Strategize inclusion of occupational 
therapy in career interest tools and 
events.

l	 Be strategic about recruitment in the 
workplace and have high expectations.

Moving Toward a  
Diverse Workforce
A globally connected and diverse work-
force is self-aware, open to learning from 
others, and sees individual differences as 
strengths. As we have discussed, the pro-
fession is still working toward becoming 
more diverse. However, we can use infor-
mation available on cultural sensitivity 
to bridge the gap between the members 
in our profession and the diverse clients 
we serve. If we can continue to discuss 
methods of increasing diversity, edu-
cating underrepresented groups about 
occupational therapy, and using available 
resources for promoting diversity in the 
profession, we can hope to increase the 
diversity of the workforce and make a 
positive impact on health disparities 
across all facets of society’s occupational 
needs. 

This article was written by board members 
of the Coalition of Occupational Therapy 
Advocates for Diversity, which was devel-
oped by participants in the Emerging 
Leaders Development Program to increase 

• Promote OT in underrepresented communities (who, what, why OT).
• Advocate for underrepresented communities in OT.
• Invest in people through structured or unstructured mentorship.
• Seek community knowledge brokers or influential therapists to serve as intermediaries.

• Embed cultural competence/sensitivity in training and education.
• Foster structured and unstructured mentorship on multiple levels.
• Discuss and celebrate differences in diverse cultural values.
• Provide financial and other resources for further learning/experience.
• Be strategic about recruitment and have high expectations.
• Provide service opportunities in the United States and internationally.

• Create volunteer/observation opportunities for youth.
• Explore literature that depicts the experiences of underrepresented groups.
• Strategize inclusion of OT in career interest resources and events.
• Provide relevant presentations at schools or career fairs.

Figure 1. Model for Promoting a Diverse Workforce in Occupational Therapy (MPDWOT)

Person

Population  
(geographic, racial/ethnic,  
cultural, religious, or other  

underrepresented backgrounds)

Group  
(academic, clinical, 
research, service)
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diversity within the occupational therapy 
workforce by empowering occupational 
therapy practitioners, educators, and 
students to enhance cultural humility and 
promote diversity and inclusion.
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The American Journal of Occupational Therapy (AJOT) is the 
most highly cited scholarly journal in the occupational therapy 
profession and a primary benefit to AOTA members.
Use AJOT Online to
• Get a jumpstart on your reading by using AJOT Online to 

view articles as soon as they’re ready—no need  
to wait for the print version! 

• Identify the newest research by using AJOT Alerts to auto-
matically identify new AJOT articles on your topic or learn 
when an article is cited.

• Spend less time searching and identifying relevant 
research by using topic collections and related content 
features.

• Make citing your sources easier and faster by  
conveniently downloading article information  
to a citation manager. 

• And much more!

Discover AJOT Online!
Convenient New Online Tools to Support Your 

Research and Practice

Visit AJOT Online at http://otjournal.net 
for 24/7 easy access!
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