
Recruiting and Retaining an Effective 
Frontline Workforce
Carolina Recycling Association

Leisha DeHart-Davis, PhD
Coates Distinguished Professor of Public Administration and 
Government



Session Objectives

• Recruiting through job ads

• Retaining through great workplaces: 
understanding common challenges 
in DSS agencies



Recruiting Through Job Ads

• Often first contact potential candidates have 
with your organization

• Typical job ads are dry, focus on what is 
needed from employee, not what the org 
has to offer

• Think through motivations for working in 
recycling

• The language used in the job ad influences 
the candidate pool (Phillips et al 2014)

• Too often job ads focus on candidate 
requirements rather than what the 
organization has to offer



Potential Motivations in Job Ads

• Prosocial motivations: where 
candidates want to see good done 
for others

• Incentives: external rewards such 
as pay, bonus, tuition 
reimbursement, recognition

• Relatedness: when people want to 
feel connection/belonging within 
their organizations

• Enjoyment: employees enjoy the 
work itself



Sample Recycling Worker Job Ad

Waste Recycling Worker-PeopleWorker Greensboro, NC

Do you find happiness in working with a team to get a job 
done? Are you a committed, motivated employee with a 
rare work ethic? If so, then we want you! PeopleReady is 
hiring a Waste Recycling Worker, and you just might be a 
flawless fit. A Waste Recycling Workers collect and dump 
waste and recycling from containers into trucks, in addition 
to many other duties that are outlined below. We would 
love to have you on our crew, so apply at the link above. 



Retention

• With limited time and financial resources, 
retaining recycling employees comes 
down to creating great workplaces



Great Workplaces …

• Have and use mission statement

• Give employees voice

• Recognize and reward employees

• Empower employees

• Understand/protect psychological 
contract



Inspire and guide action through clear 
compelling North Star Statements

• Guiding statements
• Vision
• Mission
• Philosophy 
• Values

• Seeks to
• Give meaning to work
• Inspire/motivate 
• Provide coherence
• Guide decision making



Incorporating Mission into Workplace
• Reference in meetings

• Incorporate into performance evaluations

• Post on office walls

• Laminate on back of employee ID cards



Great Workplaces Give Employees Voice

•When employees speak up
• With or without permission

• To influence organizational decision-making 
or change

•If sincerely encouraged and 
well-managed

• A performance strategy



Why Care About Employee Voice?

• For workplaces
• Can improve group problem solving and 

decision quality
• Can improve team performance
• Lowers turnover

• For employees
• Stronger sense of belonging
• Greater employee commitment to the 

organization
• Improves individual productivity
• Emotionally and physically healthier employees

Batt et al. 2002; Hirschman 1970; Freeman and 
Medoff 1984; Marchington and Grugulis 2000; 
Egan, et al, 2007



What Causes Employees To Speak Up or Not?

• Fear of retaliation

• Sense of hope/futility

• Supervisor confidence 
level/demeanor

• Individual risk aversion



Fostering Employee Voice

• Make it psychologically safe to 
speak up 

• Be aware of your own body language 
and tone of voice when responding to 
employee suggestions

• In meetings, ask employees for input 
on specific decisions that affect them 
or for which they have knowledge

• Make it an expectation that employees 
will share thoughts



Fostering Employee Voice

• Whether employee suggestions are 
solicited or not:

• Acknowledge input
• Thank you
• Timeline
• Follow up



Great Workplaces Recognize and Reward 
Employees
• Employee recognition improves 

morale, belonging, commitment, 
satisfaction and retention 
(Saunderson 2004)

• What to celebrate
• Individual employee or team
• Overtime
• Years of Service
• Effort
• Outcomes



Recognize and Reward Employees

• How to Celebrate
• Show appreciation routinely
• Public thank you
• Handwritten thank you note
• Take employees to lunch to show 

gratitude
• Time-off after hectic period



Great Workplaces Empower Employees

• Decentralization, pushing 
decision-making downwards

• Need not be big decisions
• Baseboard paint color example

• Decentralization associated with 
• Increased efficiency
• Higher morale 
• Greater creativity and innovation

• Feeney and DeHart-Davis 2009

• Employees in centralized workplaces are 
significantly and strongly less likely to 
want to spend the rest of the 
organization even when controlling for 
age and managerial status (LGWI Data)



How To Empower Employees
• Ask for ideas about how the 

workplace can be more efficient 
and effective

• Evaluate and implement best 
ideas



Great Workplaces Understand Psychological 
Contracts
• Psychological contracts are 

unwritten expectations between 
manager and employee

• Examples
• If employee comes in early, they 

can leave early
• Employees will be rotated through 

different tasks



Great Workplaces Understand Psychological 
Contracts
• If psychological contract is violated, 

damages morale, increases 
turnover intention

• Be careful what you promise

• If you have to violate the 
psychological contract, be prepared 
to offer something in return

• We can’t rotate you right now, but we 
can offer you cross-training until we 
can do the rotation



Retaining and 
Recruiting 
Front-Line 
Employees

• Recruit through interesting job ads

• Retain through great workplaces

• Have and use mission statement

• Give employees voice

• Recognize and reward 
employees

• Empower employees

• Understand/protect 
psychological contract


