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The impact of organizational action on the enhancement and development of
public service motivation (PSM) was explored through interviews with mid-level
managers at two federal agencies. Participants expressed substantial individual
variation in their initial reasons for pursuing government employment, with a large
majority citing pragmatic reasons rather then the altruistic ones PSM research
might indicate. However, individuals’ conceptions of public service motivation are
dynamic over time and change as those individuals move through organizational
levels and positions. This research was undertaken in response to the call for more
investigation into the practical implications of PSM for public employers, and
results indicate that organizations can have a distinct impact on the development
and framing of employees’ public service motivation.

Introduction
The effects of public service ideals and ethics are of crucial concern for human
resource managers, public administrators, and scholars alike. What causes individuals
to seek public sector employment? What motivates them to stay in their jobs and,
most importantly, to perform well? What traits characterize those who dedicate their
lives to public service? Can organizations effectively impact motivation, specifically
public service motivation? These and similar questions have been the foundation for
academic and practitioner efforts aimed at gaining a better understanding of how pub-
lic management practices impact the performance of government.1

Public service motivation (PSM), a specific branch of motivational research, is
one theoretical framework that is useful for considering these issues. It offers a lens
for viewing the nature of public sector incentives as well as a mechanism to evaluate
public servants’ behavior. PSM is most often grounded in the definition developed by
James Perry and Lois Wise: “[A]n individual’s predisposition to respond to motives
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grounded primarily or uniquely in public institutions and organizations.”2 This defini-
tion suggests that some individuals are instilled with a unique public-service ethos
attracting them to government service and influencing subsequent job performance.3

In the past two decades, research into PSM from theoretical, conceptual, and
empirical perspectives has produced many advances.4 To date, a majority of the research
has focused on the existence of PSM and on broad comparisons between public sector
and private sector employees, with some authors expanding the scope to include non-
profit organizations. Extensive comparisons of public and private sector employees
yielded rich results that have extended the understanding of what PSM is, the pro-social
impacts of PSM levels, and antecedents of PSM5, as well as the behavioral impacts of
PSM.6 Human Resources journals have seen an expansion of this topic in their pages as
authors have further explored the managerial implications of this topic.7

The research presented in this article responds to the call for more empirical
work aimed at validating and testing the theory of public service motivation specifi-
cally in the area of practical implications for public employers. An examination of the
comments of mid-level managers at two federal agencies explores the role that orga-
nizational action plays in the enhancement and development of employees’ public
service motivation. In addition, the research examines whether public service motiva-
tion or orientation was in fact an important determinant in job selection. 

Participants expressed substantial individual variation in their initial reasons for
pursuing government employment, with a large majority citing pragmatic reasons
rather than the altruistic ones PSM research might indicate. However, individuals’ con-
ceptions of public service motivation are dynamic over time and change as those
individuals move through organizational levels and positions. Findings indicate that
individuals view organizational behavior as having an impact on the development of
employees’ public service motivation and organizational dedication.

Individual perceptions of the importance, their personal level of public service
motivation, and perspectives on public service were found to be highly varied; rea-
sons for higher levels were attributed first to personal development or characteristics,8

with secondary reasons stemming from organizational factors, management practices,
and leadership styles.9 The findings presented in this research offer support for pre-
vious research in the area of public service motivation development, and contribute
to the understanding on this concept through the inclusion of a unique sample and
the use of in-depth qualitative research with rich data that provides contextually based
results. 

The article begins with a brief review of the literature. It then outlines the
research method employed and reports the principal research findings and conclu-
sions. The article ends with a number of recommendations and suggestions for future
research.

Literature Review
As the “human capital crisis” in government becomes more pressing, PSM may offer
some insight into ways of attracting and retaining talent.10 To marshal the human
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resources necessary to achieve their missions, organizations must convince individu-
als to accept employment and remain in their jobs. Additionally, to prosper,
organizations must encourage employees to work effectively and efficiently.11 Motivat-
ing employees to perform at these high levels remains a crucial concern for
organizations and a central focus of public management studies.12

The notion that some individuals have a “public service ethic” that attracts them
to public service and subsequently influences their job performance drives much of
PSM research.13 PSM provides both the analytical framework to determine the nature
of public sector incentives and an evaluative mechanism through which the behaviors
of those connected to providing services can be examined. As noted, the most wide-
ly accepted definition of PSM stems from research in which Perry and Wise both
defined the concept as well as identified three analytically distinct categories of
motives primarily associated with public service motives: rational, norm-based, and
affective. Actions grounded in utility maximization fall into the rational category; for
example public policy making can be exciting and dramatic and reinforce a person’s
self-image of their own importance (so while serving the public they are also satisfy-
ing a personal need). Norm-based motives are actions that originate from an effort to
conform to social or cultural norms. Affective motives are actions grounded in emo-
tional responses to various social contexts.14

In 1996 James Perry extended this research by developing a measurement scale
for PSM. Working with the theoretical literature and focus groups and testing his
results with confirmatory factor analysis, Perry identified four categories for a PSM
scale: public policy making, public interest, compassion, and self-sacrifice. Perry’s PSM
scale provides a methodologically sophisticated measurement instrument and is an
important contribution to research on this topic. 

Much of the PSM research has clarified and tested the Perry and Wise construct
and explored presumed differences in the motivation of employees in the public, pri-
vate, and nonprofit sectors. Through the work of several authors,15 the hypothesis
that motivation differs across sectors has been affirmed and continues to gain atten-
tion and empirical support. With few exceptions, researchers have found significant
motivational distinctions between employees in the public and private sectors.16

Those in the public sector are consistently found to have a lower need for financial
compensation, status, and prestige but a greater need for meaningful work.17

Additional research has examined how different levels of public service motiva-
tion are translated into practice as well as how that practice affects outcomes for
individuals and organizations.18 Researchers’ efforts to understand the behavioral
impact of PSM have found PSM to be correlated with pro-social behaviors and posi-
tive organizational outcomes.19 For example, Gene Brewer and Sally Selden examined
the link between attitudes (a common focus of research) and behavioral outcomes,
thus enhancing the understanding of how different levels of PSM manifest in actual
work.20 These researchers found that individuals with higher PSM levels are more like-
ly to engage in pro-social behaviors such as whistle-blowing. Phillip Crewson found
that individuals with high levels of PSM also exhibit higher levels of organizational
commitment.21 Katherine Naff and John Crum found a significant relationship
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between federal employees’ job satisfaction, performance, intention to remain in gov-
ernment service and support for government reinvention efforts.22 David Houston
found that public employees are more likely to place a higher value on the intrinsic
rewards of work that is important and provides a feeling of accomplishment.23

Perry contributed further to the construct validity of his PSM scale when he
investigated the relationship of PSM to five sets of correlates: parental socialization,
religious socialization, professional identification, political ideology, and individual
demographic factors (e.g., age, income, gender, and education). Despite mixed find-
ings, and some unexpected anomalies, Perry’s research not only helps to validate the
PSM scale but also contributes to our understanding of the reasons people choose to
enter public sector employment and how these reasons relate to their subsequent
PSM levels.24

Recent articles have highlighted the importance of understanding PSM for
human resources and organizational management. Gregory Mann argues that public
service motivation might be harnessed as a motivational force for human resource
managers.25 Leonard Bright presented a deeper understanding of the characteristics
of those in public organizations who exhibit higher levels of PSM, primarily that they
have higher levels of education and are more likely to be in management positions.
Additionally, he finds support for a negative relationship between PSM levels and pref-
erences for monetary rewards.26 Patrick Scott and Sanjay Pandey find a linkage
between PSM and perceptions of red-tape.27 Perry’s recent work has attempted to
develop a theory of motivation that serves as an alternative to the rational choice the-
ories that have dominated the research and thinking about motivation in
organizations. He examines how motivation is embedded in organizations that are, in-
turn, within the larger context. As he notes in his title, he is working to “bring society
in” to the research of motivation. Perry focuses on the formative role that socio-his-
torical context plays. This brings in the notion of how social processes shape
individuals’ normative beliefs and emotional understanding of the world.28

Donald Moynihan and Sanjay Pandey, build upon Perry’s work on the role that
socio-historical context plays.29 They test Perry’s theory (2000) and examine the role
that organizational factors play in shaping PSM. Looking at state government health and
human services managers, Moynihan and Pandey find support for the role of socio-his-
torical context. Their results indicate that public service motivation is strongly and
positively related to level of education and membership in professional organizations.
Their results underscore the significant influence of organizational institutions, indicat-
ing that red-tape and length of organizational membership are negatively related to
public service motivation, whereas hierarchical authority and reform efforts have a pos-
itive relationship. Both the Perry and Moynihan and Pandey studies support the notion
that better understanding of PSM can lead to important managerial gains. By gaining a
better understanding of the bases of motivation for their employees public and non-
profit leaders can better leverage their managerial practices and decisions. 

Despite progress in theory development, measurement, and empirical investiga-
tion, additional research on public service motivation is needed to understand
behavioral implications as well as structural and organizational influences. Given the
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positive outcomes related to PSM, it is important to continue to gain a better concep-
tual and practical understanding of how to understand and impact PSM. 

This research builds upon previous motivation research particularly the work of
those interested in the influence of socio-historical and organizational factors. Specifi-
cally it examines two main areas of concern: reasons for selection decisions and
reasons for employee retention. Both of these concerns are examined with a focus on
how and if PSM has an influence or impact. 

Methodology
To examine the impact of public service motivation on employees data was gathered
through interviews and surveys. The opinions, beliefs, perceptions, and behaviors of
individuals serve as the primary source of data. The question of why individuals select-
ed public sector employment was examined with particular attention to the questions
of if and how public service motivation elements influenced this selection. The
research goes on to examine issues of retention and the relationship to PSM, includ-
ing the extent to which individuals maintained, enhanced, or decreased their PSM
focus. These questions were examined through an exploratory case-based methodol-
ogy that employed open-ended, semi-structured interviews. This methodology
allowed contextual data to be collected from each respondent. In addition, Perry’s
1996 survey instrument was administered. This instrument has been used and validat-
ed in several previous studies.30

Gene Brewer, Sally Selden, and Rex Facer note the importance of examining the
concept of public service and individual conceptions of public service by “listening to
those who perform it.”31 The research presented here follows in this tradition.32 Thus,
interview responses are a primary, and appropriate, source of qualitative data on how
employees understand and respond to their work. As Mathew Miles and Michael
Huberman note, in qualitative research “[t]he researcher attempts to capture data on
the perception of local actors ‘from the inside,’ through a process of deep attentive-
ness, of empathetic understanding (Verstehen), and of suspending or ‘bracketing’
preconceptions about the topics under discussion.”33 Miles and Huberman go on to
highlight the benefits of qualitative data for investigating “naturally occurring, ordi-
nary events in natural settings” (emphasis added) in which meaning, as well as the
ability to connect that meaning to the social world, is a focus of concern.34

In the present study, interview data was coded into quantitative categories as well
as serving as the source of data for inductive analysis.35 Open-ended data were coded
and analyzed with QSR NUD*IST—a qualitative data analysis tool.36

In essence, the interviewees helped develop a construct of what PSM meant to
respondents and how and why it was influential in their decision process and behav-
iors. The combined questionnaire and interview approach not only allowed the
research to address the established dimensions (such as policy interest); it also pro-
vided, through the inductive analysis, a chance to consider confounding data and
alternative explanations, including organizational influence and developmental prac-
tices. Interviews were conducted between July 2001 and July 2002.37
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Selection and Sample
PSM has often been studied within organizations where the link to altruistic and pub-
lic service intention is evident. The cases under investigation here were purposely
selected because of their non-social service orientation. The agencies studied for this
analysis were the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and the U.S. Patent and Trademark
Office (USPTO).

The IRS and the USPTO are large, business-oriented regulatory agencies with the
potential to have significant impact on the national economy. The two agencies differ
in that the IRS is an enforcement and collection agency, while the USPTO is a stimu-
lating agency whose mission is aimed at promoting the progress of science and the
useful arts. The present study began with the assumption that public service motiva-
tion factors would be present and would vary within and between the agencies. In
addition to serving different functions, employees of the two agencies have distinctly
different characteristics (specifically educational backgrounds). Employees at the
USPTO are primarily physical scientists and engineers, while the IRS is home to a
league of accountants. The USPTO’s primary duty is to promote industrial and tech-
nological progress by encouraging investment in innovation and fostering the
entrepreneurial spirit.38 The mission of the IRS is to “[p]rovide America’s taxpayers
top quality service by helping them understand and meet their tax responsibilities and
by applying the tax law with integrity and fairness to all.”39

Case selection took place through a multiple-step process of first identifying the
agencies of interest and then choosing a population of employees within the agen-
cies.40 The research sample chosen were upper middle managers, individuals who are
not yet executives but work in the higher levels of the organization (General Sched-
ule 13–15 or the equivalent). Middle managers hold professional positions with
authority and discretion;41 they have significant influence within the organization. This
population constitutes a large portion of federal civil servants and includes the agency
leaders of the future. The individuals selected came from several different units and
divisions, but all were involved in executive-readiness training programs at their agen-
cies. At the USPTO, one class of students comprised the sample, and at the IRS two
concurrent classes were sampled. The research population was therefore not random
but was deliberately selected from a larger group of people being prepared for lead-
ership roles. Although a purposive sample, subjects varied in their levels of PSM and
their conceptualizations of PSM, as well as in experience and positions held.

To determine a baseline of respondents’ PSM levels, James Perry’s original forty-
question Public Service Motivation questionnaire with the addition of a set of
demographic questions was administered.42 The survey response rate was 92 percent
for the Patent and Trademark Office (n=35) and 67.4 percent for the Internal Revenue
Service (n=55). More than half the respondents completing the survey agreed to be
interviewed (44 percent and 60 percent at the USPTO and the IRS respectively). No
significant or systematic differences were apparent between those who agreed to be
interviewed and those who declined. In reference to both PSM level and other demo-
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graphic dimensions, only a slight variation was seen between the interview sample
and the broader survey sample.

Findings and Discussion
Conventional wisdom and the empirical research both argue that people who seek
positions in the public sector are different from those who work in the private sector
because they have higher levels of public service motivation.43 As noted, this research
examined individuals in non-social service oriented and business related agencies to
determine if they followed this pattern and indicate a strong sense of motivation stem-
ming from the public service function. Results indicate that respondents were
motivated by a public service orientation but that its impact on selection decisions
was less then might have been presumed. 

To gain an understanding of participants’ PSM levels Perry’s PSM scale was used,
which measures PSM based on the four dimensions of (1) public policy making, (2)
public interest, (3) compassion, and (4) self-sacrifice.44 Perry’s 1996 instrument was
replicated in this study, and, as a result, a PSM score was determined consistent with
previous studies. The PSM scale weights all four dimensions equally, resulting in a
scale that ranges from 4 to 20.45

Results indicate that the individuals in this sample have relatively high levels of
PSM, compared to individuals with similar characteristics in other federal agencies.46

Responses at the IRS were on average slightly higher then those of the USPTO with
the exception of the area of interest in public policy making. Given these levels of PSM
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Table 1: Interview Sample

Index Interviewed Declined interview

Mean PSM score 14.8 14.4

Gender (percentage female) 40.8 41.7

G.S. level (percentage G.S. 15) 90.0 85.3

Age (percentage 35–50) 73.5 78.4

Age (percentage 51–65) 20.5 18.9

Table 2: PSM Scale Information 

Index Range Mean Standard Deviation

Public policy making 1–5 3.33 0.97

Public interest 1–5 3.96 0.60

Self-sacrifice 1–5 3.71 0.63

Compassion 1–5 3.65 0.57

Public service motivation 4–20 14.60 1.92

*Note: The scores presented for range and mean are the scores after the indexes were stan-
dardized so that they would all be weighted equally in the final combined index.



the question arises to if PSM had and active role in selection or retention of these
employees.

Agency Selection
Although respondents indicated high levels of PSM within survey results and indicat-
ed in interviews that they valued the public service aspect of their jobs, interest in
fulfilling a public service desire was seldom the primary motivator leading individuals
to select public sector employment initially.47 A majority of respondents entered these
organizations for much more pragmatic or rationally based reasons. 

Respondents at the IRS and USPTO identified three primary reasons for select-
ing the agency for employment: economic, expertise, and government security and
flexibility. At both the IRS and the USPTO the most common reason the organization
was chosen for employment was economic—in other words, because the respondent
needed a job. Of respondents interviewed, 60 percent of those at the IRS and 57 per-
cent of those at the USPTO selected the agency because they were in need of
employment. While applying to a variety of organizations in varying sectors, they
received an offer and accepted the position but not for reasons primarily related to a
greater social- or service-related aspect.48

As one IRS respondent summed it up:

I really just needed a job. And I was very interested in getting some work expe-
rience, but I never thought in a million years that I would have a government
type job. It’s not something that I planned on doing.

Another IRS respondent commented:

I came from New York to go to school, and while at school I realized that I need-
ed a job. I knew how to type, so I took the civil service placement, and I got a
GS-3 typist job. I only thought I would be there for a little while, but I kept get-
ting promotions, kept going up, and I’m currently assistant director. Twenty-four
years later, I am still here. 
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Table 3: USPTO and IRS PSM Scale Information

USPTO IRS

Index N Mean Standard N Mean Standard 
Deviation Deviation

Public policy making 35 3.32 0.93 54 3.323 1.01

Public interest 35 3.86 0.51 54 4.03 0.64

Self-sacrifice 35 3.63 0.55 55 3.763 0.67

Compassion 34 3.62 0.56 55 3.663 0.58

Public service motivation 34 14.42 1.65 53 14.713 1.09



A third respondent at the IRS explained:

Actually, unemployment chose government for me. I had worked in private
industry. I was only twenty at the time—so only for about a year and a half—and
had my daughter. So I was out on maternity leave. And the State of New Jersey,
one of your job-hunting requirements was always to take—if you had a clerical
background—both state and federal civil service tests.

The story was similar at the USPTO, with one respondent noting:

It was not really a choice. I remember I graduated in 1974. The job market was
not that great, and I had a couple interviews and sent out lots of resumes. And,
basically, that’s the first offer I got, and I just grabbed it. 

At the IRS, the second most cited reason (16.7 percent) was because respondents
wanted to focus on the area of tax, and working for the IRS was a natural match with
their skills. One respondent commented:

I was finishing up my master’s degree in accounting. I was looking at govern-
ment and at private companies. The reason that I came to the IRS was because
I wanted to specialize in tax. 

This reason was followed by those who entered the IRS because of the job secu-
rity and flexibility of working for government (13 percent), as simply stated by one
respondent: “I think a lot of it, of course, is the pay, job security, and career mobility.”

At the USPTO the second most common reason for coming was the desire for
job security and/or job flexibility (28.6 percent). A response from the USPTO captured
this well: “[I]t was 15 years ago. At that time the government was more stable than
[the] private sector. The private sector is very unpredictable.” 

A small percentage of respondents indicate a desire to serve the public as an ini-
tial selection consideration, with one respondent from each agency indicating this to
be the primary criterion for selection. Making a move into government from military
positions (with little preference to agency selection), and location were also 
mentioned. 

Although relatively high levels of PSM were found within this population, a sense
of public service was seldom important to their initial selection of the organization.
Rather, public service motivation developed after time within the organization and
served as a retention and performance tool. The results indicate that the concept of
public service motivation is dynamic and changes over the course of an employee’s
career. This is consistent with Romzek, who argued that over time organizational loy-
alty and commitment are strengthened as a result of organizational membership.49

Despite the initial lack of draw as a result of the public service nature of the work,
several respondents indicated that they felt that it would be a good recruitment mech-
anism. Many respondents noted that applicants they have worked with get excited
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when the public service contribution aspect is explained to them. Respondents noted
that often a focus on public service was not part of the recruitment process but might
have made a difference. 

Motivation and Retention
Respondents were asked what their primary motivators and current feelings about
public service were as well as why they remained with the organization. The types of
motivation expressed by employees at both agencies were similar, with a high degree
of overlap in the specific aspects and elements indicated. Motivational forces fell into
three clear groupings at the IRS: public service/service to the organization, challenge
of work, and opportunity for advancement. The most frequent response, given by
almost a third of the respondents, was that they wanted to make a difference and/or
wanted to help people. The people that they wanted to help often were other mem-
bers of the organization—indicating strong organizational commitment. At the Patent
and Trademark Office, patterns of motivation groupings were less distinct but three
main categories did emerge: the mission, challenge of work, and career opportuni-
ties. The most frequent response related to the nature of the work or job. Slightly less
than one-third of the respondents commented that it was primarily because they
enjoyed their jobs or found them interesting, challenging, or generally pleasant pro-
fessional experiences. 

In both groups a similar percentage of respondents were motivated by the flex-
ibility and security of their position. A greater number of IRS respondents spoke of
the importance of making a difference and undertaking meaningful work but the con-
cept was still present among the USPTO respondents. A small set of individuals at each
agency indicated that a quickly approaching retirement date motivated them, one gen-
tleman smiled and commented that if people at his level did not admit that retirement
and their pensions were at least a partial motivator they were not being completely
honest. USPTO employees referred to this as “golden-handcuffs,” a reference to the
fact that they are so vested in their pension plans, earn high salaries, and are so spe-
cialized that it makes leaving the organization difficult.

The job security and flexibility inherent in government work was often cited as
a motivator for working in either agency. A USPTO respondent simply stated: “Stabil-
ity. I guess that’s my primary motivator. Also, it is a fair salary for what’s asked of me,
and what’s given to me is reasonable.” Financial reward was mentioned more often at
the USPTO than at the IRS as an employment incentive. It should be noted that
respondents in both agencies assigned higher levels of public service motivation to
themselves than what they believed were present in the organization at large. 

Challenge and interesting work were also an important element at both organi-
zations. A woman at the IRS captured the sentiment of many by simply noting, “every
time I started to get bored, a new opportunity would be offered to me that was inter-
esting and challenging.” Individuals in both organizations discussed the importance
of serving the public. The other prominent motivator at the USPTO was the desire to
“leave a mark” and to “train the next generation of examiners.” Variation was at least
partially attributed to the varying management styles, techniques, and cultures in
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these two agencies as well as to the employees’ individual characteristics and 
attributes.50

Findings around motivations of managers in the two case-study organizations are
consistent with Hal Rainey’s concept that the motives of younger, newer employees
focus more on wage and security, while employees that have been with the organiza-
tion for an extended period of time are more concerned with job challenge. 

The Federal Employee Attitude Survey asked newly hired employees to rate the
importance of various factors in their decision to work for the federal govern-
ment. Virtually all of the executive-level employees rated “challenging work” as
the most important factor (97 percent of GS 16 and above). Employees at lower
GS levels rated job security and fringe benefits more highly than did the execu-
tives, but about 60 percent of them also rated challenging work as the most
important factor.51

Reasons given for remaining with their respective agencies often related to areas
that are frequently present in retention literature, including challenging work and the
chance to have an impact. At both organizations, one of the most frequent respons-
es to current motivation related to organization advancement or promotion, which
for many was tied with their public service orientation. Many saw the opportunity for
promotion as a chance to have a greater public service impact through the opportu-
nities available at higher organizational level.52

Public Service Motivation
Although consistently not thought of as a primary motivator in their original decisions
to take their jobs or explanations for why they stayed, in both the IRS and the USPTO,
employees expressed a general belief that public service was important to them. As
one IRS employee noted:

I really enjoy public service. As I said, part of my personal motivators is making
a difference and feeling that I’m contributing to society and doing something
that I consider worthwhile. And … that’s a strong motivator for me. I have very
much a service mentality.

Another respondent places the role he plays into a greater historical and societal 
context:

I think public service is a noble profession. If you think about Plato’s guardian
class and the fact that there is a duty that you have when you engage in public
service which is beyond that of self but, rather, you’re really a trustee or a fidu-
ciary for the public in everything you do. So, I think public service is a noble,
noble calling, an interesting profession. 
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Several respondents discussed the importance of seeing the contributions that they
are making to the organization and to society.

It’s [orientation to public service] there, it’s always there. Ever since I figured
out that this was how I could help my country the best, it’s always been there.
I love this country. I want to help out.

One respondent summed it up, including a willingness to give up money to perform
a public duty, a notion that has long been associated with the trade-offs made by pub-
lic servants:53

I would gladly give up making bigger bucks to do that [serve the public], and in
that sense, I feel satisfied working over here and helping the U.S. economy, help-
ing the U.S. industry in this position.

The research on how individuals create self-conceptualization, which in turn
influences how they act and work, may help to explain some of these findings. Recog-
nition of their work as important and as having an impact at a public level helps them
remain consistent with how they define themselves.54 Brewer et al. support the impor-
tance of self-concept in their work that examines the different manners in which
individuals conceptualize PSM in relation to themselves.55 Variation in self-concept in
turn has large implications for motivational consequences. Some respondents related
PSM as important for the sake of service, some seeing it as having a larger societal
impact, and some linking it with specific elements or aspects of the job.

A recurring theme was the recognition that they “worked for” the taxpayers, this
was mentioned as an important influence on how respondents approached and
thought about their work. Boas Shamir is critical that values and moral obligation are
excluded from conceptions of intrinsic motivation in current theories of work moti-
vation.56 He observes that theories of work motivation in current theories give little
recognition to either moral obligations or to values as conceptions of the desirable.
Results here support Shamir’s critique as the notion of an obligation to do a good job
because “tax payers are paying your salary” was a clear belief amongst many respon-
dents. Self-monitoring can be gained from organizational cues to employers as well as
from one’s self-concept. 

Interestingly despite the many individuals who indicated that service was part of
who they were (and in turn how they defined themselves) they recognized that their
public focus was not at the forefront for them in a daily type of way:

Does that dawn on me [that I am serving a public function]? I don’t know if I
actually think about it all of the time, but I understand that’s what my role is.
And that I understand that I am to conduct myself as an IRS employee when I'm
out in public. 
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The respondent goes on to say:

Is it immediate that I'm constantly all the time working for the taxpayers? Prob-
ably not. I mean, I know what I’m doing ultimately impacts them, but every day,
with the twenty million things that you have to do, employee issues, getting
things out, this out—I mean do I know what it’s for? Yeah. But is that my imme-
diate motivator? Probably not.

In both organizations, a majority of respondents indicated that they had developed an in-
creased sense of public service later in their careers. As one IRS respondent colorfully put it:

The higher you go in the organization, the more you see how our organization
interacts with the public. And at the various levels I think you see more expres-
sion of that dedication. I don’t think the dedication is any less. It’s just…the old
adage, you know, when you’re up to your ass in alligators, it’s hard to remem-
ber that your initial plan was to drain the swamp. And that’s what the people on
the front line are faced with. I don’t question their dedication or their motiva-
tion or their ability to do their job, or their understanding of what their role is.
It’s just sometimes the day-to-day stuff gets in your way.

This was not a unanimous feeling but was identified by a majority of respondents. A
minority of dissenters felt differently, as the following IRS response demonstrates:

I don’t think it’s [public service motivation] developed the longer you stay. I think
either you have that motivation and that motivation is what causes you to try to
have more and more of an impact and move up in the organization or you don’t.

Despite the comment above the bulk of the results indicate that the concept of
public service motivation is dynamic and changes over the course of an employee’s
career. Research has demonstrated that over the course of tenure within a position
organizational loyalty and commitment is strengthened as a result of organizational
membership.57

A key difference was that individual IRS respondents not only cited the contri-
butions of their own personal development efforts in developing greater PSM but also
gave credit to organizational actions, with one person commenting: “I think in one
sense the organization does instill it, but it’s instilled by history, a lot by history, and
a lot by personal process.” 

Efforts to help develop organizational loyalty and team orientation were important, as
the following comment reflects:

There’s a lot of pride in what we do—pride in serving the public. I think that’s
probably of the greatest significance in the IRS. When you become an IRS
employee, you begin to take pride in what you do in serving the public. 
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At the USPTO, respondents indicated that organizational actions had no impact
on increasing their orientation toward public service.

One USPTO respondent noted:

I think there has to be some sort of interest so people come here and find it,
and some people do not care for it [a public service orientation]. I think you can
develop it over time. Certainly I have developed it over time, but if you do not
come here looking for it, you are not going to. The office does not do anything
to boost it. 

Despite the previous respondent’s sentiment, others at the USPTO identified the 
public service orientation was “ingrained,” so that, although the agency may not 
have recognizable practices to develop it, the culture indirectly contributes to its
development. 

As I’ve gotten older, there’s this thing about public service [that] has really been
something [important]…I know it sounds totally corny, but it’s something that’s
been ingrained in me as I’ve worked here. When you work with the inventors,
you really feel like you’re helping them out and you really feel like you’re help-
ing out basically society as you advance technology and you find patentable
inventions and that allows commerce to go forward and the whole deal.

Practices and work environment at the IRS were identified as creating a setting
where public service orientation can be cultivated. With the advantages that have been
attributed to a higher level of PSM, such practices could be seen as potentially having
great positive organizational impact. The USPTO, as indicated by respondents, had a
production-oriented and isolating culture, which may help to explain why feelings and
opinions about public service were not as consistently attributed to organizational fac-
tors or norms. 

One USPTO respondent stated it this way: 

I get very annoyed these days because I have come to the realization that what
we don’t teach our people from the get-go [is] the importance of this system—
and where we fit into the grander scheme in the company and the importance
of what we do, the importance of doing it well.

The importance of values, norms, and moral obligation play an important role
in motivation research, and their role in shaping individual perspectives, is support-
ed by the findings of the research reported here. Perry58 provides the premise that
preferences are learned in social processes (he looks at social influence on identity
formation) as well as noting that norms that influence behavior are learned.59 Given
that motivational situations or contexts are often embedded in institutions and help
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individuals understand and respond to events and actions. For example, many authors
point to the centrality of institutions in defining social norms.60

Though specific organizational actions were recognized as significant by IRS par-
ticipants and not identified by participants at the USPTO, still it was clear that culture
and the organizational setting had some impact at both institutions. The finding in
this study that PSM develops over time contradicts some earlier work that indicated
PSM declines over the course of employment.6

In line with development of PSM later in someone’s career, at both agencies the
desire to have a serious impact in the manager’s roles was a crucial motivator for a
significant number of respondents. The transition to management was consistently
given as the point at which individuals’ developed increased levels of public service
motivation; this is consistent with Bright who finds that management level is a strong
predictor of level of PSM.62 Bright gives two alternative explanations of why this might
be, the first argues that managers might have higher levels of public service motiva-
tion because their tangible needs are satisfied by their higher salaries. This argument
is based on Maslowian principles of higher level needs. Bright’s second explanation
focuses on manager versus non-manager socialization--namely the understanding that
managers may have higher levels of PSM because they are socialized through their
years of public sector experience to value public service work highly. The research
here supports that managers are socialized over the course of time. At the USPTO
respondents seemed less likely to recognize active socialization, yet their comments
still reflected the impact. It appears that a public service commitment was, at least in
part, cognitively developed. Within their managerial capacity respondents were able
to have a better vantage point to understand the contributions that they were mak-
ing and that became important to them. 

Respondents at both organizations recognized the importance that the organizations’
missions had on their own development of a stronger public service orientation:

We know that we perform probably one of the most critical jobs in the federal
government. We generate the revenue for the treasury. We put the money there
to fund about every government—federal government—program in the coun-
try, whether it be defense, roads, forestry, Social Security, all those things. And
that money comes from you and I. We’re proud of the fact that we help to make
that happen. 

Another adds to this:

When you sit and realize the amount of money this agency collects, I’m not one
to wave the flag, but we are where we are because of this agency. We are where
we are as a country because of this agency. Every other country of the world
comes to the IRS to get training, to see how we do things. It’s very rewarding to
realize as little as we are in this little agency and as little as I am in this country,
that I can make a difference. 
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A USPTO respondent notes how the mission draws people together:

I really think all of us [have], everyone working in the patent office has, a strong
tie with the patent office because of our mission. We are in the business of grant-
ing a product, and at the same time rendering services. Everyone, like I said,
when a patent is granted, everybody feels a sense of accomplishment. When a
patent is not granted, we all kind feel like, what could we have done, could we
have done something at a different state, to ensure that this person received
what he had requested. So the service is also there; you know, we're always per-
forming services but the end result is the product. I think we all feel it; I don’t
think you can work here without feeling some kind of close binding either with
the internal employees or the external customers. There is a strong bind, or
bonding between both internal and external.

The statement above supports previous research regarding task specific motiva-
tion, namely that tasks can lead to meaning for the individual that can contribute to
the affirmation of identify and collective affiliation.63 Recognizing the contribution of
their work was also crucial to USPTO respondents, nearly one-half of the USPTO
respondents commented that they had developed an increased orientation toward
public service over time at the agency. As noted earlier, most of these individuals indi-
cated that they began to really understand the importance of their contribution when
they got into management positions.64

Although individuals were placed into broad categories regarding their feelings
of public service, each person ultimately presented a distinct and unique representa-
tion of exactly what public service meant to him or her and how it impacted his or
her thinking and motivation. This research supports several previous researchers find-
ings and underscores the importance of individual conceptions of self and their jobs
as well as efforts to develop culture, mission, and connection between jobs and 
outcomes.

Conclusion 
Mann asks the question of whether organizations should recruit for PSM,65 given the
positive outcomes such as being more willing to engage in whistle-blowing,66 to pro-
tect the public interest exhibiting higher levels of organizational commitment,67 a
greater belief in the importance of their jobs leading to greater effort,68 higher likeli-
hood that they are high performers and enjoy higher job satisfaction; and a lower
probability that they will leave their jobs69 selection based on higher levels of PSM is
an appealing concept. Still, with competition for strong candidates, recruiting and
selecting based on PSM levels appear to be daunting tasks at best. This exploratory
study offers an alternative strategy—the development of PSM. Consistent with Perry70

and Moynihan and Pandey71 this research finds that organizations can play an impor-
tant role in the development of PSM amongst its employees. One such way is in
helping develop commitment but also helping individuals understand the link
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between their actions and the mission and contribution of the agency. As an IRS
respondent commented:

One of the problems I see overall in the organization [is that] people that are actu-
ally doing the work…probably don’t know how much they’re impacting for the
government. And that’s one thing we try to do, let them know what’s going on. 

A majority of respondents in this study indicated that initial acceptance of their
current positions was not driven by the need to serve the public or fulfill a personal
public orientation, respondents indicated that they had developed a strong commit-
ment to their organizations and the recognition that public service motivates them
after several years of employment. As one USPTO respondent noted, “I didn’t come
because of it [public service motivation]; I stayed because of it.” This link can act as
an important retention mechanism. 

Although PSM was developed in both cases, the potential to contribute to the
development of PSM that is associated with a list of positive outcomes seems a wor-
thy goal for an organization to undertake. When questioned about what led to the
increased levels of focus on public service, individuals at the IRS were more likely to
attribute the change to a combination of organizational and individual influences.
Although individuals at the USPTO gave the most credit to their own personal devel-
opment or the influence of one or two key supervisors or mentors they still noted
that the organization played an important role particularly through communicating
and demonstrating the mission and how they impact organizational outcomes. 

Recommendations
If employers were able to recruit employees with higher levels of PSM as Mann sug-
gests it would be of great benefit to public institutions yet it seems unlikely that this
would be feasible for all public sector positions. The large majority of employees in
this study have an average tenure of 19 years of service, they are in training to take
on more leadership responsibilities, and they have high levels of dedication yet few
would have identified PSM as a factor in selection. The results indicate that an
increased sense of public service motivation can be developed for current employees.
Still respondents saw communication of the possibility of having a public service
career at these agencies as an important part of their recruitment responsibility. In
addition, as we consider the recruitment of Generation Y who have a desire to be part
of something meaningful, it may be worth adding a public service element as a recruit-
ment strategy. Human resources departments may want to consider what role they
can play in either directly marketing the public service aspects of positions and/or
helping to develop materials and training to help hiring authorities within their organ-
izations effectively market public service. Despite the potential advantage of
marketing the service element it will remain important to market the more pragmat-
ic advantages of government service given the high percentage of individuals
indicating that these are the reasons they began public sector work. 
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Respondents highlight the importance of mentors in helping to socialize them
and to communicate the public service aspects of their jobs. As more organizations
consider how and if to establish mentorship programs, public service aspects may be
as an important element to incorporate into program design. In addition to mentor-
ship, including a discussion with new employees at orientation can help start the
socialization process early for new employees and communicate that a public service
focus is an organizational value and norm. Marketing of the public service aspects 
of the job may benefit current employees as well, impacting their retention and 
performance. 

Many respondents spoke about the importance of seeing how their work fit into
accomplishing an important public service mission. In addition to ensuring that the
organization has a clear mission, it is important to make efforts to tie individuals’ work
to that mission. 

As an IRS respondent notes:

The [mission] is internalized [for me]. [One] of the biggest things we are trying
to do is to continually connect not just to our mission statement, but to [really
connect] our mission statement to our strategies, businesses, goals, all the way
down the line to the person on the front line working with the taxpayer[s] 
themselves. 

Ensuring that employees have clear and accurate job descriptions and well artic-
ulated performance goals that make it clear how their work relates to broader
departmental and organizational goals is important, and this research indicates that
this clear link can have a positive impact on PSM levels. Therefore efforts to link per-
formance measures and evaluations to clear and well understood goals could have a
positive impact on individuals as well as the organization. Creating department per-
formance measures can help departments, teams, and individuals better understand
how they are contributing and having an impact. 

Additionally, employee feedback and coaching sessions in which the link to pub-
lic service contributions is made could help to develop this commitment among
employees. Recognition programs that relate to service elements may also work to
demonstrate an organization’s value around this concept.

Orientation, training, and performance measures are all potential tools available
to organizations interested in contributing to the further development of personal
motivation driven by a desire to serve the public. These recommendations grow from
the results of this specific research, which is limited in scope and sample, despite the
limitation of a small sample there appears promise that such practices can have pos-
itive impacts for organizations working in the public (and possible nonprofit) arenas.
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Limitations and Future Research Agenda 

Limitations 
This exploratory research examines individuals’ perception and level of public service
motivation as well as their employment choices. It contributes new insights on indi-
viduals choices and motives related to job selection as well as subsequent
performance and retention. The purpose of this exploratory research is not to pro-
duce results that are generalizable to a universal population but rather to develop
insights from this select sample that can contribute to and be tested in future 
studies.72

Future Research
Diverse streams of research are informed by this work, and it opens the door for
future study. This research follows in an important line of motivation research and
warrants further future investigation in such areas as selection, retention, training, and
motivation. Questions remain about the interaction of culture and with PSM as well
as leadership and how it shapes and is shaped by the change process. 

These seminal topics were explored within a very select population of managers
who were chosen for very specific reasons. Managers at this level of an organization
can play an important role in the change process. As John Kotter, an oft-cited author
in the area of organization change, notes: “the key to creating and sustaining the kind
of successful twenty-first-century organization…is leadership—not only at the top of
the hierarchy, with a capital L, but also in a more modest sense (l) throughout the
enterprise.”73 Yet, while managers are an important and influential population to
understand, it would be useful to also explore this topic throughout the different lev-
els of the organization, including new hires. By following those entering the
organization over time, one could learn more about how their initial motivations
change over time and if they become more concerned with the public service aspect
of the work, as was indicated by the respondents in this study.

Additionally, a number of recommendations have been provided that would 
benefit from empirical investigation to see if they have an impact and, if so, to what 
level they are able to influence the development or enhancement of PSM within 
employees. 

This research was undertaken using only two case studies. Testing these findings
at additional federal agencies as well as at different levels of government, such as at
the state and local levels to see if the findings are consistent, would be extremely 
beneficial. 
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