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1 Motivation as the Holy Grail of Public Management

The lazy bureaucrat problem is ancient, as old as bureaucracy itself.

The Guardian, 2010

This is what you get from lousy government bureaucrats . . . loyalty to each other,

selflessness in the line of duty, and dedication to protect the public they serve.

Federal prison doctor held hostage during a riot, cited in DiIulio (1994)

A motivated workforce is a foundation of organizational effectiveness. The

performance of employees depends on their motivation to work hard towards

organizational purposes; and their retention depends on their motivation to

remain within the organization (Pinder, 2008). A de-motivated workforce is

thus costly to organizations. The US army, for instance, needs to spend

the equivalent of a large truck to replace a trained reservist who quits –

not speaking of the disruptions to working relationships, lost corporate

knowledge and setbacks to projects which additionally come from staff

departures (Thomas, 2000).

While motivating employees has thus been a perennial challenge for man-

agers, it has been rarely as important as today. Changes in the very nature of

work put a greater premium on it. With technological innovation alongside

demands for greater customization of products and services, many routine, low-

skilled tasks –which could be solved through following rules – are increasingly

automatized or outsourced offshore. By contrast, high-skilled, heuristic tasks –

non-routine work which requires self-direction and creativity – claim an

increasing share of work (McKinsey, 2017). At the same time, better manage-

ment information systems have enabled flatter hierarchies in organizations,

which cut costs and shift greater decision-making power from now-redundant

middle managers to frontline employees – who are called on to adapt to

customer needs, simplify procedures and innovate. In conjunction, these shifts

implicate that successful organizations increasingly require self-motivated and

committed employees to undertake self-directed tasks, adapt to client needs,

and push for innovation on the front line (Pink, 2009).

Arguably, this holds nowhere more so than in public sector organizations. As

their private sector counterparts, governments see an increasing shift towards

higher-skilled, non-routine jobs (DiIulio, 2014). At the same time, they have

also seen a historic decline in citizen trust. Motivated employees who deliver

effective services to the public are thus central to regain – or at least retain the

remaining – citizen trust in government (OECD, 2016). Motivating staff has,

however, arguably rarely been more challenging for public managers than

today. Governments in OECD countries in particular face austerity pressures

which have curbed pay and enhanced workloads – and, unsurprisingly,
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de-motivated staff (Esteve, Schuster, Albareda & Losada, 2017). This

has been paralleled by the rise of populist governments with frequent anti-

bureaucracy and anti-state rhetoric. Understandably, this bureaucracy-

bashing is de-motivating bureaucrats (Jahan & Shahan, 2012).

Motivating staff is thus central. Despite its centrality, however, organiza-

tions – public and private alike – are often not successful at motivating

staff. A recent study, for instance, suggests that being sick is the only activity

during which individuals are, on average, less happy than at work (Bryson &

MacKerron, 2017); and Gallup surveys suggest that 85 per cent of employees

worldwide are not engaged in their jobs (Gallup, 2017). Work motivation in the

public sector fares, according to popular stereotypes, even worse. Public

employees have a reputation for being lethargic and lazy (Wilson, 1989,

p. xviiii); and, though this is contested in the literature, some empirical studies

suggests that they, in fact, are lazier than their private sector counterparts (e.g.

Dur & Zoutenbier, 2015). As the second epigraph underscores, however, the

public sector also abounds with employees who go above and beyond their call

of duty and ‘care like you wouldn’t believe’ (Brehm & Gates, 1997; Dilulio,

1994, p. 287).

This puts a premium on understanding why some employees are motivated

to work hard yet others are not – and what organizations can do to maximize

workforce motivation.1 The literature on this conundrum is huge. Roughly

65,000 articles or books published from 1950 to 2008 contain the word

“motivation” in their title or abstract (Landy & Conte, 2010, p. 360). And work

motivation has been the subject of both dedicated textbooks (e.g. Latham, 2012;

Pinder, 2008) and popular bestsellers (e.g. Pink, 2009).

Yet, why some public employees are motivated to work hard yet others are

not – and what public organizations can do to maximize workforce motivation –

has, to our knowledge, not seen a systematic review or book-length treatment.2

1 In the remainder of this Element, we take for granted that maximizing work motivation is

desirable. While this is more often true than not, a literature on burn-out and organizational

addiction reminds us that this need not always be the case. Highly pro-socially motivated

employees who do not perceive a societal impact of their work, for instance, have been found

to be more likely to burn out (e.g. van Loon, Vandenabeele & Leisink, 2015). Moreover,

excessive organizational commitment can be ‘addictive’, with people losing ‘touch with other

aspects of their lives and gradually [giving] up what they knew, felt and believed’ (Schaef &

Fassel, 1988, p. 119). Such excessive commitment in turn may lead to a greater propensity to

engage in illegal or immoral activities for the organization (Wiener, 1982). In other words,

excessive organizational commitment may have problematic implications for the direction of

work effort from a public interest perspective. The remainder of this Element should be read

with this caveat in mind.
2 The descriptive reviews in Wright (2001), Le Grand (2003) and Perry, Mesch & Paarlberg (2006)

are partial exceptions.
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Public sector contexts, however, are unique in the motivational opportunities

and challenges they present.3

Three challenges stand out. First, public sectors are typically characterized

by constraints on performance incentives. Though these have been targets of

reform in many countries, career civil services coupled with public sector

union pressure for collective pay frequently implicate lifelong job contracts

with protections against dismissals and pay tied to seniority – rather than

performance – in the public sector. As a result, managers are deprived of

significant material incentives to motivate staff. Instead, such systems

‘insure’ public employees against adverse consequences from shirking and

poor work effort on the job. Consequently, civil service systems may foster

what rational choice scholars term ‘adverse selection’: the attraction of

staff who prefer organizations in which benefits (such as pay) are unrelated

to effort – i.e. the attraction of staff who prefer putting in less effort

(Delfgaauw & Dur, 2008; Wilson, 1989). Second, public sectors – and civil

services in particular – are often characterized by a greater predominance of

administrative jobs and detailed, standardized terms of reference and operat-

ing procedures (Perry & Porter, 1982). As detailed in Section 2, such jobs

significantly reduce the intrinsic motivating potential of jobs. Third, the

declining esteem of government complicates attracting, retaining and culti-

vating motivated staff (Jahan & Shahan, 2012). Lastly, political contestation

over what public sector organizations are to achieve and the inherent diffi-

culty of measuring public sector goals translate into objectives which are

often vague, multiple, conflicting and unstable (Moore, 1996). This compli-

cates goal setting to motivate staff (see Section 3 for further detail).

Difficulties in measuring what public organizations and employees achieve,

coupled with a need for democratic accountability, furthermore often con-

tribute to greater procedural constraints on public employee action (Perry &

Rainey, 1988; Wright, 2001). Public sector managers thus often have more

tools to prevent employees from doing something wrong than to motivate

them to do something right (Behn, 1995). Motivating employees is thus both

uniquely challenging and uniquely difficult in the public sector.

It is, however, also, in some ways, uniquely possible. Most prominently,

public sector organizations attract staff who have a sense of calling and are

motivated to serve society and the public interest (Besley & Ghatak, 2018;

Perry & Wise, 1990). Public managers thus have greater opportunities to

motivate staff through pro-social – or public service – motivators. Moreover,

3 While these unique challenges and opportunities for workforce motivation in the public sector are

widely accepted in the public administration literature, there is only limited research which has

established them empirically (cf. Wright, 2001).
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lifelong employment offers greater opportunities for managers to develop an

esprit de corps in staff: a feeling of pride and loyalty among staff towards their

peer group and a commitment to the organizationmore generally (Dilulio, 1994;

Wilson, 1989). Career job contracts also enable managers to motivate through

long-term career – rather than short-term pay – incentives. Lastly, the unique job

content in many civil service positions in particular – revolving around policy

and politics – amplifies opportunities for public managers to make jobs inher-

ently interesting and enjoyable and thus motivates staff intrinsically.

These unique challenges and opportunities, of course, do not imply that the

insights from the large literature on work motivation in the private sector

have no bearing on the public sector. They do, however, imply that applying

and adapting these theories requires consideration of the unique public

sector context (cf. Perry, Mesch & Paarlberg, 2006; Wright, 2001). As a

result, understanding how to motivate public employees is a central research

endeavour and one of the ‘big questions’ in public management (Behn, 1995,

p. 313).

Nonetheless and somewhat curiously, no systematic and comprehensive

review of public administration research on why some public employees are

motivated to work hard – yet others are not – exists to date. This Element

addresses this gap. It develops a holistic typology to understand the range of

motivators in the public sector and takes stock of what we can learn from public

administration research about these motivators and management practices to

enhance them. In comparing these findings with insights about work motivation

from the management, economics and psychology literature, this Element also

sheds light on what public administration scholars have focused on in the study

of work motivation in the public sector – and what they have neglected or

missed.

Scholars of work motivation in the public sector might, of course, raise an

immediate objection to this endeavour. Among topics in public administration,

research on public service motivation (PSM) – the ‘beliefs, value and attitudes

that go beyond self-interest and organisational interest, that concern the interest

of a larger political entity and that motivate individuals to act accordingly

whenever appropriate’ (Vandenabeele, 2007, p. 549) – ‘stands out by [its]

sheer numbers’, with more than fifty studies published every year in the last

years (Ritz, Brewer & Neumann, 2016; Rainey & Steinbauer, 1999, p. 20); and

this research has, in fact, seen a number of recent literature reviews (e.g.

Christensen, Paarlberg & Perry, 2017; Prebble, 2016; Ritz et al., 2016) and

book-length treatments (Perry & Hondeghem, 2008). The attention PSM has

received need not surprise. PSM research was originally motivated by and

provided a powerful antidote to rational-choice critiques of bureaucracy
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(Perry & Wise, 1990). These economic critiques were premised on assump-

tions of public servants as self-interested utility maximizers and provided

(part of) the intellectual foundation for the introduction of performance

incentive systems and downsizing in government (Niskanen, 1968;

Osborne, 1993). PSM scholars were keenly concerned that such practices

would undermine – or crowd out – a public service ethic in government

(Perry & Wise, 1990). Judging by the sheer number of works on PSM and

the greater attention paid to pro-social motivation of public servants in the

economics literature – where the rational-choice critique of bureaucracy had

largely originated (see e.g. Besley & Ghatak, 2018) – PSM research has been

successful at shifting attention towards behaviours that help others, rather

than self-interested behaviour, in public service.

PSM and self-interested economic incentives, however, are far from the only

sources of work motivation in the public sector. As we evidence in this Element,

the attention to PSM, incentives and related theories has not been paralleled by

equally comprehensive research programmes on other potential sources of work

motivation in the public sector. As a result, public administration scholarship to

date falls short of providing a holistic understanding of the determinants of work

motivation in the public sector.

This Element seeks to address this shortcoming by providing such a holistic

analysis. In doing so, it seeks to encourage scholars to pay greater attention to

sources of work motivation in the public sector beyond serving the public and

responding to economic incentives and goals, while providing guidance to

practitioners and students who seek to understand how to motivate public

employees.

We do so in three steps. First, in Section 2, we develop a holistic typology

to understand the sources of work motivation in the public sector.

Conceptualizing work motivation as both the direction and intensity of effort,

we integrate several theoretical perspectives – including self-determination

theory, principal-agent theory, social identity theory, pro-social motivation

theory and organizational commitment theory – to develop a two-

dimensional typology of motivators in the public sector. Our typology under-

scores that public employees can be motivated for self- or other-regarding

reasons and, at the same time, for intrinsic reasons (motivated by work

activity itself) or extrinsic reasons (because work activity leads to

a separable outcome employees value). We show that six core motivators

can be located in this two-dimensional space. These comprise three extrinsic

motivators – pro-social motivation (working to help attain outcomes

for society), organizational and group commitment (working to help attain

outcomes for an organization or group one identifies with) and incentives
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(working to help attain self-interested goals) – and three intrinsic motivators:

enjoyment (finding work tasks themselves pleasurable); relatedness (finding

work pleasurable due to connections and interactions with colleagues) and

warm glow (finding it pleasurable to help others with work). We, further,

show how insights from other theoretical lenses – including equity theory and

needs-based theories – can be integrated into our typology to expand its

explanatory prowess. Lastly, we delineate the utility of our typology for

practice by deriving several lessons for how to motivate public employees

in practice based on it.

In Section 3, we take this typology to public administration research and

systematically review and assess what can be learned from public adminis-

tration studies about the determinants of our six motivators in the public sector

and management practices to foment them. Based on a systematic literature

review, we first assess what and how public administration has researched

work motivation in the public sector – and what it has neglected. We find that

research to date has focused overwhelmingly on public sector work motiva-

tion in the West – and, in particular, the United States. We know much less

about what motivates public employees in developing countries. What we do

know, moreover, comes principally from partial correlations in observational

studies – a problematic basis for causal inferences about what motivates

public employees; this is made worse by the lack of a generally accepted

and validated scale to measure work motivation in the public sector. Instead,

different studies conceptualize and measure public employee work motivation

in different ways. Inconsistent findings about what motivates public employ-

ees might thus simply stem from different ways of conceptualizing or measur-

ing public sector work motivation. With this caveat in mind, our review

underscores that motivating public employees is invariably complex:

individual-, job-, management- and organizational-level factors all interact

to shape whether public employees are motivated to work hard. There are thus

no silver bullets for motivating public employees. We also find that public

administration has paid relatively more attention to determinants of PSM,

organizational commitment and financial incentives. It has paid less attention

to other motivators: non-pecuniary incentives, task enjoyment, relatedness

and warm glow.

In the final section, we move from determinants of public employee work

motivation to lessons for practice. How can public managers and organizations

motivate their employees?We first detail the most frequently mentioned lessons

in public administration research. Subsequently, we turn to insights from other

disciplines – economics, psychology and management studies – for lessons

about motivators which public administration research neglects: non-pecuniary
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self-interested incentives, task enjoyment, relatedness and warm glow. Future

research in public administration would do well to consider these motivators to

enable a more holistic understanding of public sector work motivation. Public

sector practitioners would stand to benefit.

2 Work Motivation in the Public Sector: a Typology

Why are some public employees more motivated at work than others? This

section provides a two-dimensional typology to classify and understand

sources of work motivation in the public sector. It argues that these can be

understood through a two-dimensional typology – from self- to other-

regarding and from intrinsic to extrinsic sources of motivation; and that six

sources of public sector work motivation can be differentiated based on this

typology; three extrinsic sources: pro-social motivation; organizational/group

identification and incentives; and three intrinsic sources: enjoyment, related-

ness and warm glow. To contextualize typology development, the section

starts by conceptualizing work motivation.

2.1 What Is Work Motivation?

Motivation has its origins in Latin (movere), where it means ‘to move’. To be

motivated then is to be moved to do something (Ryan &Deci, 2000b). In other –

and less colloquial – words, motivation is the psychological process that leads

individuals to behave in a particular way (Vroom, 1964). At work, motivation is

often equated with the ‘the degree to which an individual wants and tries hard to

do well at a particular task or job’ (Mitchell, 1982, p. 81).4

Work motivation is thus an individual phenomenon. As individuals are

unique – they have different needs, goals and values, for instance – they will

be motivated by different factors (Mitchell, 1982). Any valid theory or typology

of work motivation thus needs to account for this uniqueness of individuals in

the workplace: different individuals are motivated by different factors. Our

typology in the next section takes this into account.

The definition above also underscores that work motivation is typically

described as intentional – that is, employees may choose whether to put effort

into a particular task or job (Mitchell, 1982). In that sense, motivating employ-

ees implies instilling motivation inside employees.

Lastly – and perhaps most importantly – motivation is a multidimensional

concept. It is typically conceptualized to comprise not only the intensity of

action (cognitive effort and/or physical force of action) that is colloquially

4 As a caveat, there is no singular, widely accepted definition of motivation. Kleinginna and

Kleinginna (1981), for instance, find 140 different definitions of motivation.
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typically associated with it; but also the persistence of behaviour and its

direction: ‘motivation [has been] frequently described in work settings by

referring to what a person does (direction), how hard a person works (intensity),

and how long a person works (persistence)’ (Kanfer, 1990, p. 78). Other

conceptualizations often make similar reference to these three components

but with varying terminology. Mitchell (1982, p. 81), for instance, defines it

as ‘those psychological processes that cause the arousal, direction, and persis-

tence of voluntary actions that are goal directed’ – thus equating intensity with

arousal. Similarly, Perry and Porter (1982, p. 89) define motivation as ‘that

which energizes, directs and sustains behaviour’ – thus equating intensity to that

which ‘energizes’ and persistence to that which ‘sustains’ behaviour. Of these

three components, however, persistence is often given less weight when

explaining individual action (Mitchell, 1982). This is in part because persis-

tence can be understood as the reaffirmation of the initial choice of action

(March & Simon, 1958).

For our purposes, then, we can collapse the conceptualization of work

motivation in the public sector into two dimensions: the amount of effort

employees are willing to invest into their work (intensity of work effort);

and the direction of their effort – that is, what objectives or purposes public

employees are working towards with their effort (direction of work effort).

Any holistic typology or theory of work motivation in the public sector

thus needs to be able to account for both the intensity and direction of work

effort in the public sector. In addition, as already noted, it needs to account for

the uniqueness of work motivation – different individuals are motivated by

different factors – in the workplace. The typology we develop in the next section

takes on this task.

2.2 Sources of Work Motivation: a Typology

Why are some employees more motivated at work than others? Avast literature

and disparate set of theories have sought to respond to this conundrum (Pinder,

2008). Our strategy for typology-building in this section thus loosely follows

Allison’s (1969): relying on a single theory – of many – leaves important parts

of reality unexplored. By contrast, integrating multiple theoretical lenses

enables a more comprehensive understanding. With this in mind, this section

synthesizes a range of prior theories – including self-determination theory,

principal-agent theory, expectancy theory, pro-social motivation theory and

organizational commitment theory – to develop a two-dimensional typology

to holistically explain sources of work motivation in the public sector. As

illustrated in Figure 1, we will argue that, the complexity of work motivation

notwithstanding, these motivational sources can be helpfully understood
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alongside two dimensions: extrinsic versus intrinsic motivators; and others-

versus self-interested motivators.

We first develop the y-axis of the typology: intrinsic versus extrinsic sources

of work motivation. We do so by drawing principally on self-determination

theory (SDT) (Ryan &Deci, 2000a). Subsequently, we develop the x-axis of the

typology: others- versus self-regarding sources of motivation. This axis of our

typology has been at the centre of public administration debates around public

service motivation versus rational choice–inspired performance incentives. We

build on these debates and a set of related theories of work motivation in

developing this dimension and show that it can help understand both the

intensity and direction of work effort of public servants.

With the two dimensions clarified, Section 2.3 goes on to discuss and locate

six sources of work motivation for public servants – and employees more

generally – in our two-dimensional space: pro-social motivation, organizational

and group commitment, incentives, enjoyment, relatedness and warm glow. We

will argue that each of them can motivate public servants to work hard and that,

in conjunction, they provide a holistic insight into the sources of work motiva-

tion in the public sector.

2.2.1 Extrinsic versus Intrinsic Motivators

Our y-axis underscores that public employees can be motivated by both extrin-

sic and intrinsic motivators. The terms ‘intrinsic’ and ‘extrinsic’ have different

meanings in different theories of work motivation (see Section 2.3). Many of

these theories come with built-in constraining assumptions about what moti-

vates employees. Frey and Osterloh (2002, p. 36), for instance, argue that

‘employees may work hard for one of two reasons: because they are interested

in the work itself (intrinsic motivation) or because they are being paid (extrinsic

Figure 1 A two-dimensional typology of work motivation
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motivation)’. Yet employees may, of course, be motivated for other reasons,

including the opportunity to serve society (Perry & Wise, 1990). For a more

holistic typology of sources of work motivation, we thus draw in our concep-

tualization of ‘intrinsic’ and ‘extrinsic’ motivators on our y-axis principally on

self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000a).

SDT, further, offers the validity advantage of having seen a range of empirical

studies in support of the theory (e.g. Deci, Eghrari, Patrick & Leone, 1994;

Deci, Koestner & Ryan, 1999).

In SDT, intrinsic motivation ‘is defined as the doing of an activity for its

inherent satisfactions rather than for some separable consequences’ (Ryan &

Deci, 2000a, p. 56). In other words, intrinsic motivation ‘refers to doing some-

thing because it is inherently interesting or enjoyable’. (Ryan & Deci, 2000a,

p. 55) If all behaviour is construed as being motivated by rewards – as operant

theory stipulates (Skinner & Burrhus, 1953) – the reward for intrinsically

motivated activities lies in the activity itself. Intrinsic motivation thus exists

both within individuals and also, in another sense, in the relation between

individuals and tasks. It is also, fundamentally, an emotional source of motiva-

tion (Thomas, 2000). As we detail in Section 2.3, a range of factors – challenge,

feelings of competence, a sense of autonomy and others – can trigger intrinsic

motivation.

By contrast, extrinsic motivation ‘pertains whenever an activity is done in

order to attain some separable outcome’ (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, p. 60). In other

words, extrinsically motivated activities are undertaken for their instrumental

value: to achieve outcomes an employee values. The outcomes which an

employee values and is motivated to achieve can have more external or more

internalized origins. At the one extreme – in what SDT calls ‘external

regulation’ – they stem from external demands or externally imposed reward

contingencies (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, p. 61). Activities solely undertaken to

avoid sanctions from management or to obtain a performance bonus, for

instance, would be understood as externally regulated. At the other extreme –

in what SDT calls ‘integrated regulation’ – however, employees may also be

motivated to attain outcomes because they have internalized and identify

with the importance of attaining them. In other words, they are motivated as

they are personally committed to the outcomes, which have inward meaning

and worth to them and are congruent with their sense of self and values

(Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000a).5 Early parental and religious

socialization, for instance, may internalize public service values in

5 In between these two extremes, SDT stipulates two further forms of extrinsic motivation.

‘Identified regulation’ is similar to ‘integrated regulation’ in that individuals consciously

value activities and self-endorse goals. However, identified regulations are not fully
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