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With its growth in popularity, public service motivation 
(PSM) research has been subjected to increasing critical 
scrutiny, but with more focus on measurement and mod-
els than on concepts. Th e authors examine PSM against 
standard criteria for judging the strength of concepts (e.g., 
resonance, parsimony, diff erentiation, and depth). After 
providing a critique of PSM concepts, they conclude with 
suggestions for research programs that could improve the 
explanatory power of PSM theory.

Public Service Motivation Conceptualization: 
Some Notes for Advancing Theory
Because of its prominence and recent prolifera-
tion, the public service motivation (PSM) literature 
provides an excellent test bed for analyzing the role of 
concept development in public administration theory 
building. We provide a critique of PSM conceptuali-
zations, employing a framework developed by Gerring 
(1999) to organize the analysis. We follow the critique 
with some suggestions for research that could enhance 
the status and explanatory power of PSM.

The Growth of PSM Theory and Research
Over the past decade, scholarly interest in PSM has 
grown remarkably. Figure 1 shows the increase in the 
number of peer-reviewed journal articles, limited to 
those with “public service motivation” in their titles.1

Th e very popularity of PSM contributes to prob-
lems of its conceptualization. 
Th eorists and researchers pile 
up successive concepts and 
measures, always adding but 
rarely subtracting. Th is is not, of 
course, a problem suff ered only 
by PSM. Other popular research 
topics in public administration, including red tape 
(Bozeman and Feeney 2011), interorganizational col-
laboration (Entwistle and Martin 2005), and networks 
(Isett et al. 2011), are subject to concept profl igacy.

Given the popularity of PSM, it is not surprising 
that it has spawned a variety of responses, including 

eff orts to advance measurement and operationaliza-
tion (e.g., Coursey et al. 2008; Coursey and Pandey 
2007; Kim 2009a, 2009b, 2011; Kim et al. 2013; 
Vandenabeele 2008) and suggestions for methodologi-
cal innovation on research designs (Kim 2012; Kim 
and Vandenabeele 2010; Vandenabeele 2007; Wright 
2008). A few studies—indeed, too few—examine 
the fundamental causal issues of PSM and how those 
relate to development of concept and constructs (Kim 
et al. 2013; Wright and Grant 2010). An even less 
common approach focuses on the social psychology of 
problem choice and the possibility that PSM concepts 
are colored by “aspirational bias,” that is, the framing 
of researchers’ theorizing in terms of their social values 
and aspirations (Bozeman and Su 2012).

Assessing PSM Concepts
In analyzing concepts, we employ a framework devel-
oped by Gerring (1999). We feel this is a particularly 
useful framework because it does not assume a high 
level of theoretical formalization, axioms, or covering 
laws. Gerring identifi es several criteria for concepts, 
which are summarized in table 1. After examining 
the PSM literature, we apply Gerring’s framework in 
assessing PSM concepts.

A surfeit of PSM concepts? Th e early PSM  literature 
tends to focus on comparing diff erences in work 
attitudes and reward preferences between public and 

private employees (see Crewson 
1997; Houston 2000; Rainey 
1982; Wittmer 1991). Th is 
research line provides few 
explicitly defi ned concepts for 
PSM, except directly through 
empirical measures used. Th ese 

early, pathbreaking studies include diverse empirical 
research fi ndings showing, for example, that public 
employees value more than private sector employees 
the opportunity to perform public service and that 
public employees are more likely to be motivated by 
intrinsic aspects of work than by monetary rewards 
(e.g., Crewson 1997; Houston 2000; Rainey 1982; 
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and Wright 2012; Clerkin, Paynter, and Taylor, 2009; Perry and 
Hondeghem 2008a). Some conceptualizations focus on indi-
vidual predisposition (Carpenter, Doverspike, and Miguel 2012; 
Clerkin and Coggburn 2012; Crewson 1997; Pandey, Wright, and 
Moynihan 2008; Perry et al. 2008; Perry and Wise 1990), while 
others pay attention to institutional and ethical factors in shaping 
PSM (Coursey et al. 2008; Houston 2006; Houston and Cartwright 
2007; Perry and Hondeghem 2008b).

Recent attention has been directed toward integrative eff orts, with 
PSM being conceptualized in terms of a variety of presumably inter-
related components (Andersen et al. 2013; Kim et al. 2013; Perry 
and Hondeghem 2008a, 2008b; Vandenabeele 2007). For instance, 
Vandenabeele defi nes PSM as “the beliefs, values and attitudes that 
go beyond self-interest and organizational interest, that concern the 
interest of a larger political entity and that motivate individuals to 
act accordingly whenever appropriate” (2007, 547), with institu-
tional identity as one more component being added. More often, 
scholars combine numerous components together (e.g., Perry and 
Hondeghem 2008b; Taylor 2007; Vandenabeele 2007). While the 
multiple conceptualizations of PSM refl ect a thriving research agenda 
in the fi eld, this diversity also proves problematic in some respects. 
With more components being added to the defi ning categories over 
time, the constant reshuffl  ing makes PSM a moving target.

It is, of course, understandable that a wide variety of concepts have 
been employed for PSM. As Mandler (2008) explains, during the 
early stages of a fi eld, concepts tend to be very general, often based 
on oversimplifi ed descriptions. As research and theory evolve, 
the early concepts tend to be more commensurate with empirical 
experience. In public administration, chiefl y because of limited 
resources, many studies in public administration rely on conven-
ience samples (Rainey 2011) rather than sampling based on strong 
theoretical criteria. As a result, researchers often fi nd they must 
develop measures that suit circumstance rather than theory and, in 
some cases, “bend” concepts to fi t available measures.

Diff erentiation: Th e locus of PSM. A basic requirement for any sci-
entifi cally useful concept is satisfactory diff erentiation—making clear 
exactly what qualifi es as an instance of a concept and what does not. 
Too often, PSM shares concept space with such concepts as “service 

Wittmer 1991). Th e concepts of PSM presented in early studies are 
suggestive rather than explicit and generally focus on public manag-
ers or directly compare public  managers with business managers.

Perry and Wise contribute to research and theory in PSM by 
proposing a formal, stipulated concept of PSM, defi ning it as “an 
individual’s predisposition to respond to motives grounded prima-
rily or uniquely in public institutions and organizations” (1990, 
368). Signifi cantly, this early Perry and Wise (1990) concept of 
PSM is grounded in values from public institutions. While the Perry 
and Wise (1990) article is cited in much subsequent literature, the 
pervasiveness of this defi nition certainly has not prevented others 
from developing very diff erent defi nitions and concepts.

Table 2 shows some of the diverse PSM concepts one fi nds in 
the literature. In some cases, authors equate PSM with general 
altruistic motive (e.g., Brænder and Andersen 2013; Brewer, 
Ritz, and Vandenabeele 2012; Bright 2008; Francois 2000; 
Houston 2006; Pandey, Wright, and Moynihan 2008; Perry and 
Hondeghem 2008a, 2008b; Rainey and Steinbauer 1999; Wright 
and Pandey 2008), work-related preferences (e.g., Brewer, Ritz, and 
Vandenabeele 2012; Christensen and Wright 2012; Clerkin and 
Coggburn 2012; Georgellis and Tabvuma 2010; Kjeldsen 2012b, 
2012c; Liu, Tang, and Zhu 2008; Perry and Hondeghem 2008b), 
or prosocial behaviors (e.g., Andersen et al. 2013; Brænder and 
Andersen 2013; Brewer, Ritz, and Vandenabeele 2012; Christensen 

Figure 1 Number of Peer-Reviewed Journal Articles on PSM

Table 1 Gerring’s (1999) Criteria for Assessing Concepts

Criterion Question Asked Comment

Familiarity How familiar is the concept? (to a lay or academic 
audience)

All else being equal, the concept should not be a radical departure from commonly 
accepted meanings of the word. 

Resonance Does the term catch one’s attention? Is it memorable? Examples of memorable concepts are “exit, voice, loyalty,” “street-level bureaucrats,” 
and “side payments.”

Parsimony How short is the list of defi ning attributes? The reach of the concept should be accomplished with as few terms (items in the 
 defi nitions) as possible. 

Coherence How internally consistent are the instances and 
 attributers? Are they logically related?

A concept should exhibit the interrelation among its multiple dimensions.

Differentiation How differentiated are the instances and the 
attributes? (from other similar concepts)

Does the concept distinguish from other closely related concepts? 

Depth How many accompanying properties are shared by the 
instances under defi nition?

To what extent is the concept related to phenomena in the domain of consideration 
(e.g., worker motivation)? Thus, all else being equal, one prefers a concept that links to 
 phenomena as opposed to concepts so narrow as to constrict use or impede research. 

Theoretical utility How useful is the concept within a wider fi eld of 
inferences?

Terms of concepts should promote explanation and empirical generalization. Concepts 
should be related to behavior of interest. 

Field utility How useful is the concept within a fi eld of related 
instances and attributes?

The concept should advance the fi eld of study by having applicability across instances or 
cases. 
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employees’ reward preferences in the context 
of public–private dichotomy were conducted 
based on the ranking (or rating) of diff erent 
reward items (Crewson 1997; Houston 2000; 
Jurkiewicz, Massey, and Brown 1998; Rainey 
1982; Wittmer 1991).2 Th e lower rating does 
not discredit the presence of PSM in private 
organizations. Indeed, numerous studies sug-

gest that PSM is not just a public sector phenomenon but pertains to 
all work sectors (Anderson, Pallesen, and Pedersen 2011; Coursey et 
al. 2008; Kjeldsen 2012b; Moulton and Feeney 2011; Steen 2008).

Whereas much early PSM research focused on government 
organizations and defi ned PSM, at least in part, with reference to 
using government organization instrumentally to achieve public 

motivation,” “altruism,” “helping others,” and 
“prosocial motives.” If PSM research aims to 
make a distinctive contribution to social knowl-
edge, then sharper boundaries are required.

One diff erentiation defi cit is the locus of 
PSM. Does PSM pertain chiefl y to pub-
lic employees? (Carpenter, Doverspike, 
and Miguel 2012; Clerkin and Coggburn 2012; Houston 2006; 
Kjeldsen 2012b; Liu, Tang, and Zhu 2008; Perry and Wise 1990; 
Ritz 2009). Or does PSM occur in any sector? (Andersen et al. 
2013; Bright 2011; Houston 2011; Kjeldsen 2012b; Liu, Tang, 
and Zhu 2008; Taylor 2010). One seemingly compelling locus for 
PSM is nonprofi t organizations (Coursey et al. 2008; Mann 2006; 
Perry 2000; Wittmer 1991). Th e majority of studies comparing 

Table 2 Illustrative Concepts of PSM

“Public service motivation may be understood as an individual’s predisposition to respond to motives grounded primarily or uniquely in public institutions and 
 organizations” (Perry and Wise 1990, 368).

PSM is the “motivational force that induces individuals to perform meaningful public service” (i.e., public, community, and social service); and PSM is “prevalent in the 
public service (i.e., the public-sector workforce)” (Brewer and Selden 1998, 417).

PSM can be “defi ned as a general altruistic motivation to serve the interests of a community of people, a state, a nation, or humankind” (Rainey and Steinbauer 
1999, 23).

PSM “inclines employees to provide effort out of concern for the impact of that effort on a valued social service” (Francois 2000, 275).

“Consistent with conventional wisdom in public administration that government employment is a calling, public service motivation assumes bureaucrats are charac-
terized by an ethic to serve the public. They act out of a commitment to the common good rather than mere self-interest. Hence, they are motivated by different 
rewards than those who do not answer the call” (Houston 2006, 67).

The public service motive assumes that “public employees are public servants who are committed to the public good and characterized by an ethic that is built on 
benevolence, life in the service of others, and a desire to affect the community” (Houston and Cartwright 2007, 89).

PSM is a “concept that denotes the idea of commitment to the public service, pursuit of the public interest, and the desire to perform work that is worthwhile to 
society” (Scott and Pandey 2005, 156).

PSM can be “characterized as a reliance on intrinsic rewards over extrinsic rewards” (Kim 2006, 726). 

PSM is “a mix of motives that drives an individual to engage in an act that benefi ts society” (Taylor 2007, 934).

PSM is defi ned as “the belief, value and attitudes that go beyond self-interest and organizational interest, that concern the interest of a larger political entity and that 
motivate individuals to act accordingly whenever appropriate” (Vandenabeele 2007, 549).

Studies “operationalized public service motivation as work-related values or reward preference such as the employees’ desire to help others, benefi t society, or engage 
in meaningful public service” (Wright and Pandey 2008, 503–4).

PSM is a “specifi c expression of prosocial, other-oriented motives, goals and values. PSM understood either as institutionally unique motives associated with public 
service, or beliefs and values that transcends self and organizational interests on behalf of a larger political entity, could be conceived as a subset, for instance, of the 
overarching idea of altruism” (Perry and Hondeghem 2008b, 295).

PSM is “characterized as altruistic intentions that motivate individuals to service the public interest” (Bright 2008, 151).

“Public service motivation is an expression of prosocial and other-oriented motives and values and actually represents an individual’s predisposition to enact altruistic or 
pro-social behaviors regardless of setting” (Liu, Tang, and Zhu 2008, 720).

“We construe public service motivation as referring to individual motives that are largely, but not exclusively, altruistic and are grounded in public institutions” (Perry 
and Hondeghem 2008b, 6).

“Rebuilding public service motivation is viewed as a way to improve public service quality and volume without incurring the transaction/monitoring costs associated 
with ‘higher powered’ incentives such as performance-related pay” (Myers 2008, 6).

PSM’s defi nition has a “common focus on motives and action in the public domain that are intended to do good for others and shape the well-being of society” (Perry 
and Hondeghem 2008b, 3) 

“PSM can be seen as a specifi c form of ‘intrinsic motivation’ (Crewson 1997; Houston 2000), which pertains to the inherent psychological satisfactions of working, 
such as fi nding the work interesting, and the challenge, intellectual stimulation, and variety offered by the work” (Steijn 2008, 14).

“PSM is a cluster of motives, values, and attitudes on serving the public interest” (Taylor 2008, 67).

“The concept of PSM assumes that there are specifi c motives that are activated particularly by the features of public institutions” (Ritz 2009, 55).

“PSM is a particular form of altruism or prosocial motivation that is animated by specifi c dispositions and values arising from public institutions and missions” (Perry, 
Hondeghem, and Wise 2010, 452).

“PSM consists of fulfi llment of higher-order needs…. The will to act in congruence or consistency with public value is a specifi c need or motivates of public employees” 
(Anderfuhren-Biget et al. 2010, 217).

PSM is “oftentimes used in a broader context to describe individuals’ motivation to contribute to society and help other people through the delivery of public services 
(i.e., services ordered and fully/partly paid for by the public) regardless of whether this takes place in the public or private sectors” (Kjeldsen 2012a, 7).

If public service  motivation 
research aims to make a 

 distinctive contribution to 
social knowledge, then sharper 
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altruistic motivation” (Rainey and Steinbauer 1999, 23). Further 
scrutiny shows that the defi nition from Rainey and Steinbauer 
(1999), while it remains useful, is an outlier in a PSM literature that 
generally seeks to distinguish PSM from general altruism (see also 
Perry 2014). However, the relationships between altruism and PSM 
remain somewhat nebulous. Perry and Hondeghem (2008a, 6) sug-
gest that PSM may “complement” altruism, but they do not specify 
the nature or the extent of the complementary relationship.

Making the conceptual demarcation task more diffi  cult is the fact 
that altruism is itself an ambiguous concept. For example, there 
are well-known behavior-oriented defi nitions such as Fehr and 
Fischbacher’s defi nition that altruism is one’s undertaking of “costly 
acts that confer . . . benefi ts to other individuals” (2003, 787) or Kerr 
and colleagues’ similar defi nition as “behavior that simultaneously 
entails fi tness costs to the behaving individual and fi tness benefi ts to 
individuals on the receiving end of the behavior” (2004, 136). One 
of the best-known psychological disposition defi nitions of altruism is 
Batson and Shaw’s defi nition of altruism as “a motivational state with 
the ultimate goal of increasing another’s welfare” (1991, 110). Th ere 
are also many multidimensional measures of altruism that defi ne 
altruism operationally in terms of psychological scale components 
(e.g., Rushton, Chrisjohn, and Fekken 1981; Sawyer 1966).

Altruism has not only defi nitional problems but also its own diff er-
entiation problems. A particularly thorny one has to do with the ref-
erence group for altruism. Does altruism refer to a core interactive 
group, to an associational group, to a broad self-defi ned community, 
or to an entire society? (West, Griffi  n, and Gardner 2007). Th is 
is important because actions that are altruistic with respect to one 
reference set may be harmful with respect to another. Complicating 
matters further, is altruism even confi ned to humans? For example, 
there is some evidence that altruism occurs among birds and mam-
mals (Koenig 1988; Waltz 1981).

Despite the conceptual ambiguities of altruism, it has one clear 
advantage over PSM: most people use the term “altruism” in 
ordinary language and seem to have some shared meaning. PSM 
exists mostly as a technical term, one not widely known to educated 

persons not involved with public administra-
tion, and therefore it requires greater care in 
communicating conceptual and operational 
meanings. Th is does not deny that PSM 
indexes (e.g., those used in operationaliza-
tion and multivariate analysis) include some 
aspects that are not technical and generally 
recognized by nonresearchers, say, the notion 
of self-sacrifi ce. But the multidimensional 
nature of PSM and its internal dynamics are 
largely confi ned to scholarly communities in a 
few disciplines and fi elds.

While its relation to altruism remains a conceptual stumbling block, 
PSM suff ers other conceptual rivals. For example, the notions of 
“helping others” and “prosocial motives” have long histories as 
distinct concepts but are also rolled into some concepts of PSM 
(Crewson 1997; Liu, Tang, and Zhu 2008; Perry and Hondeghem 
2008b; Rainey and Steinbauer 1999; Taylor 2007). Bierhoff  (2002) 
provides one attempt to distinguish among the concepts, suggesting 

purpose, research has gone beyond this narrower conception. Perry, 
Hondeghem, and Wise (2010, 682) state quite clearly that PSM is 
not unique to government organizations, although they contend 
that it tends to be more prevalent in government as a result of the 
explicit public service mandates of government entities.

While it is certainly sensible that PSM researchers now widely accept 
that PSM concepts limited to government service and government 
organizations have little traction (Brewer, Ritz, and Vandenabeele 
2012; Houston 2011; Kjeldsen 2012b; Perry and Hondeghem 
2008b), it nonetheless remains the case that, when stripped of public 
sector–specifi c nature, it is diffi  cult to  distinguish PSM from service 
motivation studies that can be dated back as early as the 1960s (e.g., 
Daniels 1960; Pearce 1983; Smith and Sjoberg 1961).

Th e term “service motivation” is often employed without defi ni-
tion, but at least a few defi nitions are available. Pearce says that 
service motivation refers to three types of rewards, “‘the chance 
to further the goals of this organization,’ ‘a chance to make a real 
contribution,’ and ‘identifi cation with the mission of the organi-
zation’” (1983, 649). Duff y and Raque-Bogdan, who provide a 
12-item scale to measure service motivation, off er a straightfor-
ward defi nition of service motivation as “the desire to serve others 
through one’s future career” (2010, 253), thus tying the motiva-
tion to work life but in no particular work context. Finally, Ben-
Dor and colleagues, in a paper aimed at understanding incentives 
for armed forces reservists, indicate that “the motivation to serve 
can be understood as a reference point within a collectivist-indi-
vidualist continuum” and that service motivation consists of “atti-
tudes (e.g., satisfaction with reserve service, preference for combat 
over administrative service), intentions (willingness to devote extra 
time and eff ort, desire to continue serving, or conversely, readiness 
to apply for exemptions an the inclination not to report for reserve 
duty), and behavior (reports of asking for service deferral)” (2008, 
571). In other words, their defi nition is based on specifi c attitudes 
and behaviors and, apparently, motives inferred from them.

Th ese diverse defi nitions do not provide as clear or as consensual a 
defi nition of service motivation as one might hope for, but nevertheless 
we can consider the service motivation concept 
in its relation to PSM. Is PSM actually a sector-
based subset of service motivation such that any 
observed sector diff erences in PSM result from 
the characteristic service provision requirements 
in public organizations? (i.e., and attribute of 
the work context) (e.g., Andersen, Pallesen, and 
Pedersen 2011; Kjeldsen 2012b). Or is PSM a 
particular endowment of public sector workers, 
one owing to self-selection into government 
work? (e.g., Carpenter, Doverspike, and Miguel 
2012). Or is PSM a matter of socialization (e.g., 
Houston 2011; Kjeldsen and Jacobsen 2013), building on years of 
service-oriented work performed with others?

Diff erentiation: PSM and altruism. As suggested by Perry and 
Hondeghem, PSM can be conceptualized as “a specifi c expression of 
prosocial, other-oriented motives, goals and values” and therefore is 
“a subset, for instance, of the overarching idea of altruism” (2008b, 
295). Th is is in contrast to the view that PSM equates with “a general 

Public service motivation exists 
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not widely known to educated 
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therefore it requires greater care 
in communicating conceptual 

and operational meanings.



Public Service Motivation Concepts and Theory: A Critique 5

Regarding the familiarity criterion (that concepts should, all else 
being equal, relate to commonly understood usages), the various 
PSM concepts score reasonably well. Each of the concepts provided 
earlier seems to communicate that PSM relates to exactly what 
the term implies: a motivation to serve the public. Interestingly, 
only one defi nition seems to stray a bit from that familiar territory. 
Th e Perry and Wise concept indicates that PSM requires motives 
“grounded primarily or uniquely in public institutions” (1990, 368). 
Th is defi nition does have the value of showing some separation with 
altruism; however, it entails requirements that would not likely be 
employed in ordinary language usages of the term. Moreover, later 
concepts developed by the same authors (Perry and Hondeghem 
2008b) have to some extent supplanted this one. However, multiple 
concepts remain in play, contributing to ambiguity.

Gerring’s (1999) resonance criterion holds that a term should 
demand the attention of those communicating. Most PSM concepts 
score high on this criterion. It is not clear that the great popularity 
of PSM as a research topic proves that various PSM concepts are 
inherently valid or even compelling, but it is certainly the case that 
the large numbers of researchers engaged in PSM research and the-
ory at least fi nd the concept suffi  cient for scholarly communication.

Generally, parsimony is viewed as a secondary criterion; that is, if 
we assume that all else is equal (coherence, diff erentiation, and 
such), then parsimony is a desirable feature. But explanatory utility 
should never be sacrifi ced for the sake of parsimony. Th us, Perry and 

that “helping others” may have a broader boundary than “prosocial 
behavior” and that the latter may transcend altruism inasmuch as it 
occurs as a result of many motives.

In our judgment, none of these conceptualizations of PSM provides 
an entirely suitable route to strong empirical theory. Among the 
defi nitions presented in table 2, the most common usages (Perry 
and Wise 1990; Taylor 2008, 2010) tend to make little headway in 
distinguishing PSM from service motivation, other-directedness, or 
altruism. Some do not seek to do so (Rainey and Steinbauer 1999). 
Others (Perry and Hondeghem 2008a) indicate that PSM is institu-
tion or public focused but do not specify the aspects of institutions 
that are the subject of such focus. In our view, the public-focused 
concept seems to us to have the most promise to provide a PSM 
concept that is distinctive, but such a conceptualization requires 
some greater specifi cation of the particular public aspects and, 
 ultimately, their causal linkages to attitudes and behaviors.

The Gerring Framework: Criteria for Concept Assessment
Th e Gerring (1999) criteria for concept assessment are particularly 
useful for the social sciences. Unlike many philosophy of science 
frameworks that were developed explicitly for application in the 
physical sciences, the Gerring framework neither requires nor 
assumes the high level of theoretical and mathematical formalization 
or the axioms and covering laws that one often fi nds in the physical 
sciences but so rarely fi nds in the social sciences. Th e major criteria 
for concept evaluation are presented in table 3.

Table 3 Illustrative PSM Concepts and Our Comments

“Public service motivation may be understood as an individual’s predisposition to respond 
to motives grounded primarily or uniquely in public institutions and organizations” (Perry 
and Wise 1990, 368).

This conceptualization fails to specify which motives grounded in public 
institutions “qualify.” The concept implies that public institutions give 
rise only to positive and benefi cial motives. Public institutions confer 
power; does a power motive qualify as a basis for PSM?

PSM can be “defi ned as a general altruistic motivation to serve the interests of a commu-
nity of people, a state, a nation, or humankind” (Rainey and Steinbauer 1999, 23).

Without a distinction between altruism and PSM, the latter has no cash 
value as a concept; it is redundant. 

Studies “operationalized public service motivation as work-related values or reward 
preference such as the employees’ desire to help others, benefi t society, or engage in 
meaningful public service” (Wright and Pandey 2008, 503–4).

Again, this fails to distinguish between generalized service and altruism. 
What public service is “meaningful,” and what public service is not 
meaningful? Often, work-related values are quite different from reward 
preference; the joining of the two gives a “double-barreled” concept. 

PSM is defi ned as “the belief, value and attitudes that go beyond self-interest and organi-
zational interest, that concern the interest of a larger political entity and that motivate 
individuals to act accordingly whenever appropriate” (Vandenabeele 2007, 549).

Beliefs, values, and attitudes generally are viewed as quite different from 
one another. Is the “interest of a larger political entity” necessarily 
benevolent?

“Public service motivation is the motivational force that induces individuals to perform 
meaningful public service (i.e., public, community, and social service); … is prevalent in 
the public service” (Brewer and Selden 1998, 417).

This does not signifi cantly distinguish PSM from altruism and related 
concepts. 

PSM is “characterized as altruistic intentions that motivate individuals to service the public 
interest” (Bright 2008, 151).

This does not distinguish PSM from altruism, except in the domain of 
application. The “public interest” is a famously ambiguous concept. 

“Consistent with conventional wisdom in public administration that government employ-
ment is a calling, public service motivation assumes bureaucrats are characterized by an 
ethic to serve the public. They act out of a commitment to the common good rather 
than mere self-interest. Hence, they are motivated by different rewards than those who 
do not answer the call” (Houston 2006, 67).

What is the nature of a secular “calling”? Would one necessarily need to 
be a government employee to be called and to have a “commitment to 
the common good rather than mere self-interest”? Are those who do 
not have PSM committed to “mere self-interest”?

PSM is “a mix of motives that drives an individual to engage in an act that benefi ts soci-
ety” (Taylor 2007, 934).

This differs little from altruism and service motivation. 

PSM is a “specifi c expression of prosocial, other-oriented motives, goals and values. PSM 
understood either as institutionally unique motives associated with public service, or 
beliefs and values that transcends self and organizational interests on behalf of a larger 
political entity, could be conceived as a subset, for instance, of the overarching idea of 
altruism” (Perry and Hondeghem 2008b, 295).

This provides no clear indication of “institutionally unique motives,” or 
the basis their uniqueness. Is the “institution” government? If so, what 
about the institutionally unique motives of those working as contrac-
tors or in hybrid organizations? 

“The concept of PSM assumes that there are specifi c motives that are activated particularly 
by the features of public institutions” (Ritz 2009, 55).

Absent a specifi cation of those motives allegedly “activated particularly by 
features of public institutions” and absent a specifi cation of features, 
this defi nition provides few cues for theory or research. 

“Rebuilding public service motivation is viewed as a way to improve public service quality 
and volume without incurring the transaction/monitoring costs associated with ‘higher 
powered’ incentives such as performance-related pay” (Myers 2008, 6).

This is not a defi nition but an observation about PSM. 
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development. When more consensus has emerged about concepts, 
then depth will take a more prominent role.

PSM concepts score reasonably well on both utility criteria. With 
respect to theoretical utility, most concepts prove useful for the 
development of empirical generalizations. Th e problem, rather, 
is that in many instances the empirical generalizations are not 
anchored by consistently applied constructs tied closely to the con-
cepts employed. Likewise, PSM concepts have been applied across 
many cases (in this instance, types of employees in various sectors), 
although not always with the best result. Th us, if we know that 
private sector employees are less motivated by PSM, which most 
research seems to support (with exceptions; see Christensen and 
Wright 2011; Kjeldsen and Jacobsen 2013), it may simply be an 
instance, depending on the PSM concept in play, of too much breadth 
of application. However, if PSM really means altruism, then its 
applicability is as broad as the altruism concept.

Discussion
In the remaining space, we summarize problems with current PSM 
concepts and theory and, in doing so, make reference to the Gerring 

(1999) criteria. A concluding section provides 
some suggestions that we feel might lead to 
greater progress in PSM knowledge.

One charge against PSM research is that it has 
often been used as an independent variable, 
but much less often have researchers examined 
PSM as a dependent variable or, related, the 

causal mechanics leading to PSM (exceptions include Andersen and 
Pedersen 2012; Kjeldsen 2012c; Kjeldsen and Jacobsen 2013). We 
submit that this neglect is in part due to the fact that PSM concepts 
still do not have suffi  cient conceptual purchase to provide good 
cues as to causes or, in some cases, to even permit valid research 
into its causes. Only limited progress (e.g., Perry and Vandenabeele 
2008) has been made in providing an adequate set of explanations 
or hypotheses about how PSM develops and why some people have 
more of it than others (see Wright and Grant 2010). Th is is not to 
say there has been no progress in mapping out the causes of PSM 
(e.g., Perry et al. 2008). For example, Moynihan and Pandey (2007) 
have provided insights into the ways in which employees’ organiza-
tions can aff ect their PSM. Nevertheless, absent greater attention 
to the corollary causes of PSM, the PSM literature will not score as 
well as it might on Gerring’s theoretical utility criterion. If PSM is 
to address, in the words of the criterion, “a wider fi eld of inferences,” 
then more attention to the causal pathways to PSM is required.

Let us consider some of the causal questions in PSM that are in 
need of greater attention, especially for the purpose of improving, in 
Gerring’s (1999) terms, the “fi eld utility” of research and theory, the 
extent to which the work advanced the fi eld by having applicability 
across many and diverse instances and cases. Field utility depends in 
some measure on theoretical utility, which, in turn, depends on greater 
clarifi cation of the causal mechanics of PSM. For example, most 
concepts of PSM start with some notion of public service or public 
values motivation but then give few clues about how these motives 
develop or change or how constituent motives give rise to PSM-
relevant behaviors. Are some people genetically predisposed to PSM? 
Does PSM occur because one’s synapses fi re in a particular pattern? Is 

Hondeghem’s (2008b, 295) concept is perhaps the least parsimonious 
of the ones presented in the above table but, at the same time, it pro-
vides several clues for construct development and possible directions 
for empirical research. Arguably, PSM is not yet at a stage where parsi-
mony is an especially important criterion. Most social science research 
is suffi  ciently complex and overdetermined that parsimony, although 
admirable, cannot be a primary goal for most research fi elds. Rather, 
parsimony is a nice “bonus” in well-conceived research and theory.

Most PSM concepts have a suffi  cient level of internal consistency to 
meet the coherence criterion’s requirements. Houston’s PSM concept 
does exhibit a possible coherence problem. If those with PSM “act out 
of a commitment to the common good rather than mere self-interest,” 
and if they are “motivated by diff erent rewards than those who do not 
answer the call” (2006, 67), then the defi nition depends in part on 
factors that are, at the same time, dispositional and behavioral. Th at is, 
one requirement relates to attribution from action, whereas the other 
relates to motives not necessarily observed in behavior.

It is the diff erentiation criterion that plagues much of PSM. Many 
PSM concepts remain ambiguous because they do not distinguish 
adequately from other concepts. In part, this 
is because PSM is, at the same time, a “force,” 
a “disposition,” and, taken together, “belief, 
value and attitude” (Vandenabeele 2007, 
549). PSM also relates closely to intrinsic 
motivation (for an overview of concepts, see 
Ryan and Deci 2000).

If PSM is, at the same time, a belief, value, and attitude and a 
behavior, then how does one diff erentiate among them? PSM 
researchers certainly are not unaware of the need to diff erentiate 
concepts. Perry, Hondeghem, and Wise (2010) address this point, 
providing some helpful clarifi cations. Th ey emphasize that PSM is 
conceptually distinct from self-interest but acknowledge that it is “a 
peculiar form of altruism or prosocial motivation that is animated 
by specifi c dispositions and values arising from public institutions 
and missions” (2010, 682). However, they do not claim that PSM 
is found only in government organizations. While this account 
provides some clarifi cation, it does not, of course, completely 
satisfy diff erentiation criteria. In particular, what does it mean to 
be “ animated by specifi c dispositions arising from public institu-
tions and their missions”? Is “animated” the same as “caused,” and 
if not, how is it diff erent? Does it in this instance mean “suggested,” 
“inferred,” “inspired,” or all of these and more? More problematic, 
what exactly are the “specifi c dispositions”? Presumably, specifi c 
dispositions are not the same as general dispositions, and if they are 
specifi c, then they should be specifi ed. In sum, the foregoing clari-
fi cation is helpful but not conclusive. It is useful to separate what 
“animates” PSM from any direct tie to public sector institutions, 
but questions remain.

Gerring’s depth criterion relates to the number of properties 
included under the concept. Vandenabeele’s (2007) concept scores 
particularly high on this criterion, illustrating that depth as a crite-
rion for assessing concepts (similar to criteria for assessing statistical 
relationships or research designs) often involves trade-off s—in this 
case, trade-off s with parsimony. Moreover, the depth criterion seems 
not the most pressing at this point in the history of PSM theory 

Many public service motivation 
concepts remain ambiguous 

because they do not distinguish 
adequately from other concepts.
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Research program 1: Sorting out the dispositional versus the 
environmental context aspects of PSM. It is easy enough, in prin-
ciple, to sort out the dispositional versus the environmental context 
relationship of possible PSM origins. In part, the issue is PSM as 
a dependent variable versus PSM as an independent variable. In 
our view, it is both and should be treated as such. PSM has roots 
somewhere—individual attitudes and history, organizational sociali-
zation, responses to benchmark events—and none of this has been 
sorted out suffi  ciently. To this point, much more progress has been 
made in understanding PSM as a cause. But the research on the 
PSM as an independent variable becomes even more useful once we 
have a fuller grasp of the PSM phenomenon and its causes. Many 
important issues remain unresolved, such as whether PSM is inher-
ent to the individual (e.g., Perry and Wise 1990), a matter of sociali-
zation (e.g., Bright 2013; Vandenabeele 2011; Ward 2013), related 
to occupation (e.g., Andersen and Pedersen 2012; Houston 2011), 
or working in a context in which the focus is providing service (e.g., 
Houston 2011; Kjeldsen and Jacobsen 2013).

What is required for progress on the causes of PSM and its 
dynamism, aside from a satisfactory concept and constructs of 
PSM (which we assume for the moment), is quality longitudinal 
data about career trajectories (e.g., Brænder and Andersen 2013; 
Christensen and Wright 2011; Kjeldsen and Jacobsen 2013). 
Research design requires an early pre-test of PSM, perhaps among 
college students (Christensen and Wright 2011) or physicians 
(Kjeldsen and Jacobsen 2013), and then a stratifi ed sample that 
will have suffi  cient variance to accommodate a wide variety of work 
contexts (not only public, private, and nonprofi t but also func-
tional diff erences and, especially, diff erences in service provision). 
Th e design must be longitudinal to trace the eff ects of not only 
socialization but also disenchantment and burnout (e.g., Kjeldsen 
and Jacobsen 2013). Longitudinal design is also vital to exam-
ine both job switching and sector switching to determine eff ects 
emanating from such changes (e.g., Christensen and Wright 2011; 
Wright and Christensen 2010; Wright and Grant 2010). With 
such a design, the mystery of the origins of PSM can likely be put 
to rest.

Research program 2: Validating PSM in 
laboratory studies. PSM research would 
benefi t from a series of integrated laboratory 
studies. Wright and Grant (2010) arrive at the 
same conclusion. Th ere is a strong tradition 
of experimental work on adjacent concepts, 
especially altruism (e.g., Charness and Haruvy 
2002; Fong 2007; Grusec 1972). Experiments 
could prove extremely useful in helping 

develop and anchor concepts (not indexes or constructs) of PSM 
(e.g., Bellé 2013; Christensen et al. 2013).

A simple example should suffi  ce. An experimental treatment that 
folds altruistic or other-regarding behaviors of some sort into a 
public context (and then into an unspecifi ed or private context) can 
provide an indicator of the meaning of that context or, related, public 
institutions as instruments. But there are many other possible ways 
in which laboratory experiments can give power to PSM conception. 
For example, there is the long-standing concern as to whether a high 
score on a PSM scale actually corresponds to any observable behavior 

PSM a learned attitude? Or is it a behavior that is as much atavistic as 
learned? If it is learned, how is it learned? Is PSM inculcated in formal 
education, such as receiving a master of public administration or mas-
ter’s degree in social work or a certifi cation in engineering ethics? Is it 
learned on the job, as one’s coworkers model PSM behaviors, perhaps 
transmitted by generations of public interested workers? Or is PSM the 
result of accumulated life experiences, some sort of amalgamation of 
commitment to others, religiosity or spiritualism, parental encourage-
ment, and sense self-effi  cacy? What actually causes PSM? PSM remains 
woefully underdeveloped as a dependent variable. It will be a challeng-
ing task to develop a causal map for PSM because a great many factors 
likely interact (e.g., individual psychological makeup, organizational 
eff ects, systemic eff ects, peer interaction).

With respect to Gerring’s (1999) diff erentiation criterion, we noted 
earlier the diffi  culties posed by the fact that PSM conceptualization 
provides no suitable diff erentiation from the venerable (but also 
concept-challenged) tradition of research and theory on altruism (for 
an overview, see Piliavin and Charng 1990). It is not suffi  cient simply 
to say that PSM is a special subset of altruism. Th at communicates 
little meaning unless one identifi es the specifi cations by which it is a 
subset, that is, how PSM is diff erent from other aspects of altruism. 
Is it a subset confi ned to public agencies or limited to public service? 
Does PSM apply to special constituents or a whole society, among 
other possibilities? PSM researchers are well aware of the “adjacent 
concept space” problem and have attempted to sort out the relation-
ship of such factors as altruism, religious motivation, and PSM (Perry 
1997; Perry et al. 2008), but thus far to no adequate resolution.

Another conceptual issue that seems muddled in existing PSM 
research is the relationship of PSM to intrinsic and extrinsic motiva-
tion. PSM researchers assume implicitly or declare explicitly that 
PSM exemplifi es intrinsic motivation (e.g., Crewson 1995, 1997; 
Kim 2009a, 2009b). Lately, scholars have tended to downplay the 
ties between PSM and intrinsic motivation, placing more empha-
sis on the institutional component of PSM (Perry, Hondeghem, 
and Wise 2010; Vandenabeele 2007). For instance, a fi fth dimen-
sion of PSM is unfolded and labeled as “democratic governance” 
(Vandenabeele 2008). Still, some questions 
need further attention. For example, what is 
the public nature of that intrinsic motivation? 
How does one distinguish the desire to serve 
others from the desire to serve the public? 
What constitutes “public”? In PSM, is the con-
cern with serving citizens, clients, or some set 
of public values? Does it not make a diff erence 
as to exactly who constitutes this public? We 
do not suggest that any particular view of the 
“public” in PSM is superior, only that theoretical progress requires 
some sorting out of these issues.

Conclusions
Taking into account the progress to date in PSM and the remain-
ing gaps in research and theory, we propose two research programs 
that, although diffi  cult and resource intensive, could enhance PSM 
theory. Th e fi rst suggestion is for research sorting out the disposi-
tional from the environmental aspects of PSM. Th e second sugges-
tion, not entirely novel, is to use laboratory settings and experiments 
to nail down some basic empirical aspects of PSM.

We do not suggest that any 
particular view of the “public” 
in public service motivation is 
superior, only that theoretical 
progress requires some sorting 

out of these issues.
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Notes
1. Th e approach to the task of tracking the PSM literature is as follows: Because 

there are signifi cant diff erences in the compilation mechanics of major biblio-
metric databases, we searched Web of Science, Scopus, and Google Scholar. In 
each case, we searched titles and keywords for the exact terms “public service 
motivation,” “Public Service Motivation” and “PSM.” We did a quick reader’s 
check of each of the less obvious articles to ensure that, in fact, the captured 
titles were about public service motivation rather than, say, “prostate-specifi c 
membrane” or “phosphate solubilization microorganisms” (to give examples of 
two actual and not common uses of PSM). We did not limit the relevant PSM 
articles to the public administration, public policy, or political science literatures, 
but the vast majority of published articles are in the journals of these fi elds (a 
few, less than 5 percent, are in management and economics journals or highly 
specialized social sciences journals).

2. Typical reward items include pay, promotion, job security, status and prestige, 
performing meaningful public service, and being helpful to others. To be sure, 
there were a great deal of variants used in diff erent survey questionnaires, but the 
central thread of comparative analysis was to detect whether public employees 
rank performing public service higher and pay lower than their private peers.
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