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ABSTRACT 
 

Public Service Motivation (PSM) refers to the orientation of those who deliver public services 

to people with the purpose of serving the public good. The study looks at how this might have 

been affected by the Covid-19. Following a mixed methods approach, employees of a Local 

Authority were surveyed to assess current PSM levels and whether this differed to pre-

pandemic levels. The majority of staff did not experience change but for those who did, it was 

predominantly increased rather than decreased PSM. The combination of factors which 

accounted for the resilience of PSM could not be isolated however.  Analysis of what aspects 

of the work is most valued by staff revealed three themes: Meaningful Work, Quality of Life 

and Workplace Factors.  The predominance of the Meaningful Work theme aligns with the 

concept of PSM and it is suggested that it be explored for possible incorporation into HR 

strategies. 
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Research context 
Over 30,000 people work in the Local Authority sector in Ireland and many have chosen to do 

so because of Public Sector Motivation (PSM). Studies have shown that those working in the 

public sector are motivated differently to those working in the private sector (Perry, 1997). 

PSM is a construct that denotes the idea of a belief in the value of public services, 

commitment to the public interest and the desire to perform work that benefits society. 

Therefore, it relates to something like a predisposition for public service over private sector 

work rather than being a measure of the level of motivation. There is a growing body of 

international research related to PSM, however very little has been written from an Irish 

perspective.  

Public Service Motivation theory provides a framework to understand how to attract, 

recruit, retain and motivate employees who are capable of delivering important and 

necessary services efficiently and effectively. The public sector is under pressure in terms of 

budgets, resources and an urgent need to reform in order to be “fit for service” in an 

increasingly digital-first world (DPER, 2019). The recent Covid-19 pandemic has been an 

extremely challenging time globally and has affected almost every aspect of life for over two 

years. Those working in Local Authorities in Ireland were considered essential workers, 

though not frontline, because Local Authorities provide over 1,500 services to the 

communities and businesses they serve, ranging from business supports to playgrounds to 

social housing to Libraries and community events. Essential work status meant that Local 

Authorities had to continue to provide all services for the duration of the pandemic, in many 

cases with increasing demand. In common with workers in every sector, the nature, delivery 
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and location of work changed almost overnight with the March 2020 shutdown. Remote 

working brought challenges in the form of learning new technologies and skills whilst at the 

same time reducing the support from colleagues and managers. In addition, many workers 

found that their homes not only had to double up as workplaces, they also had to function as 

creches and schools while schools and childcare providers closed. When viewed through the 

lens of job demands-resources theory (JD-R), the theory would predict that as job demands 

increased, job resources decreased and personal resources were negatively affected, greater 

levels of burnout would be experienced, sick leave would increase, workers would experience 

lower levels of job satisfaction and motivation (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007).  

I was interested to find out whether Covid-19 did have an effect on PSM, whether PSM 

might mitigate adverse effects (Perry and Wise, 1990) and therefore be considered a personal 

resource in terms of JD-R. If PSM can be shown to be a buffer at a time of crisis, then Local 

Authorities and other public sector organisations should further examine how take to nurture 

PSM. Finally, I wanted to examine whether the positive relationship that exists between of 

PSM and job satisfaction and organisation commitment would be affected by the pandemic 

experience (Perry, Hondeghem and Wise, 2010) (Giauque, Anderfuhren-Biget and Varone, 

2013a). This chapter provides the background to this study including the research context, 

rationale and potential for the research  

 
1.2 Research aims and contribution 
The primary aim of this research project was to provide insight on the impact of the sudden, 

dramatic change caused by the Covid-19 pandemic on Public Service Motivation levels 

through a mixed methods study of a single Local Authority.  Following on from that was the 

desire to examine a number of factors that might be linked to any change, positive or negative 
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which in turn would bring insight into the resilience of PSM during a crisis.  While PSM has 

been a topic for much research in the field of public administration, there is very little research 

on how it behaves in a crisis.  In addition, there is a lack of Irish-based research in the field of 

PSM.  Approximately 350,000 people in Ireland are employed by public service organisations. 

These organisations are experiencing a number of challenges in terms of an aging work force, 

budgetary pressure and staff turnover. Examining the importance, if any, of PSM in employee 

satisfaction and commitment may identify areas for further study which may impact 

recruitment of future Public Service staff and staff training programs. It will also offer an 

insight into what aspects of their work is most valued by Public Sector employees and how 

this may mediate the effects of working through a crisis. It is hoped that this research project 

will add to knowledge in this area. 

1.3 Research questions 
The primary research questions are: 

 What effect, if any, has the Covid-19 pandemic experience had on PSM? 

 What factors affected the change in PSM? 

 Can PSM be viewed as a buffer against sudden, shocking events affecting 

work? 

 How does the change in PSM levels affect the relationship with job satisfaction 

and organisational commitment?  

1.4 Theoretical framework 
The purpose of the study is to measure any change to PSM due to the Covid-19 pandemic 

however, given the sudden and unexpected nature of the pandemic, it was not possible to 

measure a pre-pandemic baseline PSM level. Therefore, the International Instrument for 

measuring PSM developed by Kim et al (Kim et al., 2010) was used to measure post-pandemic 
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PSM across 4 dimensions. A supplementary question was added to each item for respondents 

asking whether their response now differed from what their pre-pandemic response would 

have been. The change was then analysed in reference to a number of variables set out in the 

diagram below. 

 

 
Figure 1: Theoretical Framework 

 

1.5 Structure of the thesis 
This thesis consists of 6 chapters. Chapter One is the introduction and sets out the rationale 

and purpose of the study. It also outlines the research questions and provides context. 

Chapter Two reviews the literature on motivation theories and the concepts leading to a 

theory of Public Service motivation.   This chapter presents research on what the effects of 

PSM are for organisations and individuals are, how it is measured and its significance. 

Different impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic are discussed including personal and societal in 

the context of how motivation can be affected. Chapter Three outlines the methodological 

approach and the research philosophy driving the approach to the research. In chapter four 

the data analysis is outlined. Chapter five discusses the findings from chapter 4. The final 
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chapter, chapter 6 relates to the lessons learned and the possible applications and 

implications of the project. 
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2. Literature Review 
 
2.1 Introduction 
The purpose of this literature review is to analyse the existing literature and the findings of 

previous research projects with regards to Public Sector Motivation and how motivation can 

be affected by shocking, stressful situations. A literature review should build a foundation for 

research by helping to develop a good understanding and insight into relevant previous 

research (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016).  This will provide a benchmark for comparison 

with the findings from this research project (Creswell, 2009) which looks at what effects, if 

any, the Covid-19 pandemic has had on Public Service Motivation in a Local Authority 

organisation.  Public Sector Motivation describes “the idea of commitment to public service, 

pursuit of the public interest, and the desire to perform work that is worthwhile to society” 

(Scott and Pandey, 2005, p. 156). As a construct, it originates from beliefs that unique motives 

are found among public servants that are different to those working in the private sector. 

(Perry & Wise, 1990). The first section of the literature review will examine how Public Service 

Motivation (PSM) differs from other theories of work motivation. The review will then move 

to study the literature on the factors affecting PSM and who are the people likely to have 

PSM. The third section will review the theory on how PSM affects both personal and 

organisational outcomes. The final section will investigate research on the effect working 

through the Covid 19 pandemic has had on people. 

PSM is not the only reason that individuals choose to work in the public sector as it is 

recognised that extrinsic considerations such as security of tenure, development 

opportunities and quality of life policies such as flexi-time and family friendly policies attract 

individuals (Perry and Hondeghem, 2008; Vandenabeele, 2008). These considerations lie 

outside of PSM and therefore outside the scope of this thesis. 
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2.2 Public Sector Motivation: Conceptual and Theoretical Perspectives 
2.2.1 Theories of Workplace Motivation 
Motivation can be said to permeate many topics that make up modern management studies 

including leadership, performance management, decision making and organisational change. 

It is an integral part of the performance equation and a means to affect individual and group 

performance within organisations (Mowday, Shapiro and Steers, Richard, 1979). It has been 

suggested by Campbell and Pritchard that a series of independent and variable relationships 

can explain the intensity, persistence and direction of a person’s behaviour where everything 

else in the environment such as skill and understanding remain constant (Campbell and 

Pritchard, 1976). 

Early motivation theory attributed behaviour to hedonism, whereby individuals would 

seek pleasure and avoid pain, then progressed to considering that people are driven by 

instincts wherein instinct is defined as  “an inherited or innate psychological predisposition 

which determined its possessor…to act in a particular manner”  (McDougall, 1908, p. 4). The 

school of Scientific Management in the 1910s combined job-training, performance-related 

pay systems, improved employee selection techniques and job redesign as a means of 

increasing operational efficiency and thereby profits. The early successful implementations of 

this theory were succeeded by poor employee relations as employee needs became 

increasingly sophisticated. (Mowday, Shapiro and Steers, Richard, 1979).  Bendix noted that 

low morale was caused by failing to treat workers as human beings, causing poor standards 

of work and confusion (Bendix, 1956, p. 294).  

Behavioural scientists then began to look at pull rather than push factors and at 

internal and external factors, where internal factors urge action and external factors act as an 
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inducement (Locke and Latham, 1990, p. 388). These theories are known collectively as 

content or need theories and include well known examples such as Maslow’s Hierarchy of 

needs and Herzberg's two-factor theory. The former seeks to classify human needs into 5 

orders or levels and each level must be satisfied before the individual can move on to the next 

level (Maslow, 1943). At the lowest level are physiological needs such as the need for food, 

shelter, rest. Only when these needs are addressed can the individual move up to addressing 

need for safety, the need to belong and the need to gain esteem. These 4 levels are known as 

Deficiency needs and they are said to motivate individuals until they are met. The final level 

of the hierarchy is referred to as Growth needs and differs in that motivation does not come 

from lacking something but the desire to grow and develop. Although this model has been 

refined over time, a number of criticisms have been directed at the theory, including by 

Maslow himself. These include the rigidity of the hierarchy as for some, the need to belong 

may be lower than the need for self-esteem. Maslow went on to note some years later, that 

rather than being driven by one basic need, behaviour seems to be driven by several needs 

acting at once. (Maslow, 1987, p. 87). Nevertheless, it has clearly established that there are 

internal or intrinsic needs which drive human behaviour as well as extrinsic factors. 

Herzberg’s two-factor theory looks at the workplace or work environment and divides 

them into two categories, motivators and hygiene factors (Herzberg, 1966). Motivators will 

spur on employees, but hygiene factors cause dissatisfaction. Decreasing hygiene factors 

alone will not increase satisfaction, that can only be achieved through motivating factors. 

Hygiene factors include remuneration, company policies, security and motivators include 

achievement, recognition, responsibility and the work itself. Rogers has written that hygiene 

factors must be present but alone they only mean that the worker will not be dissatisfied. 

They are essential if motivator factors are to have an effect (Rogers, 1975). Although the 
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Herzberg model has been rejected by some as being too simplistic (DeSantis and Durst, 1996), 

it is often used to compare the intrinsic and extrinsic motivations of private and public sector 

employees. The majority of studies have found that public servants are more motivated by 

intrinsic factors compared to private sector employees. (Buchanan 1975; Lawler 1971; Rainey 

1982).  

2.2.2 The concept of Public Service Motivation 
There has long been a recognition that some people are drawn to public service, but it was 

not until Perry and Wise’s seminal 1990 article “The motivational basis of Public Service” that 

Public Service Motivation was formally defined and given a conceptual framework by which 

to assess it. In clarifying  the nature pf PSM, they asked whether specific or exclusive motives 

exist in relation to public service and if so, what could they be (Perry and Wise, 1990, p. 368). 

Although there have been many further descriptions of PSM formulated, Perry and Wise is 

the most cited (Bozeman and Su, 2014) and says that “Public service motivation may be 

understood as an individual’s predisposition to respond to motives grounded primarily or 

uniquely in public institutions or organisations” (Perry and Wise, 1990, p. 568).   Although this 

definition associates PSM primarily with public institutions and public organisations, later 

development of PSM theory recognises that it can be found outside public organisations 

(Bozeman and Su, 2014). 

The systematic review involved studying the existing literature on public 

administration to discern the antecedents of PSM and assess the significance of the new 

construct. They noted that “evidence indicates that public organisations attract  different 

types of individuals than do private organisations” (Perry and Wise, 1990, p. 370). In addition, 

treating publics sector like private enterprise “fails to acknowledge unique motivations 

underlying public sector employment” (ibid, p371). The authors found that PSM was 
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influenced by three kinds of motive: Rational, Norm-based and Affective, and four conceptual 

dimensions: attraction to public policy making, commitment to the public interest, 

compassion and self-sacrifice (Perry and Wise, 1990). 

 

Figure 2 Theoretical model of PSM, created by author 

 

The public interest factor represents the norm-based motives, attraction to making public 

policy conceptualises rational motives and affective motives are represented by compassion, 

and self-sacrifice. The two affective dimensions of compassion and self-sacrifice reflect 

altruism and pro-social values. These provide the “emotional fuel” for the pursuit of rational 

(Policy making) and normative (public interest) activities of public servants (Stefurak, Morgan 

and Johnson, 2020, p. 592). Drawing on Downs (Downs, 1967), Perry and Wise found 

examples of Rationalism where a personal interest in a program would motivate an individual 

as public service would allow individuals to advocate or participate in formulation of policy 

(Perry and Wise, 1990). Norm-based motivation can follow from a deep belief in social equity. 

From the literature, Perry and Wise concluded that a variety of norm-based, rational and 
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affective motives “seem to be primarily or exclusively associated with public service” (ibid, p 

369).  

Although public management scholars have previously  associated PSM with altruism, 

altruism scholars have not (Perry and Hondeghem, 2008). Altruism looks at whether the 

desire to help is out of concern for others and is unidimensional, PSM is multidimensional 

with normative, rational and affective motives involved as outlined above. Nevertheless, 

several theorists have looked at the links between Altruism, Self-Sacrifice and PSM (Perry, 

1996; Perry and Wise 1996; Rainey and Steinbauer 1999). Some authors have equated PSM 

with Altruism (Wright and Pandey, 2008), or work-related preferences or work-socialisation 

making it difficult to equate and compare data gathered. Le Grand looked at policy design and 

PSM and  concluded that “it is hard to dispute the view that altruistic motivations are 

prevalent among the providers of public services” (LeGrand, 2009, p. 30). Grant observed that 

whereas intrinsic motivation emphasises enjoyment and pleasure as drivers of effort, 

prosocial motivations emphasises meaning and purpose as drivers of effort (Grant, 2008). 

Despite differences, there is convergence in the different types of research into PSM that it 

relates to “other” orientation represented by altruism, self-sacrifice and pro-social motivation 

(Perry, Hondeghem and Wise, 2010). 

Another issue that has been examined is whether PSM is a trait or a state wherein a 

trait is stable but a state can fluctuate (Chaplin, Olivier and Goldberg, 1988). This has 

relevance for applying PSM research into public sector management as if it is a trait then it 

will be difficult to encourage through management or motivational techniques.  If it is a state 

which can fluctuate, that again may be challenging to manage (Christensen, Paarlberg and 

Perry, 2017). In a study which examined data over 16 years using a study issued every 4 years 
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(waves), Vogel and Kroll found that values associated with PSM were relatively stable and 

where there was a change in one wave, in the following wave it tended to return to pre-

change levels (Vogel and Kroll, 2016). Other studies however have shown an increase as age 

increased  (Perry, 1997) whilst others showed a reduction the longer the person stayed in the 

organisation.  The latter has been attributed to instances of misfit between person and 

organisation (Giauque, Anderfuhren-Biget and Varone, 2013a).  

 

2.2.3 Measuring Public Service Motivation 
PSM has been found to be made up of 4 dimensions, Attraction to public policy (APP), 

Commitment to public values (CPV), Compassion (COM) and Self-Sacrifice (SS) (Kim et al., 

2013).  As a predisposition, PSM is shaped before an individual joins either the private or 

public service, however organisational factors may also affect levels of PSM although the 

baseline remains true when studied over time. In cases where it changed, it tended to revert 

back to pre-change levels. (Moynihan and Pandey, 2007; Vogel and Kroll, 2016). Perry 

developed a PSM measurement scale based on his previous research to be used for 

systematic research by translating theory into a measurement scale. 

As research on PSM has continued with a wider geographical scope, this model was 

felt not to be an appropriate measure for cross-national research and comparison of PSM 

(Wright, 2008), (Wise, 2000). Kim et al used international research and a survey to elaborate 

the constructs and measurement of PSM to facilitate international research (Kim et al., 2013). 

By surveying local government employees in 12 countries, they made small changes to Perry’s 

original model to ensure consistency when used outside the US. The four dimensions 

surveyed are Attraction to public policy (APP), Commitment to public values (CPV), 

Compassion (COM) and self-sacrifice (SS). Self-sacrifice was proposed as the foundational 
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concept with three categories of motives:  instrumental, value based and identification. Each 

dimension represents a distinct form of PSM and together they shape a person’s PSM. It was 

argued that omitting a dimension was leaving out a part of PSM (Kim et al., 2013). These 

redefined components focus on (a) the means of performing meaningful public service 

(instrumental), (b) value-based on values and ethics with (c) identification on the people or 

groups individuals want to serve (Kim, 2012).  

 
2.3 Predictors of PSM 
In 1997 Perry conducted research which showed sociohistorical factors as antecedents for 

PSM including religion, education and family. The relationship within headings varied, for 

example, church involvement was negatively related to PSM whereas closeness to God was 

highly related. There were comparable results regarding personal/familial relationships. The 

extent to which respondents had learned altruistic behaviour from family/parents had a 

strong positive effect on overall PSM and civic duty in general. Education had been included 

as a demographic control but was then found to have a strong positive relationship with PSM 

given its primary role in shaping beliefs (Perry, 1997). He also found that PSM was negatively 

related to income level (Perry, 1997).  

Bright conducted a study of Federal employees in Oregon to see whether links exists 

between PSM and management level, monetary preferences and  personal characteristics 

such as age, gender, education and ethnicity (Bright, 2005). He found that individuals with 

higher levels of PSM tended to be older, female, in management positions and as Perry found, 

have higher levels of education than those with low levels of PSM. In addition, those with high 

PSM were substantially less likely to desire monetary incentives. It should be noted that as 

managers tend to be better paid than non-managers, their lower level needs for food and 
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shelter are more likely to be addressed (Bright, 2005, 2009). A Maslowian interpretation 

would suggest that PSM is a need that cannot be satisfied until low level physiological needs 

are addressed (Maslow, 1943) so that it is logical that higher-paid managers would have 

higher levels of PSM. An alternative explanation for higher levels of PSM in managers is that 

their higher levels of PSM that has propelled them into management positions as it influences 

their work behaviour and belief in the value of providing quality public services. 

With regards to higher levels of PSM in women compared to men,  Bright pointed out 

that the difference may be related to a gender socialisation perspective wherein Public 

Service organisations tend to provide direct services and benefits to society and are 

“congruent with the assumptions of support and caretaking” which society traditionally 

characterise as female roles (Bright, 2005, p. 146) and that the results of the study are align 

with the stereotype of women being more service oriented than men (ibid). There is further 

research indicating a high level of female participation in the public sector workforce. 

Researchers analysing the Worldwide Bureaucracy Indicators dataset in 2021 looked at cross-

national data on public sector employment and found that globally women make up 46% of 

the public sector workforce but only 33% of the private sector workforce and outnumber men 

in the public service in 55 countries (Mukhtarova, Baig and Hasnain, 2021). In addition, more 

than 64% of the public sector education workforce are female as are over 70% of the workers 

in the health sector while only 38% of public administration staff are female (ibid). It could be 

posited that as high levels of PSM are common in women but given that some sections of the 

public service have a much higher percentage of female employees than others, certain sub-

dimensions might carry a greater weighting when it comes to job selection factors.  

While PSM is shaped even before an individual begins work in the public sector, it is 

not necessarily fixed at that stage. Bellé in 2013 conducted an experimental study and found 
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that PSM can be affected by organisational factors (Belle, 2013). This complements an earlier 

study that found that organisational factors including red tape, hierarchical authority and  

efforts for reform affected PSM (Moynihan and Pandey, 2007).  As the authors noted 

however, their respondents came from a narrower and more homogenous group than those 

in Perry’s 1997 study. Another study looking at organisational factors involved a cross-

sectional study of Belgian civil servants. It found that having a supervisor or co-worker with a 

keen sense of public service values had a positive effect on the PSM of the team members 

(Vandenabeele, 2011).   

In a survey of advanced master’s students at a Belgian university, Vandenabeele found 

that levels of PSM were co-relational with the student’s preference for employment in the 

public sector (Vandenabeele, 2008). Stejin found that not only was PSM higher in public sector 

workers but that private sectors workers with high level of PSM were more likely to be looking 

for public sector jobs (Steijn, 2008). 

2.4 How PSM affects personal and organisational outcomes 
It was posited by Perry and Wise (1990) that individual behaviour is affected by PSM in three 

ways: (a) the higher the level of PSM, the more interest the individual has in working in the 

public service, (b) PSM is positively linked with job performance within public organisations 

and (c) such organisations do not have to rely on extrinsic incentives to manage workers who 

have high levels of PSM. The rationale for the first proposition was that individuals who are 

high in PSM would be attracted to organisations which offered opportunities to sate their 

prosocial and altruistic orientation. Studies have shown a strong relationship between PSM 

and person-organisation fit (Bright, 2008). As mentioned above, Steijn analysed a large set of 

Dutch data and found that public sector employees had higher levels of PSM than those in 

the private sector and that those private sector employees with high levels of PSM were more 
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likely to be looking for public sector jobs (Steijn, 2008). Steijn’s study found that the effect of 

PSM on the intention to stay and job satisfaction were higher when employees felt that their 

work was useful to society (Steijn, 2008). PSM has been linked to higher organisation 

commitment and lower turnover (Crewson, 1997). 

Regarding the second proposition on the positive link between high PSM and work 

performance, it was noted by Perry and Wise that “systemic empirical evidence about the 

relationship between PSM and performance does not exit” (Perry and Wise, 1990, p. 371). 

Nevertheless, it was felt that it followed for two reasons. Firstly, people with high levels of 

PSM would be intrinsically motivated by public -serving jobs with high significance and 

secondly, from the likely effect of organisational commitment. Several studies have looked at 

this area since 1990 (Bright 2007; Leisink and Steijn 2009; Vandenabeele 2009) as cited in 

Perry, 2010). Vandenabeele found a positive and significant relationship between PSM and 

self-reported performance (Vandenabeele, 2009). Further studies moved from looking at 

individual performance and looked at perceived organisational effectiveness and efficiency. 

Kim found a significant positive influence, replicating the results of others (Kim, 2005). Also it 

was found to have an impact on an individual’s propensity to become a whistle-blower 

(Brewer and Selden, 1998). Although evidence has been found to support the proposition and 

while it is clear that it does matter for performance, there are a number of mediating factors 

such as person-organisation fit and person-job fit (Moynihan and Pandey, 2007). In addition, 

another shortcoming has been the reliance on self-reporting performance studies (Perry et 

al, 2010).  

The third proposition put forward by Perry and Wise (1990) is that organisations do 

not have to rely on extrinsic rewards to stimulate employees with high levels of PSM. This 



P a g e  | 23 
 

applies the Knoke and Wright-Isak’s predisposition-opportunity model to PSM (Perry, 

Hondeghem and Wise, 2010). This described motives as “predispositions to act under 

appropriate external cues” and grouped eight different types of organisational incentive 

systems including pure utilitarian and service incentive systems (ibid p686). PSM represents 

the predisposition of the individual to act and organisational incentives represent the cues. 

Perry and Wise posited that PSM was less dependent on utilitarian rewards. Much of the 

research in this area has focused on how public sector employees value financial rewards 

compared to private sector employees. Crewson (1997) examined data on public and private 

sector respondents from 2 surveys conducted by the Institute of Electrical and Electronic 

Engineers in 1989 and 1994. He found that there was no statistical difference in the 

importance of high pay between public and private sector respondents, however, other 

extrinsic rewards were rated lower and intrinsic rewards rated higher for public sector 

respondents than private sector respondents (Crewson, 1997). Although financial incentives 

were not found to be less important, Crewson’s findings were consistent in that other 

extrinsic or utilitarian incentives were less useful as motivators then intrinsic motivators. In a 

later study, Wright applied goal theory in a study to assess the influence of mission and 

extrinsic rewards on motivation by surveying over 800 state employees (Wright, 2007).   

Wright found that “the intrinsic rewards provided by the nature or function of the 

organisation may be more important to public sector employees than – or compensate for 

the limited availability of – performance-related extrinsic rewards” (Wright, 2007, p. 60). The 

value placed by the employees on the mission of the organisation made them feel that their 

work was important and increased their motivation even when faced with challenging tasks. 

Some observers have argued that using financial rewards rather than encouraging PSM has in 

fact damaged the public service mission (Moynihan, 2008). Similar to Herzberg’s Two-factor 
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theory, high levels of PSM do not obviates the need for extrinsic rewards, but PSM can be 

used as a way to motivate employees in public sector where budgets cannot offer bonuses or 

annual pay increases as part of the mix of motivations.  To this end, the need for further 

research into multiple motivations has been flagged (Perry, Hondeghem and Wise, 2010). 

2.5 Social Impact of Covid-19 in general 
The Covid19 pandemic was a global health crisis that began in late February 2020. Public 

health measures to reduce transmission of the virus led to the closure of borders, workplaces, 

educational institutions and social venues. Many countries implemented lockdowns 

restricting the distance individuals could travel from their homes, the activates they could 

undertake and who they could spend time with. Public service organisations came under 

pressure to administer schemes set up to address the effects of the pandemic while 

maintaining business as usual.  Examples include income supports for people whose 

employers had been forced to close and were now without employment and business support 

funds for businesses to move online. The pandemic also introduced home-schooling for all 

children along with virtual classes and home-working for many office-based staff. Huge 

pressure came to bear on employees who delivered front line services particularly in health 

care but also in food retail. Those not directly involved in front line services were mobilised 

to work from home with varying degrees of support and faced challenges in juggling home 

and work life.  

The CSO have conducted surveys in 2020 and 2021 to measure the social effects of 

Covid-19. In April 2020, 47% of respondents reported a change in their work circumstances 

due to Covid, of these 34% had started home working, 12% had increased their home-working 

hours (Employment and Life Effects of COVID-19 - CSO - Central Statistics Office, no date).   In 

June, almost 20% reported not having a satisfactory workspace at home. The April 2021 
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survey looked at the impacts on health and well-being. Almost 6 in 10 reported that mental 

health and/or well-being had been negatively affected by the pandemic compared to 4% who 

reported a positive effect (Social Impact of COVID-19 Survey February 2021: Well-being - CSO 

- Central Statistics Office, no date). This survey also recorded the lowest life-satisfaction 

scores since the indicator was first surveyed in 2013 (ibid). Respondents were asked how 

often in the previous four-weeks they had felt “downhearted or depressed” and “lonely”. In 

both cases there were dramatic increases from the beginning of the pandemic.  

The survey results are displayed below. Although the CSO surveys do not categorise 

respondents by type of employment, they demonstrate the significant psychological impact 

of the Covid-19 pandemic on the Irish population. 

 

Figure 3: Psychological impact of Covid-19 pandemic Source CSO 

 

2.6 Impact of Covid-19 on job demands and resources 
Work Stress has been studied from a management and organisational context. The Job 

Demands-Resources (JD-R) model was developed by Bakker and Demerouti and has as its 

central proposition that irrespective of sector, job characteristics can be divided into two 

categories: job demands and job resources. In the JD-R model, demands are the aspects of 

work that require continuous effort such as the physical aspects of the work environment 

(e.g., high levels of noise, overcrowding), social aspects (e.g. interpersonal conflict) or 

organisational aspects (e.g. time pressure, red tape). Exposure to job demands creates a 
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burden on employees but personal and job resources help the employee to meet the 

demands and act as buffers against strain. Job resources refers to factors in the work 

environment that facilitate achievement of work goals, help reduce job demands or stimulate 

professional growth and development including perceived organisational support (Bakker 

and Demerouti, 2007). Personal resources include optimism, resilience, and self-efficacy. The 

JD-R model has been used to show a direct relationship between job demands and strain 

leading to stress and burnout as well as showing the moderating influence of job and personal 

resources. Job resources are viewed as having motivational potential. They may act on 

intrinsic motivation as they can foster growth, learning and development (Deci and Ryan, 

1985). They can act as extrinsic motivators as they help to achieve work goals (Meijman and 

Mulder, 1998). 

Giaque et al (2013) is one of the only studies to look at how the JD-R theory applies to 

public sector employees. It noted that several empirical studies had related PSM to positive 

organisational outcomes and hypothesised that “a high degree of PSM reduces stress 

perception” as they considered PSM to be a job resource (Giauque, Anderfuhren-Biget and 

Varone, 2013b, p. 9). The results of their research however suggested that rather than being 

a resource, PSM had a positive and significant relationship to stress. Previous research 

showed that people with high levels of PSM were more committed to their organisations than 

people with low PSM, therefore it was suggested that if they perceive that their personal and 

organisational goals cannot be attained, they “will be more inclined to suffer from 

psychological  and physical strains than individuals who consider their job just a way to make 

a living” (Giauque, Anderfuhren-Biget and Varone, 2013b, p. 17). The authors referred to this 

as the “dark side” of PSM. Further studies on the “dark side” of PSM have shown  mixed 
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results or that PSM is not a factor that increases stress (Rayner, Reimers and Chao, 2018), 

(Jensen, Andersen and Holten, 2019).  

As mentioned above, Covid-19 brought about huge changes to work and personal lives 

between March 2020 and March 2022. Many work-demands increased such as the move to 

unfamiliar digital ways of working although others reduced such as stressful commutes. A 

number of recent studies have looked at the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on mental 

health, education, employment levels and financial well-being. Studies looking at the Covid-

19 experience of public sector employees have solely focussed on those who were at the 

frontline in health services (Dal and Bulgan, 2021; Diana et al., 2021) or teachers (Kara, Günes 

and Tüysüzer, 2021; Sulaiman et al., 2021). Using the search terms combinations of the terms 

“Covid19” “Public Service” and “Motivation” no results outside of the health and education 

sectors were found using Google Scholar Searches or EBSCO searches. As some of these 

studies look also at the effect on motivation or motivation factors (job resources) they have 

been reviewed. A 2021 study drew on the JD-R model to investigate changes in work 

characteristics and job-related well-being characteristics for teachers working during the 

Covid-19 lockdown in Germany (Hilger et al. 2021). It looked at how job demands and job 

resources changed in the first 6 months of 2020 through a questionnaire issued in 

January/February 2020 and again in May 2020. These surveys were part of a separate, larger 

longitudinal study that had begun before the pandemic, so the first survey gave a pre-

pandemic baseline. Seven work characteristics were measured via multiple item 

measurements including emotional work demands, workload, interpersonal conflict as 

demands and autonomy, social support, feedback with others and task variety as job 

resources. The study found that both job demands and job resources decreased during the 

period however,  “although the closure of schools teachers’ reduced access to job resources, 
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it also seemed to reduce some of the demanding aspects of the teaching job” (Hilger et al, 

2021, p. 524). The results also found that job demands and job resources differentially 

impacted well-being in that changes in job demands were related to negative well-being while 

changes in job resources were associated with changes in positive indicators of well-being 

such as job satisfaction. This “double disassociation” is consistent with the JD-R theory of two 

different pathways from job-demands to strain and the other job resources to job satisfaction 

(Bakker and Demerouti, 2007).  

2.6 Impact of Covid-19 on altruism and pro-social behaviour 
The final aspect to be reviewed is whether the Covid-19 pandemic experience has had an 

impact on altruism or prosocial behaviour in general, given their relevance to PSM. Literature 

in this area is an emerging field given the proximity to the pandemic. One large-scale survey 

experiment found that the Covid-19 pandemic increased altruism and reciprocity towards 

others but in particular towards compatriots (Aksoy et al., 2021). In particular it found a 

stronger positive effect on altruism in those economically affected by the pandemic. Personal 

exposure to Covid-19 has also been found to increase “parochial altruism” (Grimalda et al., 

2021). 

2.7 Conclusion 
In summary, PSM is made up of 4 dimensions: Attraction to Public Service (APS), Commitment 

to Public Values (CPV), Compassion (COM) and self-sacrifice (SS) (Kim et al., 2010).  It has been 

a growth area for research in Public Administration since the late 1990s, beginning in the US 

but with a growing international and European body of work.  Naff and Crum (1998) found 

that federal employees with high levels of public service motivation had higher levels of job 

satisfaction, more positive performance appraisals, and fewer intentions to leave the 

government than did employees with lower levels of public service motivation.  Research has 

tended to concentrate on refining PSM and how it can measured rather than directly 
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measuring its value to an organisation.  It is a lever for motivating employees intrinsically and 

therefore at a lower cost  than performance-related pay programs for example.  Job 

satisfaction, high levels of commitment and self-evaluated high performance levels have been 

shown to be positive impacts of PSM however it is not clear from research how high levels of 

PSM translate into a workforce more motivated than one whose attraction to the public 

sector is based on security and not a commitment to public service.  

Organisational factors and poor person-organisation fit has been shown to affect PSM 

levels so PSM in itself is not necessarily a bulwark against demotivation. In addition, theories 

such as JD-R would suggest that the Covid-19 experience would likely lead to negative 

outcomes such as reduced motivation and job satisfaction and increased stress.  However, 

the research referenced above showing an increase in altruism raises the possibility that the 

Compassion dimension of PSM might be positively affected. 

Finally Public Sector Motivation is not a motivation theory but describes a series of 

motivations that drive individuals towards jobs in the public service and work that benefits 

others. Little has been researched on how a global crisis would affect it so it is hoped that this 

study will add to knowledge in this area, building on the theory discussed in this chapter. 
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3. Methodology 
3.1 Introduction 
The object of this study was to evaluate what effect, if any, the Covid-19 pandemic had on 

the level of Public Sector Motivation of staff working in an Irish Local Authority. In order to do 

so, the level of PSM post-pandemic was measured and participants asked whether this had 

increased, decreased or was unaffected by the experience of working in an organisation 

providing public services during a global health pandemic, as experienced from March 2020 

to Mark 2022 (approximately). 

Research methodology outlines how the research was carried out and the following 

section provides information on a number of aspects set out below: 

 Research philosophy 

 Approach to theory development 

 Type of study methodology 

 Research strategy 

 Time Horizon 

 Data collection and analysis technique and procedure 
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Figure 4: Research Onion (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016) 

  

3.1 Research Methodology 
There are many research philosophies which can be used however the choice must be linked 

to the aim of the research (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). Positivist objectivity takes the view 

that there is a single truth that is both fixed and measurable (Bryman, A., 2012). The 

researcher therefore tests hypotheses using statistical analysis of quantitative data. It is 

possible to identify the factors which make up the PSM construct and measurement 

instruments have been devised to measure it, the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the 

respondents will be individual and subjective and may not be captured purely through 

quantitative data collection. This led to a consideration of constructivism as within this 

paradigm it is assumed that people construct meaning in different ways even when facing the 

same event. In collecting multiple perspectives or attending to different experiences, 

collectivists analyse qualitative data such as interviews (Crotty, M., 1998)). However, it was 
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felt that pragmatism is most closely aligned to the current research project which began with 

a review of existing literature informing the theoretical framework and the research design 

and choice of measurements. The inductive approach was used for the thematic analysis of 

the responses to the open-ended question “What I value most about my job” with an open 

approach to identifying themes and sub-themes. As the collection of both qualitative data 

and quantitative data occurs within a single questionnaire, the methodological choice is 

referred to as mixed-method (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016).  

Table 1: Research Philosophies (Wilson, 2010) 

 Research Approach Ontology Axiology Research Strategy 

Positivism Deductive Objective Value-free Quantitative 

Interpretivism Inductive Subjective Biased Qualitative 

Pragmatism Deductive/inductive Objective or 

subjective 

Value-free/Biased Qualitative and/or 

quantitative 

 

This research looks at answering the following research questions within the context of a 

single Local Authority: 

 What impact has the Covid-19 pandemic had on Public Sector motivation? 

 What motivates public sector employees? 

 What do public sector employees value most about their work? 

 What are the similarities and differences between employees who perceive a change 

in their level of PSM? 

Both qualitative and quantitative data are required to answer these questions. Quantitative 

data allows for quantifying the impact of variables/factors and comparing them whereas 
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qualitative data gives a greater insight into individual experiences whilst allowing for thematic 

analysis. Multiple forms of data are likely to provide a more complete picture as it offers 

rigour, breadth and depth of inquiry (Creswell, J.W. and Plano Clark, V.L., 2011). The 

combination of methodologies, triangulation, will address any gaps that might otherwise have 

resulted. As shown in the research onion (figure 6), there are two possible time-horizons to 

carry out a research project or study. Cross-sectional refers to a single snapshot taken at one 

time whereas longitudinal refers to a series of snapshots taken over time. This study relies on 

a snapshot but also asks respondents to project themselves back in time to answer certain 

questions. Strictly speaking however, although the intention is to include a longitudinal aspect 

to the study, it is not a longitudinal study. 

 

3.2 Participants 
The term public sector covers a huge range of organisations and roles. This study looked at 

the staff working in a Local Authority (LA) in Ireland, including administrative staff, operational 

staff and those with professional qualifications such as solicitors and engineers.  

3.2.1 Target population 
The organisation had over 800 active employees in March 2022 however only staff who were 

working in the LA between January 2020 (pre-pandemic) and post-pandemic (March 200) 

were considered as eligible given the purpose of the study. Therefore, staff who retired, 

resigned or joined the organisation within this period were not considered for inclusion. This 

reduced the potential pool of participants to 621. 

3.2.2 Participant selection 
The organisation has 1 Chief Executive, 11 Directors of Service and 35 Senior Managers 

(Seniors). The CE joined the organisation in January 2022 so was excluded from the study, but 
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all Directors and Seniors were invited to participate along with randomly selected employees 

to a total of 250 with an even gender split, 125 men, 125 women. Participation was on a 

voluntary basis and consisted of filling out an online questionnaire. All responses were 

anonymous and no personal identifiable information was gathered.  

3.2.3 Sample Size 
250 people were invited to respond and 124 responses were received, of which 1 did not 

consent to take part and does not form part of the results. This represents a response rate of 

41%. Probability sampling was used to select the group of random employees as the 

probability of each case being selected from the target population was known and is 

appropriate for use with a questionnaire (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016). 

3.3 Materials 
 An online questionnaire was used for primary data collection. Questionnaires are considered 

an important data collection tool and provide a flexible way to collect large amounts of 

quantitative data in a consistent and cost-effective way (Dawson, 2017).  Microsoft Forms 

was used to build the questionnaire and a link was sent to the participants via email. The 

researcher could then download all data collected from completed surveys into Excel.  

Previous studies have looked at the relationship between age, gender, length of service and 

PSM so these variables were included in the questionnaire.  

The questionnaire uses established measurement instruments, primarily the 

International Instrument to measure PSM developed by Kim and Vandenabeele (2010). As 

well as being peer-reviewed, this instrument was developed through a study of local authority 

staff in 12 countries so was particularly relevant to this study’s sample of Irish local authority 

staff.  
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3.3.1 Questionnaire structure 
The online questionnaire consisted of 5 sections, each with a specific purpose. The majority 

of responses were limited to a Likert-type scale as these scales cope well with quantitative 

data collection, allow for statistical analysis and facilitate easier comparison with results from 

other studies (Allen, 2022). There was an open-ended question included in the questionnaire 

in order to add depth to the findings and the responses were analysed thematically using an 

inductive approach following Braun and Clark’s 6 step framework (Braun and Clarke, 2006).  

Section 1 captured demographic data. As detailed in the literature review earlier, 

previous studies have looked at the relationship between age, gender, length of service and 

PSM so these independent variables were included in the questionnaire. The Public Service is 

hierarchical with those at senior levels setting strategy and having input to public policies with 

those at lower levels often responsible for the execution. Previous research has shown that 

PSM can be influenced by job level (Desmarais and Gamassou, 2014) therefore respondents 

were asked about the managerial nature of their role as this may have a relationship with the 

Public Policy dimension of PSM as managers tend to have more direct policy contact. In using 

range values for age, tenure, type of role the possibility of respondents being identifiable is 

reduced. 

Section 2 related to Job Choice Motivation and the questions were drawn from the 

National Administrative Studies Project (NASP III), as used by Kim when examining  the 

different dynamics influencing the behaviour of public sector employees in Korea  (Kim, 2012). 

There is mixed research on the role PSM plays in attracting people to join the public service 

and whether PSM is an inherent trait or the result of organisational socialisation (Moynihan 

and Pandey, 2007). Respondents were asked to rate the importance of 8 factors on their 
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decision to join the public sector using a 3-point Likert-type scale. The responses were listed 

as 1- Not important, 2- Somewhat important and 3- very important. 

Section 3 is based on the PSM measurement instrument developed by Kim, 

Vadenabeele et al (2016). Their study reaffirmed the four-factor structure of PSM proposed 

by Perry but with modifications within the dimensions. It measures 4 dimensions of PSM using 

16 validated items, 4 for each dimension: attraction to public service  (APS); commitment to 

public values (CPV), compassion (COM), and self-sacrifice (SS). All 20 items were used in this 

study with a 5-point Likert-type scale used for each response. Respondents were asked to 

express the level of their agreement with a series of statements, each related to a dimension 

of PSM, with 1 signally strong disagreement and 5 strong agreement. These responses then 

return a score for each dimension signifying the level of PSM.  In addition, respondents were 

asked whether the Covid-19 experience had had an effect on their feelings towards each 

statement (ie) before Covid-19, would they have given the same answer or disagreed more 

strongly or agreed more strongly. As it was not possible to get a pre-Covid baseline of PSM, 

this response was used to indicate the effect of Covid 19 on PSM.  

 

Figure 5 :Questionnaire structure 
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Section 4 looked at work satisfaction and job commitment. The respondents were 

asked what they valued about their job and were given an open text box for answering. Open-

ended questions can lead to respondents revealing honest and personal feelings  This then 

allowed for qualitative analysis (Allen, 2022). Secondly, they were asked to respond to the 

following statement “I enjoy my job and find it fulfilling” using a Likert-type 5-point response 

ranging from 1: Never to 5: Almost all the time. Job satisfaction can be defined as the 

“pleasurable or positive emotional state resulting from the appraisal of one’s job or job 

experience” (Locke, 1976, p1304). It has positive correlations with motivation, performance, 

mental health and life satisfaction and negative correlations with absenteeism, stress and 

employee turnover (Judge et al, 2001). Perry (2020) has found that “the preference for public 

service was significantly related to job satisfaction”. Job satisfaction in this sector is 

considered a consequence of PSM and has been directly related in a number of international 

studies (Kim, 2012) but not in an Irish study. The final question in this section asked 

respondents about their future work plans in order to assess commitment to the public 

sector. Crewson (1997) and Steijn (2008) have linked PSM to higher organisational 

commitment and lower intention to leave jobs. Organisational Commitment (OC) has been 

defined as the “relative strength of an individual’s identification with and involvement in a 

particular organisation” (Mowday, Shapiro and Steers, Richard, 1979, p. 226). This 

identification has been stated as including the organisation’s values and goals (Porter et al., 

1974).  

The final section, section 5, asked respondents about their personal experience of the 

Coivd-19 and how it affected them. This acted as a mediator for results in other parts of the 
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study. Although PSM is considered intrinsic, it may be affected by external factors in this case 

a global pandemic.  

3.3 Data Analysis 
Data was collected between March 21st and April 8th 2022.  As a mixed-methods approach 

was taken in this study, there were three stages in the data analysis as shown in the figure 

below.  

 
Figure 6: Data analysis approach 

 

 
3.3.1 Quantitative analysis 
Quantitative data was analysed using Microsoft Excel and SPSS. SPSS is a widely used 

application for statistical analysis. New variables were created following the data collection 

to allow for improved analysis, including variables for positive change and for negative change 

as well as a single management variable and a commitment to work in the public sector. 

Where the respondent reported either an increase or decrease in one of the sixteen items in 

the PSM section of the questionnaire, the corresponding variable on PSM change was 

adjusted. The respondents were asked whether they managed staff or not, if they did the 

survey response captured their management level. From this a simple Yes/No was populated 

in the new management variable.  Respondents were asked what their preferred future job 

was using a list that included remaining in their current job, moving to another public sector 
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role, moving to the private sector.  From this, a commitment to public sector variable was 

created. 

3.3.2 Qualitative Analysis 
There are two potential initial analysis approaches for qualitative data in a mixed-methods 

study. One is to check how the qualitative data “explains” the quantitative data while the 

other approach is to look at the qualitative data in isolation. The latter approach, inductive, 

was chosen so that the data was approach with an open mind and themes were gradually 

reached using Braun & Clark’s framework for thematic analysis. . This involves 6 steps: 

1. Become familiar with the data 

2. Generate initial Codes 

3. Search for themes 

4. Review themes 

5. Define themes 

6. Write-up 

Stage 1 involved reading through each of the responses and making notes. The purpose of 

stage 2 is to reduce lines of data into nuggets of meaning. In order to code each line of text 

an inductive approach was taken along with open coding. This meant that the codes were 

developed and modified as part of the process. Due to lack of experience with qualitative 

analysis software, this was a manual exercise. In order to be as thorough as possible an 

iterative approach was taken so that the exercise was repeated 3 times over a week with a 

new code-set created each time in order to capture as much detail as possible. 

Once the code list was created, the responses were again assessed and marked off on 

the code list. Themes are “patterns in the data that are important or interesting and … address 
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the research or say something about an issue” (Maguire and Delahunt, 2017, p. 3353). 

According to Braun & Clarke there are two kinds of themes: semantic and latent. With 

semantic themes the researcher works solely with what has been said/written by the subject 

whereas at the latent level, the researcher looks beyond what the respondent has written or 

said. For this study the researcher has analysed semantic themes. 

Examination of the codes and their frequency helped to provide broad themes which 

described patterns in the data.  The preliminary themes were identified along with their 

corresponding codes, but it was noted that some codes are associated with more than one 

theme. Step 4 involved reviewing and developing the preliminary themes with reference to 

the dataset and ensuring no overlapping themes as themes should be distinct. Sub-themes 

were also identified at this stage and codes were refined so that they were distinct to each 

theme.  Each statement was examined and marked with each theme referred to, in some 

cases there were multiple codes referring to different themes in the same statement as well 

as multiple codes from the same theme.  Each code was counted so some themes had a score 

of 2 or 3 as this allowed for the strength of feeling on the part of the respondent to be 

captured. Following the quantitative analysis, these results were then examined for those 

who had positive change to PSM, negative change and no change. The findings are discussed 

in the next chapter. 

3.3.3 Integration of quantitative and qualitative findings 
The study collected much more quantitative data than qualitative data due to its design. 

Quantitative data can be used to show patterns, in this case showing which dimensions of 

PSM were most affected by the Covid-19 experience. The qualitative data provides insight 

into why such change has happened or not. Both sets of data were analysed separately but 
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then the qualitative findings were re-examined to see whether they assisted in deepening the 

initial quantitative explanation on the influence of different factors.  

3.4 Procedure and Ethics 
From the pool of eligible staff, 250 staff members were sent emails asking them to take part 

in the survey. A link to the survey was provided in the email which also explained that the 

research was part of a Master’s thesis, was not work-related and their participation was 

entirely voluntary. They were provided with information about the survey’s subject which was 

whether Covid-19 had impacted work motivation. Once they clicked on the link, respondents 

were given the option to grant or refuse consent before beginning the questionnaire. 1 

respondent did not consent so is excluded from the survey as no data was collected. All 

questions on the survey were compulsory but respondents could exit the questionnaire at 

any time and have their responses deleted. A copy of the survey is included in the appendix. 

On average, it took 24 minutes to complete the 52-question survey. 

3.5 Limitations 
In order to measure change, it is necessary to have results at two time-points to compare 

however there was no pre-pandemic survey of Public Survey Motivation available to compare 

post-pandemic levels of PSM. Therefore, it can be argued that what the research project is 

measuring is perceived rather than actual change. Another limitation was the lack of PSM 

research or literature relating to Ireland. This meant that there was a reliance on international 

measurement instruments which had not been used in an Irish study previously although they 

are designed for International use. As the primary purpose of the study is to measure change 

rather than overall levels of PSM, the impact of any potential cultural bias/misunderstanding 

is reduced.   Finally, as the survey relied on respondents voluntarily completing the survey, 
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self-selection bias is a concern that must be considered when analysing the data (Law, Barber 

and Baxter, 2015). 
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4. Findings 
4.1 Introduction 
The main purpose of the study was to measure PSM change, if any, in the LA following the 

Covid-19 pandemic and analyse the different factors which potentially impacted the change 

by conducting a survey of 123 employees in the Local Authority in March 2022. As there was 

no pre-pandemic baseline measure to compare the March 2022 level to, the respondents’ 

current PSM level was measured and for each item on the scale, they were asked what 

whether they felt that the pandemic had changed it positively, negatively or not at all. This 

was judged to be the most suitable way to gather comparison data. In addition to PSM items, 

the questionnaire covered job satisfaction, organisation commitment and the reasons for 

joining the public service so that any relations between these factors and PSM could be 

assessed. Therefore, the critical finding was whether there was any change in PSM and 

disproving the null hypothesis that PSM levels had not changed during the Covid-19 

pandemic. This chapter presents the findings from the data analysis in four sections. The first 

section presents the demographic characteristics of the respondents. The second section 

presents results from the descriptive statistical analysis of: PSM and its four dimensions; 

Public service and organisational commitment; job satisfaction and the personal impact of 

the Covid-19 pandemic. The third section reports on the findings from the inferential 

statistical analysis including the impact of Covid-19 on PSM, the PSM dimension most affected 

by Covid-19 and the relationship between the demographic characteristics of the respondents 

and their levels of PCM. The final section presents the main findings of the qualitative analysis. 

4.2 Demographic characteristics 
The summary demographic details and background information of 123 respondents who 

participated in the questionnaire are given in table 4.1. The majority of the respondents were 

within the age group of 41-50 (42.3%) and 51+ (41.5%). A relatively mature work force is a 
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common feature of public service organisations due to a number of moratoria on recruiting 

staff for approximately 10 years following the economic crash in 2007. Consequently over 

80% of the respondents have over 10 years’ experience of working in the public service. 

Respondents from different hierarchical levels participated in the survey. There is a higher 

number of managers than non-managers, the majority were from lower management (52%) 

with 32.5% not managing any staff or teams. 

 

Table 2: Demographic Characteristics 

 Range Frequency Percentage 
Age 18-25 0 0 

 26-40 17 13.8% 

 41-50 52 42.3% 

 51+ 54 43.9% 

Gender Male 

Female 

52 

  71 

42.3% 

57.7% 

Tenure  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1-3 years 

4-10 years 

11-20 years 

21-30 years 

30+ years 

8 

15 

36 

41 

23 

6.5% 

12.2% 

29.3% 

33.3% 

18.7% 

Hierarchy Level 
 
 
 

Yes, I manage a team 

Yes, I manage a section 

Yes, I manage a 
department/many sections 

Yes, I manage a directorate or 
many departments 

40 

24 

12 

 

7 

 

32.5% 

19.5% 

9.7% 

 

5.7% 
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No, but I am a senior 
professional or technical staff 
member 

No 

 

10 

30 

8.2% 

24.4% 

 

Manager  Yes 

No 

83 

40 

67.4% 

32.5% 

Level 8 or higher Yes 

No 

77 

46 

62.6% 

37.4% 

Area of work Department directly providing 
services to the public 

Support department 

74 

 

49 

60.2% 

 

39.8% 

 
 

 

4.3 Reasons for originally joining the Public Service 
A common view of PSM is that individuals who possess it are more likely to work in the public 

sector than private sector as they self-select public service jobs due to their interest in Public 

Service and values (Perry and Wise, 1990; Steijn, 2008). An alternative theory is that PSM in 

public sector workers develops and strengthens over time due to the opportunities provided 

by those jobs to provide valuable public services (Moynihan and Pandey, 2007). Respondents 

were given a list of factors which potentially influenced their initial decision to join the public 

service and were asked to rank each one as Not Important, Somewhat important, Very 

Important.    
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Figure 7: Factors that influenced decision to join Public Service 

 

As the results table indicates, job security and economic stability were the most important 

factors in selecting a public sector job. A belief in public service values and attraction to the 

role were relatively important once basic needs (security and stability) were addressed.  

 

4.4 Descriptive statistical analysis 
4.4.1 Current/Post Covid-19 levels of PSM 
There were 16 items surveyed using Kim’s PSM instrument. There were 4 items measured for 

each of the 4 dimensions.  In the questionnaire, a five-point Likert-type scale (1=strongly 

disagree, 5=strongly agree) was used. This scale is among the most widely used response 

format where there are no correct or incorrect responses (Spector, 1992).  Cronbach’s alpha 

was used to test reliability of the results for the 16 items and was found to be .858 reflecting 

the high reliability of the measuring instrument. 
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The totals for each of the dimension items were summed and then divided by 4 to get the 

overall value for each dimension.  This is the same method as in a number of studies (Kim et 

al., 2013; Vandenabeele and Penning deVries, 2016). This allowed for both facet and general 

measurement. 

  Of the four dimensions, Commitment to Public Values (CPV) had the highest overall 

score, followed by Attraction to Public Service (APS). The CPV dimension items were 

developed by Kim et al to estimate individual commitment to public values for which there is 

general consensus whereas the APS dimension captures an individual’s disposition to serve 

the public interest through public participation (Kim et al., 2010).  The results were broken 

down by gender and by cohort to assist in identifying reasons why PSM varied from 

respondent to respondent. The higher level of PSM in females is a trend in previous other 

PSM studies as discussed in the literature review as is the slight difference btween 

managers/non-managers and those directly facing the public in their jobs (eg Housing 

Services) compared to support services (Finance Department, ITC Department). 

 

Table 3: March 2022 Levels of PSM by cohort 

  PSM Level 
Male  4.07 

Female  4.24 

Manager   4.18 

Non-manager  4.15 

Support Department  4.2 

Public-facing Department  4.16 
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Table 4: March 2022 Levels of PSM by Dimension 

Dimension  Mean Median Standard 
Deviation 

APS: Attraction to Public Service  

Male 

Female 

4.46 

4.34 

4.57 

4.5 .58 

CPV: Commitment to Public Values  

Male 

Female 

4.72 

4.7 

4.75 

5.0 .38 

COM: Compassion   

Male 

Female 

4.02 

3.85 

4.13 

4.0 .66 

SS: Self-sacrifice  

Male 

Female 

3.47 

3.41 

3.53 

3.5 .71 

Overall PSM  

Male 

Female 

 

4.17 

4.07 

4.24 

  

 

 

4.4.2 Change in PSM levels 
Of the 123 valid responses, 51% reported no change to any of the 16 items making up PSM. 

Of the 49% that did report changes, 4% experienced purely negative levels of change and 37% 

reported only positive change. 8% respondents reported both positive and negative changes 

affecting PSM.  As shown in the tables below, they are only slight differences in PSM levels 
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amongst the respondents, with female PSM change levels tending to be slightly higher than 

males. 

 

Table 5: PSM levels by change groupings 

 March 2022 PSM 
Reported no change in PSM 4.19 

Reported only positive PSM change 4.18 

Reported only negative PSM change  4.2 

Reported both positive and negative 4.00 

 

Table 6: Overall change in PSM levels 

 
 

The PSM with the highest reported positive change is the APS dimension. As constructed for 

the PSM measurement instrument, the Attraction to Public Service dimension of PSM focuses 

on “the disposition to serve the public, to work for the common good and participate in public 

policy processes” (Kim et al., 2010, p. 15). All of its items refer to contributing to the common 

good through improving public services or aiding the community or tackling social problems. 

 

Table 7: Percentage change per PSM dimension 

Dimension Positive Change Negative Change No Change 
    
APS 26.8% 3.3% 69.9% 

Change Overall Male Mean PSM Female Mean PSM 
No change 51% 52% 4.0 51% 4.3 

Positive only 37% 40% 4.15 39% 4.2 

Negative only  4% 0% - 5% 4.2 

Both Positive and Negative 8% 8% 3.9 5% 4.1 
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APS – Male 25% 2% 73% 

APS – Female 28% 4% 68% 

CPV 24.4% 4.9% 70.7% 

CPV- Male 25% 2% 73% 

CPV-Female 24% 6% 70% 

COM  7.3% 3.3% 89.4% 

COM-Male 15% 0% 85% 

COM-Female 1% 6% 93% 

SS 21.1% 4.9% 74% 

SS-Male 23% 4% 73% 

SS-Female 20% 6% 74%  

 

Overall, only 5 respondents overall reported a purely negative change to PSM which is 4% 

overall.  Of the 5 all were female, only 1 was a manager, 4 out of 5 were committed to 

remaining in the public sector.  The average job satisfaction level was 3.8, below the group 

mean but the PSM average was 4.2, in line with the overall sample. Given the very small size 

of the group, it is unwise to infer anything. 

4.4.3 Job Satisfaction, Organisation Commitment, Public Sector Commitment 
Job satisfaction was measured by asking “I enjoy my job and find it fulfilling” and recorded 

responses using a Likert-type scale with values ranging from 1=Never to 5=Almost all the time. 

Organisational commitment was recorded by asking respondents what their future job 

preference was: (1) I don’t intend to change jobs, (2) A different job in the public sector, (3) A 

job in the private sector (4) No preference for public or private sector. In order to measure 

commitment to the public sector rather than the organisation, those who responded (4) to 

the previous question were excluded, those who answered (3) were recorded as Not being 

committed and those answering (2) or (4) were recorded as having commitment. 
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Table 8: Job Satisfaction Mean 

Variable Mean Standard Deviation 
Job satisfaction 
 

4.12 .845 

 

 

Table 9 Descriptive statistics for Job Satisfaction, Org Commitment and PS Commitment 

  Frequency Percentage 
Job Satisfaction 1 0 0 

 2 7 5.7% 

 3 

4 

16 

55 

13% 

44.7% 

 5 45 36.6% 

Organisational Commitment 1 

2 

3 

4 

81 

26 

5 

11 

65.9% 

21.1% 

4.1% 

8.9% 

PS Commitment Commitment=Y 

Commitment=N 

 

107 

  5 

95% 

5% 

 

4.5 Inferential statistical analysis 
4.5.1 Introduction 
A variable for Positive PSM change was created by counting each time the respondent 

reported an increased level of agreement with an item compared with their pre-pandemic 

view. A negative change variable was created in the same way for decreased agreement. This 

meant that for each respondent, positive change and negative change could be measured for 

the purposes of analysis. The variables for comparison are the post-pandemic PSM level and 



P a g e  | 52 
 

the degree to which that was an increase or decrease on pre-pandemic PSM levels. Where no 

change was experience then that is returned as a zero value for positive and negative change 

in the table. 

SPSS was used to run many tests including an Independent sample t-test comparing 

the Positive and Negative impacts to show whether or not there was any change in PSM and 

if there was, was it statistically significant or likely to be a coincidence. . PSM change was then 

analysed to assess whether it could be a predictor for job satisfaction or organisational 

commitment using responses to questions 49 and 50.  

 

4.5.2 Hypothesis testing 

 Hypothesis 1: Covid-19 pandemic experience had a significant effect on the Public 
Service Motivation of respondents: 

 

Outcomes are significantly significant if they have a less than 5% chance of occurring by 

chance. A single sample t-test was carried out to test whether there was a significant change 

in PSM using the Positive and Negative change variables over the 123 responses. The mean 

returned for Positive Change was 1.38 with a standard deviation of 2.11. For Negative change, 

the mean returned was .28 and standard deviation was 1.45. The probability value for Positive 

change was .0001 and for Negative change was .037. In each case p<.005 which means that 

the null hypothesis has been disproved: statistically significant change to PSM levels in the LA 

has occurred following the Covid-19 pandemic. There has been both positive and negative 

change, with greater positive than negative change. 

Table 10: An Independent Samples T-test table displaying the differences between the Positive PSM Change and Negative 
PSM Change variables 

Variable Mean SD t df p 
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PSM Positive Change 1.39 2.11 7.29 122 .000 

PSM Negative Change .28 1.45 2.11 122 .037 

 

4.5.3 What factors if any influenced the change in PSM 
 

 Hypothesis 2: There is no statistically significant in changes to Public Service 
Motivation based on gender 

 Hypothesis 3: There is no statistically significant in changes to Public Service 
Motivation based on whether or not they hold a management position 

 Hypothesis 2: There is no statistically significant in changes to Public Service 
Motivation based on gender 

 Hypothesis 2: There is no statistically significant in changes to Public Service 
Motivation based having a public facing role. 

 The personal impact of Covid has no statistically significant influence on the PSM 
change of the respondent 

 

 

Further testing using independent Samples T-test found that there was no statistically 

important relationship between positive PSM change OR negative PSM change and the 

following variables: 

 Gender 

 Whether or not the respondent worked in a public-facing department  

 Whether or not they held a management position 

 Their personal experience of Covid 

 Public Sector Commitment 

 Job Satisfaction 

4.6 Qualitative data analysis 
In addition to quantitative items, the survey included one open-ended question to collect 

qualitative data concerning what the respondents most valued about their work. This was 
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completed by all participants. While the responses generally took the form of single 

statements, they often contained many points, for example  

“Feel I am contributing to society, sense of purpose in working, mixing with work 

colleagues, and helping to build a pension for retirement.”   

“Having a great team working with me. The ability to make a difference to people 

lives. My job is extremely interesting with lots of different challenges. “ 

As outlined in the Methodology section, section 3.32, the statements went through 6 stages 

of analysis before a list of codes, sub-themes and themes were produced. Three clear themes 

emerged from the analysis of what respondents most valued about their jobs: (1) Meaningful 

Work, (2) Quality of Life, (3) Work Place Factors. 

The main themes and sub-themes are displayed in the table below with the number 

of times they featured in the statements.  Meaningful Work was the strongest theme by far 

and is particularly significant given the examination of Public Service Motivation in the 

organisation. Many of the codes under Quality of life can be related to the lower levels of 

Maslow’s hierarchy as they deal with pay security, job security and similar physiological and 

safety needs. Similarly, several of the codes relating to Work Place Factors have parallels in 

the Maslow level of Needing to belong (eg) Support from colleagues, a collegiate atmosphere, 

working in a team, collaboration. 

The predominance of the theme Meaningful Work in the responses supports the 

existence of the Public Service Motivation construct as there is clear evidence of “other” 

motivation as represented by altruism and pro-social motivation (Perry, Hondeghem and 
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Wise, 2010). The sub-themes “Helping others” and “Benefitting Society” have overlap but in 

a number of cases these terms were used exclusively in responses such as  

“Being part of an organization that is delivering for the common good”   

“the opportunity to assist others on some small level”.  

In some responses, “Job satisfaction” was mentioned but as the satisfaction derived from an 

aspect of the work, it was dropped as an individual code, for example, “Job satisfaction from 

feeling that you are making a difference to people’s lives” and “I enjoy my job and feel as a 

team we collectively make a difference”. 

Table 11: Thematic analysis of response to “What do you value about your work?” 

Theme Sub-themes Occurrence 
   
Meaningful work 
 
120 

Organisational values 

Opportunity to shape change 

Helping others 

Making a difference 

Policy & Decisions 

Providing necessary services 

Benefiting society 

3 

10 

33 

30 

3 

22 

19 

Quality of Life 
 
68 

Secure work and pay 

Flexibility/Work-life balance 

Opportunity to work remotely 

Varied and interesting work 

Family-friendly 

Chance to use and develop skills 

23 

11 

6 

15 

3 

10 

Workplace Factors 
 
45 

Colleagues 

Teamwork 

General atmosphere 

16 

20 

3 
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Management Support and Feedback 6 

 

When compared to the results in table 11  with table 4, the measurement of current 

PSM levels in the organisation, the strength of the Meaningful Work theme is supported by 

the higher scores for the APS and CPV dimensions compared to Self-sacrifice (SS) and 

Compassion (COM). The Meaningful Work subthemes echo many of the items under the APS 

and CPV dimensions such as “It is important for me to contribute to the common good” and 

“Meaningful public service is very important to me” from the APS items and “It is important 

that citizens can rely on the continuous provision of public services” from the CPV items. In 

addition, in the case of these three items, between 12% and 18% of respondents reported a 

higher value post-Covid. The item under Self-sacrifice with the biggest increase in importance 

was “I am prepared to make sacrifices for the good of society” where 15% of respondents felt 

it was more important after Covid-19 than before, again this would map to the Meaningful 

Work theme. When compared to the results for Factors influencing decision to join the public 

service, “Belief in the values of Public Service” and “Effect change for public good” were 

ranked third and fifth most important factors. At this stage of the respondents’ careers, they 

are among the most valuable aspects of their work. 

The respondents can be broken into 4 groups: (1) those who reported no change in 

PSM, (2) those who reported Positive change only, (3) those who reported Negative change 

only and (4) those who reported both negative and positive change. The responses from 

groups 1-3 on what they valued about their jobs were well aligned thematically in that 

Meaningful work was the most dominant followed by Quality of Life and lastly Workplace 

Factors  Group (4) respondents, the group that experienced both positive and negative 
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change, had a greater focus on Quality of Life issues followed by Meaningful Work and then 

Workplace factors, for example: 

What I value most about my job is……. 

“Flexible working (hours and working from home)” 

 “family friendly opportunities such as shorter working year, or the ability to take 

parental leave; very secure working environment.” 

 “Feel I am contributing to society, sense of purpose in working, mixing with work 

colleagues, and helping to build a pension for retirement.” 

This cohort however only makes up 8% of all respondents. 

As shown in table 12 below, there is no gender-based difference for what aspects of their job 

respondents most value: Meaningful Work followed by Quality of Life and then Workplace 

Factors. 

Table 12: Themes breakdown by % and by gender 

Theme Mentioned by Not mentioned by 

Meaningful work 63% 37% 

Male 56% 44% 

Female 69% 31% 

Quality of Life 47% 53% 

Male 40% 60% 

Female 52% 48% 

Workplace Factors  32.5% 67.5% 

Male 21% 79% 

Female 41% 59% 
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As shown in the table 12 above and the two tables below, there is almost no difference for 

what aspects of their job respondents most value when grouped by gender, manager level or 

department type. In every case it is Meaningful Work followed by Quality of Life and then 

Workplace Factors except in one case.  Support department workers value Quality of Life 

above Meaningful Work however they also highly value Meaningful Work.  It could be 

suggested that as they do not have daily direct contact with the people who benefit from 

public services, the public value of their work may be more abstract than for those on the 

frontline as support departments provide services (eg IT support) to colleagues working 

directly with the public. 

Table 13: Themes breakdown by management status 

Theme Mentioned by Not mentioned by 

Meaningful work 63% 37% 

Manager 68% 32% 

Non-manager 54% 46% 

Quality of Life 47% 53% 

Manager 46% 54% 

Non-manager 47.5% 52.5% 

Workplace Factors  32.5% 67.5% 

Manager 29% 71% 

Non-manager 35% 65% 

 

Table 14: Themes breakdown by department type 

Theme Mentioned by Not mentioned by 

Meaningful work 63% 37% 

Public-facing department 74% 26% 

Support Department 49% 51% 
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Quality of Life 47% 53% 

Public-facing department 39% 61% 

Support Department 59% 41% 

Workplace Factors  32.5% 67.5% 

Public-facing department 28% 72% 

Support Department 39% 61% 

 

4.7 Conclusion 
Due to the lack of a pre-pandemic baseline recording of PSM, it is difficult to measure the 

exact change in PSM however change has been shown to have occurred and be statistically 

significant. The lack of correlation between PSM change and factors such as management 

level, age, gender, whether their role is public-facing and personal impact of Covid-19 among 

others doesn’t detract from the central hypothesis being proven. The respondents show low 

levels of variance overall for example, 45% reported that they enjoy their job and find It 

fulfilling “Often” with a further 37% responding “Almost All the Time” returning a high job 

satisfaction rating. In addition, at 95%, there is a very high level of commitment to working in 

the public sector.  Although there wasn’t a statistically significant link between PSM change 

and either management level or department type, analysis of the qualitative themes shows 

that the value of Meaningful Work is particularly keen for managers as well as those who 

work in public-facing departments.  
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5. Discussion 
There were four aims within this study. The first was to determine whether the Covid-19 

experience had affected Public Service motivation within a Local Authority (Research question 

1). The second was to examine what factors may have had an influence on change. The third 

aim was to explore whether PSM in general could have acted as a personal buffer to increased 

demands during Covid and finally whether there are any lessons for public sector 

organisations for the importance of PSM and it how changes during a crisis. 

Through analysis of 123 survey responses, what was clear was that the impact of 

Covid-19 on PSM within the organisation was mixed. 51% reported no change to any of the 

16 items making up PSM. Of the 49% who reported changes, 75% experienced positive change 

only, 8% experienced negative change only and 17% experienced both positive and negative 

change.  Statistically significant change was found to have occurred which supported the 

primary hypothesis that PSM was affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. Further analysis 

however did not reveal any significant relationships with variables such as gender, age, 

hierarchy or type of work with PSM change. Similar statistical analysis was performed in 

relation to those who reported no change to PSM but again no significant relationships could 

be found with any of the factors. Previous literature on Public Service Motivation has primarily 

been concerned with proving the existence of the construct, determining its antecedents and 

how it could be reliably measured. Far less attention has gone to studying how it might be 

affected by unexpected and profound societal change or events such as the Covid-19 

pandemic as these are, by their nature, rare occurrences.  

In addition to showing that the experience of the Covid-19 affected the PSM of a 

significant portion of public sector employees, the study has supported findings in a number 

of previous studies such as PSM being positively linked with organisation commitment and 
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job satisfaction (Perry and Hondeghem, 2008; Steijn, 2008; Perry, Hondeghem and Wise, 

2010). Through mapping the organisational commitment responses, it was possible to assess 

commitment to working within the public sector and this was extremely high at 95%.  Job 

satisfaction was also high as over 80% of staff responded that they were satisfied with their 

job “often” and 0 staff were never satisfied by their jobs. 

As a health crisis, the pandemic appears to be over at the time of writing, May 2022, 

however a number of its sociological effects are still present, in particular blended working, 

the predominance of virtual meetings and what has been termed “the great resignation”. This 

expression was coined by the US academic and organisational psychologist professor Anthony 

Klotz in 2021. He predicted that a combination of factors prompted by the pandemic would 

lead to large numbers of people resigning from their jobs. One of the factors was the re-

evaluation of values leading people to search for more meaning in their work lives following 

the pandemic. The results of this study show that in this Local Authority at least, there is a 

strong sense of work being worthwhile because of its value to society. The dimensions of PSM 

that showed the largest increase were the dimensions that relate most closely to work that 

benefits society so there has been a re-evaluation of the meaningfulness of public service 

work done and that that is a motivator in Herzberg sense. The Covid-19 pandemic was a time 

of great change, anxiety and uncertainty when job demands increased, but job resources 

were reduced, and personal circumstances changed. However, contrary to the JD-R theory, 

job satisfaction in the LA was high post-pandemic and there is a 95% commitment to remain 

working in the public service. It has been suggested that high PSM levels can shelter public 

sector workers from adverse effects of a crisis (Schuster et al., 2020). There isn’t a dataset 

available to directly compare the PSM levels from this study to in order to confirm that they 

are objectively high however they appear to be sufficient to protect employees from job 



P a g e  | 62 
 

dissatisfaction and for 88%, it was resilient to the extent that it either increased or remained 

the same following the pandemic experience. As mentioned in the Literature review, Giaque 

et al (2013) had found that high levels of PSM could in fact cause stress, this study showed 

that in a stressful period, PSM increased overall and job satisfaction levels were high.  In order 

to have explored the job support nature of PSM during Covid- 19 within the JD-R model a 

separate study would have been required but such a study could provide valuable insights 

into how communicating the value and mission of public sector work to employees can help 

to mitigate against outcomes such as stress, breakdowns and job dissatisfaction. This study 

didn’t examine general motivation or stress levels before or after the pandemic which would 

be needed for a study linking JD-R and PSM during a crisis. 

The original intention was to ask respondents to answer each of the 16 questions that 

dealt with the PSM dimensions from two timepoints using the same scale but that approach 

would have placed a high cognitive burden on respondents as they tried to project backwards 

in time. Although the approach of asking how feelings had changed was more straightforward 

for the respondent, it has not resulted in data that yielded clear insights into the degree of 

change. Therefore, a better approach might have been to choose a shorter PSM questionnaire 

and ask for responses using the same scale for the two timepoints. It would not truly have 

represented a longitudinal study, but the advantage would have been directly comparable 

data on the PSM levels, rather than capturing that a change had happened without knowing 

the degree of change. Another limit was the lack of Irish academic literature on Public Service 

Motivation for comparison or even raw data from other PSM studies to allow for comparison 

of PSM levels.  
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While the study has been successful in showing that there was some PSM change 

associated with the pandemic, it has been less successful in showing why some respondents 

reported change and others did not.  It also hasn’t shown what impact PSM change has had 

in general as job satisfaction levels are high throughout the sample population as is public 

sector commitment.  The qualitative findings support many general PSM theories regarding 

the antecedents of PSM and that PSM itself is exhibited through a strong belief in doing work 

that helps others as in the Meaningful Work theme.  It also support’s Maslow’s theory that 

when basic needs are addressed, people with PSM care more for work with mean than career 

progression for example. If the research were be continued, it should look to include more 

qualitative data particularly around workplace stress and quantitative data that can more 

easily be compared.  A section on general motivation levels should also be included. Finally, 

the true value of PSM might only be derived through a long-term longitudinal study which 

would allow for trends to be analysed and provide a baseline to measure PSM against in future 

moments of crises. It would also act as a reporting tool were PSM to be operationalised as a 

HR resource for recruiting staff or engendering personal resilience during times of work stress 

– see appendix IV.  Demonstrating the value of PSM to organisations is likely to be the next 

trend in this field. 
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6. Conclusion 
The study has successfully shown that PSM can be affected by external events such as the 

Covid-19 pandemic but that may not lead to lower levels of PSM.  Of the 49% who reported 

change, 75% experienced only positive change, 17% reported both positive and negative 

change leaving only 8% reporting lower levels of PSM.  The nature of the response to the 

Covid-19 pandemic saw the role of the state come back into focus through economic 

measures such as business and welfare support, through public policy measure such as the 

shutdown and through increased provision of public services such as new cycling 

infrastructure and “community call” to support older and vulnerable members of the 

population.  In addition, the campaign #InThistogether sought to highlight community bonds 

and the need to act compassionately and sacrifice personal freedoms for the public good.  The 

pandemic could be said to have reaffirmed meaning and purpose to public service employees 

and created societal legitimacy for public service.  Therefore, the nature of the Coivd-19 

pandemic, along with the speed in which its impact was felt, distinguishes it from the Global 

economic crash in 2008 or even Brexit so the finding that PSM increased during the Covid-19 

pandemic might not apply to another type of crisis.      

The age profile in the public sector tends to be older than in the private sector largely 

due to the moratorium on staff recruitment following the global economic crisis of 2008 

ended in 2015. The moratorium meant that no staff could be hired to replace staff that retired 

or resigned. In October 2020, a report by the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform 

(Dper) stated that 28% of public servants were aged over 54 compared to the general 

workforce figure of 17%. Further, the proportion of  under 35s in the public service was 16% 

compared to 34% in the Irish workforce in general (Owens and Killilea, 2020). This is significant 

because it means that the next 10 years will see a number of staff retire creating many 
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vacancies given the proportion of staff eligible to retire (28%). The factors which originally 

serve to attract public sector employees have reduced such as security of pay and pensions 

due to a series of reforms. There is a looming crisis in recruiting and retaining staff in key areas 

in the public service, such as engineering and IT. For example, in order to attract suitable 

candidates to apply for the role of Director of the National Cyber Security Centre the salary 

was doubled to €184,000 (Darmody, 2021).  If it could be shown that it was the focus on self-

sacrifice, compassion and the common good along with an acknowledgement of the value to 

society of public services that caused the increase in PSM, then it shows that PSM can be 

increased through communication of a mission that appeals to the public good.  

Vandenabeele has previously suggested that PSM can be influenced by environment and 

context (Vandenabeele, 2008) and this study provides support for this proposition but it 

would require further research.   Emphasising the value of Public Service work to existing 

employees would seem to have advantages in terms of retention/commitment and 

satisfaction.  It has also been suggested that it is positively related to job performance 

although as performance levels were self-reported, it is suggested rather than proven 

(Brewer, 2008).  Appealing to latent PSM as a recruitment tool might succeed in attracting 

candidates who would otherwise look for a private sector role.   

The study was confined to a single local authority out of 32 in Ireland and relied on 

volunteer responses so the possibility that the type of people who would respond to a 

questionnaire to assist a colleague might well possess more PSM than the average public 

sector employee.  However, it has shown that it is a research area which can yield information 

that can be used to attract “the right stuff” into the public sector and create an environment 

that encourages performance, satisfaction, retention and can build resilience in employees. 
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7. Appendices 
Appendix I – Survey
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Appendix II Information sheet for participants 

Data Protection  

The data you provide as part of this questionnaire/experiment will be fully anonymous. I  

will not gather any direct personally identifying information about you or anyone close to  

you. You will be asked to provide demographic information of a broad nature  

about yourself. Your data will be collated into a larger dataset and analyzed at the group  

rather than the individual level. Your data will only be used for academic purposes and  

will not be shared with anyone for commercial purposes.  

  

What are the risks and benefits of taking part in this study?  

In addition to providing much appreciated assistance to the student researcher, the main  

benefit of taking part in this study will be your contribution to academic research, which  

aims to expand knowledge and generate new insights. There will be no risks posed to you  

as a participant in this study, either physical or psychological, beyond that which is  

normally expected of day-to-day activities.  

  

If you are interested in taking part…  

If you are interested in taking part, please review the information provided in the consent  

form and if you are happy to proceed with the study then please indicate your willingness  

to take part by ticking the appropriate box / signing your name where appropriate.  

You are under no obligation to take part in this study or to provide a reason if you decide  

not to take part. You may choose not to take part without fear of penalty. If you agree to  

take part, you have the right to cease participation and withdraw your data at any time  

for any reason without fear of penalty. The data will not be used by any member of the  

project team for commercial purposes. 
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Appendix III Consent form from organisation 
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Appendix IV: Summary of strategies and tactics for applying public service motivation 
 

 

 

Source: IPA (O’Riordan, 2013) 


