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Finally!!! At the time of writing, all the hard work is done and I just have to put the finishing 

touches on my dissertation. When the final sentence in this section has been set, my PhD 

journey ends. Well, of course, I have to successfully defend my dissertation before I have 

earned the PhD, but the portion of the journey with long days – and even longer evenings, 

nights, and weekends – dedicated to writing this dissertation has come to an end. People have 

often wondered why I do not drink coffee. I have always responded that if I could write my 

master’s thesis while on full maternity leave with a four-month-old baby who refused to take a 

nap lasting more than 20 minutes during the day without so much as having had one cup of 

coffee, there is probably not much reason to jump on the coffee bandwagon now.  

However, that experience can in no way be equated with writing a PhD and being a full -

time single parent at the same time. It is common knowledge that writing a PhD is hard. A 

popular analogy purporting to illustrate how hard it is tells of running a marathon. Even though 

I haven’t run a marathon yet (it is, however, on my to-do list post-PhD), I can imagine that this 

comparison to a certain extent contains some truth. It has been claimed that running is as much 

a physical endeavor as it is a mental game, and the mental discipline it takes to finish writing a 

dissertation is similar to focusing one’s energy on finishing the race. It challenges your limits: 

physical, mental, and emotional. But here the comparison probably also stops. The intellectual 

challenges and the frequent feeling of being a fraud are not issues related to running a 

marathon – and then add the coronavirus. Working from home more or less all time the last 

year, spiced up by having my children at home attending online home-schooling for long 

periods without access to their sports and limited playdates and visits to their grandparents, 

took the exhaustion to new heights. Indeed, it has been like riding a rollercoaster of motivation 

and productivity with constant ups and downs, being whipped around and having no (or less!) 

control over what happens. But I still do not drink coffee! Against this backdrop, it has 

sometimes been frustrating to devote this dissertation to the relationship between motivation 

and performance. In fact, I have sometimes considered myself to be a longitudinal case study, 

where I could observe how changes in my motivation had consequences for my performance 

and productivity.  
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The pleasure of our co-authorship with Anne Mette Kjeldsen was a very inspiring and a 

profoundly enjoyable experience. Moreover, I am extremely grateful for our friendly chats at 
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A very special thanks is reserved for Mogens Jin Pedersen, a model scholar whom I admire 

greatly. Although one does not formally get three supervisors, Mogens has in many ways acted 
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PPrroolloogguuee  ––  SSeettttiinngg  tthhee  sscceennee    

wwiitthh  aa  ssttoorryy  ffrroomm  tthhee  rreeaall  wwoorrlldd  

In May 2015, two licensed long-term care professionals were convicted of manslaughter by 

gross negligence in a case of the death of an 88-year-old man in a nursing home in Denmark. 

The 88-year-old had been discharged from the hospital after a femoral fracture, and the death 

occurred when the long-term care employees wanted to help him relieve his pain. One of the 

employees found some oral paracetamol (painkillers). When the old man refused to swallow 

them orally, the employees decided to crush the tablets and dissolve them in saline, and then 

give them to the man intravenously. Soon after, he was dead (Rosenberg and Øtting, 2015; 

Vester, 2015). 
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CChhaapptteerr  11  

IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn  

One perennial question among public administration scholars and policymakers alike is how to 

improve the performance of public organizations. In the aftermath of a decade of financial 

austerity and the coronavirus pandemic's economic impact, combined with new and increasing 

demands driven by an aging population, globalization, and immigration, the question of 

increasing performance in public service delivery without increasing costs has greater urgency 

than ever. Motivated employees have long been recognized as a crucial element – if not one of 

the most vital aspects – in answering this question due to the benefits they bring to any 

organization (Locke and Latham, 1990; Rainey and Steinbauer, 1999). This is also why 

motivation has been defined as one of the ‘big questions’ of public management and 

administration (Behn, 1995). 

The continuous attention that has been paid to work motivation has generated an 

immense literature, notably characterized by the absence of a unifying theoretical framework 

(Kleinginna and Kleinginna, 1981). Lyman W. Porter (2008) summarized this by claiming that 

'work motivation is an intriguing and challenging topic – a sort of Rubik's cube of many 

interesting facets and components, but also extremely difficult to put to together into a 

meaningful whole with all of the pieces lined up appropriately' (p. xvii). The reason for the lack 

of a single unifying definition is anchored in some deep-rooted thoughts about the ‘why’ behind 

human behavior. However, the fundamental view is that motivation represents a force within 

an individual that energizes, channels, and sustains goal-oriented behaviors (Berelson and 

Steiner, 1964; Pinder, 2008; Steers and Porter, 1975). In a nutshell, motivation thus concerns 

the drive that moves an individual to action, whether this is motivation to eat a meal to reduce 

hunger, read a book to gain knowledge, or write a dissertation to earn a degree.  

1.1 Public service motivation 
When Behn (1995) asked ‘[h]ow can public managers motivate public employees (and citi zens 

too) to pursue important public purposes with intelligence and energy?’ (p. 319), public 

12
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administration was primarily dominated by agency theory, concerned with the dysfunctional 

behavior reflected in the principal-agent problem (Miller, 2005; Moe, 1984; Ross, 1973). 

Administrative reforms around the world were implemented under the heading of New Public 

Management (NPM), targeted towards a ‘clean up’ of bureaucratic dilemmas with regard to 

motivation and commitment (Hood, 1991; Kettl, 2005). The concept of public service 

motivation (PSM) was developed as a counterweight against the perception of motivation in 

public organizations as self-interested (Vandenabeele and van Loon, 2015: 359), and was soon 

presented as both a means to help mitigate or solve specific principal-agent problems 

(Gailmard, 2010: 43) and a prominent answer to the question formulated by Behn (1995).1 

In fact, within the public administration literature, PSM has gained status as one of the 

fundamental motivational attributes that energize, direct, and sustain appropriate behavior 

among employees delivering public service (Vandenabeele, Ritz, and Neumann, 2018). Defined 

as the motive of 'delivering service to people to do good for others and society' (Perry and 

Hondeghem, 2008a: vii), PSM reflects a subset of altruistic motivation considering public 

employees to be motivated by higher-order drives toward the provision of public services. Since 

Perry and Wise (1990) brought questions of values and identity back into work motivation 

theories (Anderfuhren-Biget et al., 2010; Shamir 1991) and linked employees’ motivation and 

behavior with the overall public interest, scholarly attention to PSM has grown considerably 

(Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann, 2016). In fact, within public administration research and the sub-

discipline of public management, only a few topics match the scholarly interest that PSM has 

received (Vandenabeele, Ritz, and Neumann, 2018). 

The backbone of the scholarly interest in the concept centers on the proposition that PSM 

is positively related to performance. From the theory, it follows that highly public service-

motivated employees feel a strong desire to serve others and society and, therefore, put more 

effort into their jobs, which will lead to higher performance than their low-PSM counterparts. 

From an empirical point of view, due to both limited financial resources and concerns about 

the sustainability of public services provision faced by welfare societies around the world, PSM 

has been – and still is – viewed as a critical human resource with the potential to increase 

performance efficiency in the delivery of these services (Vandenabeele, Leisink, and Knies, 

2013).  

                                                                 
1 One quarter of the articles quoting Behn’s ‘big question’ are occupied with PSM-related topics (Vandenabeele, 
Ritz, and Neumann, 2018: 261-262).  

12 
 

Even though compelling evidence exists demonstrating a positive direct linkage between 

PSM and performance (Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen, 2014; Bellé, 2013; for an overview, 

see Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann, 2016 and Awan, Bel, and Esteve, 2020), scholars have sounded 

a warning against adopting an excessively optimistic view about PSM as a quick fix for 

enhancing performance, as the relationship appears to be more complex than originally 

proposed. In particular, a study by Alonso and Lewis (2001) showing mixed and even 

contradictory results regarding the PSM-performance relationship sparked doubt among 

scholars regarding the empirical validity of the relationship. This has led to a more nuanced 

perspective on it, acknowledging that the unconditional proposition about PSM’s positive 

influence on performance may be too simplistic. 

This dissertation’s point of departure is in the literature centering on the conditions that 

facilitate and reinforce PSM’s positive impact on performance. As will be presented below, 

research has primarily focused on contextual factors conditioning the PSM-performance 

relationship. This dissertation, therefore, confronts the relationship from an individual-level 

perspective and addresses how personality and ability, respectively, interact with PSM in 

predicting performance. However, PSM may be not only a direct route to higher performance 

but also a mechanism that underlies the positive effects of other important determinants. 

Investigating the mediational role of PSM is no less essential as it helps to unravel how public 

organizations can capitalize upon such key processes involved in improving performance. 

Leadership style, for instance, has been found to predict performance (Bellé, 2014; Orazi, 

Turini, and Valotti, 2013; Van Wart, 2013). This dissertation not only challenges the relative 

importance of such vertical relations by comparing their impact with that of horizontal 

relations, but it also explores whether their relationships with performance and other relevant 

outcomes are exercised through PSM. Moreover, insights from other disciplines have shown 

the importance of personality traits for performance. In addition to exploring these traits’ direct 

relationships with performance in a public sector context, this dissertation also uncovers how 

they exert their effects on performance by investigating the mediational influence of PSM.  

To illustrate the relevance of these two distinct – albeit still closely related – subjects, a 

brief review of the research concerned with the PSM-performance relationship is presented 

below, followed by a thorough presentation of how the dissertation contributes to overcoming 

some of the theoretical and empirical shortcomings in the PSM literature (cf. Section 1.3).  

14
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1.2 State of the art – What do we know? 
One strand of research that has been introduced as an explanation for the mixed findings 

concerning the PSM-performance relationship is person-environment fit (P-E fit) theory, which 

stresses the need for a fit between a person’s characteristics and attitudes on the one hand 

and their workplace on the other in order to achieve positive effects (see for instance Edwards 

2008; Kristof, 1996; Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, and Johnson, 2005). Utilizing theoretical 

insights about such fit from the industrial-organizational (I-O) literature, scholars have 

acknowledged the organizational context (e.g., the mediating and moderating role of fit) as a 

key condition determing whether PSM translates into performance improvements (Deci and 

Ryan, 2004; Pedersen, 2015; van Loon et al., 2018; Vandenabeele, 2009, 2014; Wright and 

Grant, 2010). Following the fit logic, especially the role of shared values as covered by person-

organization fit (P-O fit), several studies demonstrate that the consequences of PSM depend 

on the degree to which employees share the values and goals of their organization (Bright 2007; 

Gould-Williams, Mostafa, and Bottomley, 2015; Leisink and Steijn, 2009; van Loon et al., 2018). 

If public service providers’ perceptions of what is meant by ‘doing good for others and society’ 

do not correspond with that of their organization, PSM cannot necessarily be expected to 

translate into higher performance (Andersen, Jensen, and Kjeldsen, 2020; Gailmard, 2010; 

Kjeldsen, 2012a; Schott and Ritz, 2018). Scholars even go so far as to argue that 'a positive 

association between PSM and outcomes [performance] can be expected if – and only if – the 

work context (…) provides opportunities to contribute to society' (van Loon et al., 2018: 145). 

Hence, the fit – i.e., the organization providing opportunities for employees to act upon their 

PSM and thereby fulfill their desire to contribute to society – is recognized as pivotal for PSM 

to provide its expected impact on the provision of public services. 

Other features of the organizational context have also been found to be relevant 

conditioning factors for the potential benefits of PSM to performance, such as the degree of 

work autonomy (Lynggaard, Pedersen, and Andersen, 2018), prosocial impact (Bellé, 2013), the 

mission and aim of the organization (i.e., people-changing vs. people-processing) (van Loon, 

2017), and corruption and legal origin (Awan, Bel, and Esteve, 2020).  

Even though research has primarily considered PSM as a bright force, this strand of 

research also speaks to the still small, albeit growing, body of research considering the potential 

‘dark sides’ of PSM (see for instance Giauque et al., 2012; Jensen, Andersen, and Holten, 2019; 
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van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink, 2015). The energy an individual is willing to deploy 

toward ‘doing good’ for others and society may also contribute to potential problems, which 

may even be detrimental to the original intention of better public service delivery. The common 

denominator for these studies is that a misfit or negative fit explains the outcomes. Highly 

public service-motivated employees may become frustrated and discouraged when they feel 

that they cannot fulfill their desire to help others through their jobs (Blau, 1960). This 

underlines the potential counterproductive attitudes and outcomes of PSM when highly public 

service-motivated employees lack appropriate opportunities to act upon their motivation in 

practice because of organizational constraints such as low societal impact of the job or red tape 

(van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink, 2015; Giauque, Anderfuhren-Biget, and Varone, 2013)..    

However, the potential dark-side triggers of PSM may not be limited to the organizational 

context. Some scholars, for instance, underline that the relationship between PSM and stress 

should not necessarily be explained by a ‘traditional’ P-E misfit but can be attributed to 

‘inherent’ personal inabilities to meet the high demands that high-PSM employees set 

themselves concerning their jobs (Giauque, Anderfuhren-Biget, and Varone, 2013; Gould-

Williams, Mostafa, and Bottomley, 2015), while other scholars highlight that high levels of PSM 

in itself also may be a source of negative outcomes (see Schott and Ritz, 2018). Along these 

lines, Schott and Ritz (2018) stipulate that the dark sides of PSM are not limited to the public 

service-motivated employees’ well-being (e.g., individual stress, burnout). The dark side can 

also go beyond the individual level and emerge at the organizational level, ultimately affecting 

the delivery of public services and thus the recipients. 

1.3 Where do we have to go? 
Recently, one of the founders of PSM suggested the basis for a third wave of research, which 

should focus on 'learning from past research and filling shortcomings and gaps' (Perry, 2014: 

38). Notwithstanding the insights generated so far, showing that PSM is contextual in its 

outcomes (Vandenabeele, Ritz, and Neumann, 2018), the relationship puzzle is far from solved. 

This dissertation clearly acknowledges the importance of the organizational context for  PSM to 

realize its potential to contribute to better public service delivery. However, while value 

congruence, the degree of work autonomy, the societal impact potential, and other 

institutional and organizational factors might be necessary, they are not sufficient conditions.  
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While the organizational focus certainly is compelling, it misses a piece of the puzzle, which 

can be illustrated by tying the state-of-the-art knowledge on PSM to the prologue's story. A 

man died. According to the two professional long-term care (LTC) employees themselves, they 

only wanted to relieve the man from the pain he was suffering from his femoral fracture. Their 

action was clearly driven by a desire to do something good for the man. They did not intend to 

cause his death; so why did it go so wrong if they were highly public service-motivated? Did the 

organization in which they were working not provide adequate opportunities for them to fulfill 

their PSM? Did their values not match those of their organization? Did they possess extreme 

commitment, suspending their individual judgment? Or did the organization simply not call out 

their PSM? Nothing indicates a misfit between the employees and their organization that can 

be explained within the contextual framework.  

Following the current dark-side research, an intuitive question that arises is whether the 

counterproductive outcome is a consequence of an individual-conditioned misfit deriving from 

a lack of adequate skills and abilities among the two employees. The LTC employees' negligence 

was gross and led them to do something no reasonably skilled person would have done. One 

theoretical assumption to be derived from the story is – to borrow the wording used above – 

that PSM cannot inevitably be expected to translate into higher performance if the employees 

do not possess the requisite knowledge, skills, and abilities to meet the demands of their job 

tasks (i.e., demands-abilities fit; see Edwards, 1996; Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, and Johnson, 

2005). If one assumes that these employees both did have high PSM and honestly thought they 

were furthering the public interest (relieving the old man from pain) with their action, this 

illustrates the consequences when an employee’s level of ability is not commensurate with the 

job requirements. From this point of view, it would thus be wrong to assume that PSM is a 

panacea to all performance-related issues. Put differently, if PSM depicts the drive that fuels 

individuals into action geared towards doing good for others and society, fueling PSM – even if 

the action is intended to align with the organization's goals – may not enhance performance. 

Instead, it may be harmful and unintentionally sabotage performance if the employees do not 

possess the abilities to translate their intentions into proper behavior that increases 

performance.  

Thus, even if the organization provides adequate opportunities for employees to act upon 

their PSM (i.e., no misalignment exists between the employees' perceptions of what it means 

to ‘do good’ and the organizational goals and mission [Gai lmard, 2010]), PSM may not be an 
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effective tool to influence behavior and deliver on its promise if it is not combined with abilities 

to do the job well. This may not be rocket science. Indeed, one should assume that employees 

more or less always possess adequate skills and abilities since the recruitment and selection 

process aims to hire the candidate who best meets the organization’s job requirements. 

However, this may not always be the case – especially not within the LTC sector, which suffers 

from a massive shortage of qualified employees (Frogner and Spetz, 2015). 

Despite the lack of attention to ability within research concerning the PSM-performance 

relationship, several public administration scholars point to the potential importance of 

employee abilities (Leisink and Steijn, 2009; Rainey, 2014; van Loon et al., 2018; Vandenabeele, 

Brewer, and Ritz, 2014). For instance, Leisink and Steijn (2009) state 'that willingness or 

motivation as such is not sufficient because there are other factors that influence job 

performance such as a lack of employee abilities' (p. 39). Along similar lines, Vandenabeele, 

Brewer, and Ritz (2014) point to the Ability-Motivation-Opportunity framework (also known as 

the AMO model) as a fruitful perspective to refine propositions about how particular processes 

unfold concerning the PSM-performance relationship (p. 784-785). Moreover, an extensive 

body of research on ability within industrial-organizational (I-O) psychology and other closely 

related fields such as human resource management (HRM) has suggested that ability and 

motivation are joint determinants of performance (Maier, 1955; Vroom, 1964; Appelbaum et 

al., 2000). Even though this demonstrates that the interest in ability is well justified, the 

research on PSM has not utilized the knowledge from these neighboring disciplines, which 

leaves the literature with a theoretical and empirical gap concerning the conditional effects of 

ability on the PSM-performance relationship. 

While PSM scholars have recently begun borrowing from other disciplines and extending 

the theoretical framework (as illustrated above with P-O fit theory), drawing on insights from 

other fields is still in its initial phases. However, the calls for tighter integration of insights from 

other disciplines extend beyond PSM. The field of public administration in general has long 

called for adopting insights from other disciplines. PSM is not an individual’s only relevant 

behavioral quality, and several scholars have continuously emphasized the necessity of 

applying insights from psychology to public administration issues (see for instance Dahl, 1947; 

Simon, 1947, 1965, 1979; Waldo, 1948, 1965; Mosher, 1956; Truman, 1945; Verba, 1961). Even 

though Merton (1940) introduced the concept of personality to the public administration 

literature more than 80 years ago, the dialogue between these two fields has until recently 
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been more or less non-existent (Cooper et al., 2013; Kelman, 2007; Wright, 2015). Along with 

the emerging interest in behavioral public administration,2 scholars in recent years have 

increasingly incorporated personality into research examining the behavior of political and 

bureaucratic elites (Filiz and Battaglio, 2017; Nørgaard, Andersen, and Boye, 2018), managerial 

hiring practices (Bromberg and Charbonneau, 2020), and collaborative behavior (Esteve, van 

Witteloostuijn, and Boyne, 2015). 

PSM research can also be placed under the banner of behavioral public administration; 

however, the concept itself has only to a limited extent – and in an incomplete manner – been 

linked to other topics focusing on individuals' psychological processes. This void in PSM 

research has been stressed by several scholars, such as Pandey and Stazyk (2008), who suggest 

linking ‘insights from personality psychology with PSM scholarship’ (p. 114). Therefore, 

personality may constitute another overlooked individual-level factor that research into the 

PSM-performance relationship potential could benefit from including.  

Personality refers to 'an individual's characteristic patterns of thought, emotion, and 

behavior, together with the psychological mechanisms – hidden or not – behind those patterns' 

(Funder, 1997: 2). However, personality – or more specifically, personality traits – is 

fundamental in understanding, predicting, and influencing human behavior (Ozer and Benet-

Martínez, 2006). Evidence from I-O psychology and general management literature suggests 

that personality traits are essential determinants in a wide range of job-related attitudes and 

behaviors, including performance (Barrick and Mount, 1991; Hurtz and Donovan, 2000; Oh, 

Wang, and Mount, 2011). While these studies have primarily been carried out in the private 

sector, equivalent research concerning the impact of personality traits within the public sector 

has been conducted in a more sporadic and piecemeal fashion. In fact, as will be explored 

below, public administration research into how individual differences in terms of personality 

traits relate to performance and other related outcomes is still in its infancy, and on that 

account, little is known about how PSM and its effects on performance are influenced by 

personality (Hamidullah, Van Ryzin, and Li, 2016; Jang, 2012; van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and 

Boyne, 2017).  

                                                                 
2 This field refers to the application of psychological insights to public administration issues. More specifically, i t is 
defined as ‘the interdisciplinary analysis of public administration from the micro -level perspective of individual 
behavior and attitudes by drawing upon recent advances in our understanding of the underlying psychology and 
behavior of individuals and groups’ (Grimmelikhuijsen et al., 2017: 46).   
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The Big Five taxonomy that has dominated the psychological literature since the 1990s 

(Costa and McCrae, 1992; Goldberg, 1990) is a useful frame of reference for the understanding 

and interpretation of the effects of personality, comprising the traits of extraversion, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness to experience (McCrae and John, 

1992). Since the personality trait of conscientiousness has emerged as an almost universal 

predictor of organizational outcomes and the most potent and consistent personality trait for 

predicting job performance across different occupational groups and criteria within private 

organizations (Barrick and Mount, 1991; Salgado, 1997), the PSM-performance relationship is 

investigated by looking at the conditioning effect of this particular trait.3 

To summarize, public administration scholars investigating the outcomes of PSM have 

neglected the potential importance of ability, while personality also has not received significant 

attention. New research with a stronger emphasis on capturing the conditional effects of 

individual-level factors on the PSM-performance relationship is therefore needed. Thus, taking 

an angle different from the contextual perspective outlined above, the first aim of this 

dissertation is to address some of the shortcomings and gaps in the literature and refine the 

theoretical framework of PSM. By ‘bringing the individual back in’, the dissertation elucidates 

how different individual-level factors – in terms of ability and the personality trait of 

conscientiousness – may facilitate and reinforce how PSM positively impacts performance. The 

dissertation adopts an integrative approach by utilizing theoretical insights and empirical 

findings regarding the individual perspective from the disciplines of HRM and the adjacent fields 

of organizational behavior and I-O psychology. By developing closer connections to these 

disciplines, the dissertation seeks to bridge the gap theoretically and generate knowledge with 

practical value, illustrating the potential for performance improvements through PSM.  

                                                                 
3 Wright and Grant (2010) suggest that conscientiousness and PSM have a strong resemblance, which means that 
highly public service-motivated individuals also exhibit a tendency to be reliable, diligent, and orderly (all fac ets of 
conscientiousness). A substantial overlap between these two constructs would imply that conscientiousness 
should be perceived only as a potential antecedent of PSM (cf. Research Question 2) rather than a construct that 
interacts with PSM in predicting organizational outcomes. Initial analyses of the data in this dissertation reveal a 
positive but weak correlation between PSM and conscientiousness (r= 0.211, p<0.001). This supports the 
expectation of an overlap between the two constructs, but also that PSM and the personality trait of 
conscientiousness can be differentiated from each other. In addition, analyses investigating the unique 
relationship between PSM and the outcomes of interest in this dissertation while controlling for its overlap with 
conscientiousness also demonstrate that PSM accounts for statistically significant variance in these outcomes 
beyond the influence of conscientiousness. In other words, despite the overlap, these initial investigations show 
that conscientiousness has utility in predicting outcomes of interest beyond a general willingness to do good for 
others and society. In turn, this gives rise to the expectation that conscientiousness may be a behav ioral quality in 
individuals that potentially bolsters the way in which PSM reflects positively on the outcomes of interest.    
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others and society. In turn, this gives rise to the expectation that conscientiousness may be a behav ioral quality in 
individuals that potentially bolsters the way in which PSM reflects positively on the outcomes of interest.    
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If PSM can be activated as a potential currency of particular value for performance 

improvements, then scholars should explore a new – and at least equally important – question 

concerning the mediating effects of PSM, which is the second aim of this dissertation. Very little 

research attention has thus far been directed at how PSM can serve as an underlying 

mechanism transferring the effect of other important determinants of performance 

(Quratulain and Khan, 2015a). Nevertheless, it is essential to gain a deeper insight into these 

mechanisms to better understand how to increase efficiency and effectiveness in delivering 

public services.  

Answering this question requires addressing the attributes that activate or stimulate an 

individual's PSM. As research on PSM has accumulated, the consequences of PSM and the 

empirical scrutiny of its causes have been considered highly relevant topics among public 

administration scholars (Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann, 2016). So far, the various antecedents 

that have been emphasized as influencing PSM range from personal attributes (such as gender, 

age, and education) and job tenure to employee perception of the organization and employee-

leader relations (Andersen, Jensen, and Kjeldsen, 2020; Moynihan and Pandey, 2007; Pandey 

and Stazyk, 2008; Vandenabeele, 2014).  

This dissertation distinguishes between individual- and organizational-level factors, as it 

seeks to unravel how attributes possessed by both the individual and management are 

reflected via PSM. The desire to help others is assumed to be deeply rooted in personal 

characteristics. While the interest of most public administration scholars has centered on 

variables such as parental socialization, family home environment, race, gender, and age (Holt, 

2019; Pandey and Stazyk, 2008; Perry, 1997), this research, as mentioned above, has not put 

much emphasis on personality, which means the literature on the psychological antecedents 

of PSM has significant room to grow.  

A few studies, however, suggest that PSM is rooted in fundamental personality differences 

(Hamidullah, Van Ryzin, and Li, 2016; Jang, 2012; van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne, 2017) 

and is an internal route to enhancing public sector performance (Jiang, Wang, and Zhou, 2009). 

Yet no research has so far combined these two strands and examined the role of PSM as the 

process link between personality traits and performance. In addition to the potential 

moderating effect of personality traits on the relationship between PSM and performance, as 

stated above, the relationship between personality traits, PSM, and performance might be 

more complex, as personality can also have indirect effects on performance via PSM. 
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Moreover, the ‘leadership matters’ concept has also been echoed in the scholarly interest 

in this subject. Regarding limited resources and increasing demand for performance 

improvements, Paarlberg and Lavigna (2010) noted that an important topic in PSM research is 

to explore how managers can cultivate it as a nonfinancial tool and direct it toward 

organizational objectives. In this regard, transformational leadership has been linked to PSM 

(e.g., Bellé, 2014; Park and Rainey, 2008; Vandenabeele, 2014; Wright, Moynihan, and Pandey, 

2012). By raising employee consciousness about the significance of and values tied to 

organizational mission and desired outcomes, transformational leadership appeals to 

employees' higher ideals and moral values, making them transcend their self -interest for the 

sake of organizational goals (Andersen et al., 2018; Dvir et al.,  2002; Paarlberg, Perry, and 

Hondeghem, 2008b). While empirical research has demonstrated that transformational 

leadership influences PSM, this leadership style has also been found to enhance performance 

(Jacobsen and Andersen, 2015; Nielsen et al., 2019; Trottier, Van Wart, and Wang, 2008). Aside 

from the potential benefits of leadership behavior exercised vertically by the formal leaders, 

the broader leadership literature also highlights the importance of horizontal relations, such as 

a supportive internal team environment, for performance (Carson, Tesluk, and Marrone, 2007; 

Russo, 2012) and as a crucial determinant of work motivation (Anderfuhren-Biget et al., 2010; 

Vandenabeele, 2014). However, the role of such horizontal relations in employees' PSM has 

largely been ignored. Winter (2012: 261) argues that 'some causal links are missing', and 

without insight into the mechanisms through which management affects performance, it can 

be challenging in practice to act upon the findings regarding the direct linkage (Boyne et al., 

2003). Thus, knowledge about the motivational mechanisms through which vertical and 

horizontal relations affect performance is also warranted. 

In light of the theoretical and empirical shortcomings regarding the conditional individual-

level effects of the PSM-performance relationship and the underlying mechanism of PSM in 

transferring both individual-level and organizational-level factors’ effects on performance, the 

core ambition of this dissertation is to generate new knowledge about how PSM unfolds in the 

provision of public services. This is addressed by answering the following research questions: 

RQ1: Do individual-level factors in terms of employee ability and conscientiousness moderate 

the effect of PSM on performance?  
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RQ2: Does PSM mediate the effect of personality traits and vertical and horizontal relations on 

performance? 

By addressing these research questions, the dissertation contributes new and vital insights 

critical for the progression of PSM research, and has practical relevance as it aims to bring forth 

a deeper understanding of the conditions that both cultivate PSM and make public 

organizations capitalize on it. 

1.4 Returning to the prologue – The motivational base of this 

dissertation 
One might wonder about the narrative in the prologue. It constitutes both the theoretical and 

empirical springboard for this dissertation, which is situated within Danish nursing homes. 

Nursing homes are an important element of long-term care (LTC) systems, which constitute an 

increasingly salient public policy area in many welfare states. Theoretically, the story illustrates 

a potential gap within the existing PSM research, as explained above. At the same time, the LTC 

sector is of particular empirical interest for PSM research. Even though this sector constitutes 

a core area of public service provision, it has more or less been overlooked within PSM research 

and also has not received much attention in the general field of public administration (for a few 

exceptions see for instance Amirkhanyan, 2008; Amirkhanyan, Meier, and O'Toole, 2017; 

Amirkhanyan et al., 2018; Kjeldsen, 2012b; Thomsen and Jensen, 2020).  

However, the LTC sector is confronted with challenges for which PSM could be a potential 

solution – or at least that it could help to alleviate. One of the primary sources of these 

challenges comes from the aging population. Owing to the ‘baby boom’, today's generation of 

older people is relatively large. The growth in the absolute and relative size of the elderly 

population is associated with increasing demands for LTC and rising costs. A great puzzle for 

governments around the world has therefore been to discover the most appropriate means to 

finance and organize the LTC sector to ensure that the provision of care is efficient and at the 

same time maintain high quality standards. Therefore, if PSM represents a latent organizational 

resource, public managers may be able to utilize this nonfinancial motivator to improve 

performance and other important organizational outcomes without placing additional pressure 

on public expenditures. 
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In addition, this public service sector is well suited for answering this dissertation’s 

research questions. Because the sector struggles to recruit and retain skilled LTC workers with 

suitable qualifications, it employs a significant number of unskilled workers. Not only does this 

fact demonstrate the particular relevance of addressing the question of the conditional effects 

of ability in the PSM-performance relationship, but the concrete setting also represents a most 

likely case of investigating the impact of ability. Furthermore, LTC is characterized by a large 

span of control and highly organized team structure, making the empirical setting fruitful for 

testing the importance of vertical leadership vis-á-vis horizontal relations for performance and 

how PSM acts as a mechanism for these relationships.  

Taken together, by addressing these unanswered questions regarding the conditions under 

which LTC can capitalize on PSM and the antecedent conditions that propel  it, this dissertation 

may be not only of theoretical relevance but also beneficial for practitioners within this sector.  

1.5 Content and overview of the dissertation 
This dissertation is based on four self-contained research articles. From each of their own 

perspectives, the articles shed light on distinct aspects of the research questions. By integrating 

theoretical insights from different strands of research, the core of this dissertation rests on the 

theoretical discussions and empirical evidence contributing to the existing literature on how 

PSM unfolds in the provision of public services. This is done by investigating potential 

conditioning factors in the PSM-performance relationship (RQ1) and the role that PSM plays as 

an intermediary that transfers the effect of other crucial determinants of performance (RQ2). 

Unified by these research questions, the dissertation comprises two single-authored articles 

and two co-authored articles:  

A. Does Ability Make a Difference? Integrating the Ability-Motivation-Opportunity 

Framework into the Relationship between Public Service Motivation and Performance. 

Invited for revise and resubmit at Review of Public Personnel Administration. 

B. A Perfect Match? Exploring the Interplay between Public Service Motivation and 

Conscientiousness in Predicting Public Organizational Outcomes. Coauthored with 

Mogens Jin Pedersen. Accepted for publication in International Public Management 

Journal. 
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C. Personality: A Neglected Factor? Examining the Relationship among Personality, Public 

Service Motivation, and Performance in Public Organizations. To be submitted. 

D. Leadership Matters, but So Do Co-Workers: A Study of the Relative Weight of Vertical 

Leadership and Team Relations on Employee Outcomes and User Satisfaction. 

Coauthored with Caroline Howard Grøn and Anne Mette Kjeldsen. Accepted for 

publication in Review of Public Personnel Administration. 

Table 1.1 provides an overview of the articles, their main contributions and the research 

questions to which they relate. 

Table 1.1 Overview and contributions of the articles in the dissertation. 

Article Short titlea Main contribution RQ 

A  Does Ability Make a 
Difference? 

Examines the conditioning effect of ability for the 
PSM-performance relationship.  

1 

B  The PSM and 
Conscientiousness 
Interplay 

Investigates the interplay between PSM and the 
personality trait of conscientiousness in predicting 
performance and short-term absenteeism. 

1 

C Personality: A 
Neglected Factor? 

Investigates both the direct relationships between 
the Big Five personality traits and performance and 
how PSM acts as an underlying mechanism 
transferring these relationships. 

2 

D  Leadership Matters, 
but So Do Co-Workers 

Examines the importance of transformational 
leadership and internal team environment for 
several distinct performance-related outcomes and 
unravels how these factors work through PSM. 

2 

a. Short form of the articles' titles used throughout the dissertation. 

In addition to the articles, the dissertation consists of a frame that offers a coherent theoretical 

and empirical point of departure for the articles, emphasizing how the four articles jointly 

generate accumulated knowledge that seeks to answer the fundamental research questions 

posed earlier. However, the frame should not be construed as a summary of these individual 

contributions. Instead, it places the articles in a larger theoretical and empirical context. It 

serves to bring together the individual articles' findings to outline the overarching contributions 

related to the research questions. 

The frame is structured in three parts. The first part provides an overview of the theoretical 

framework, containing a review of the relevant literature, which sets the research presented in 
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the dissertation’s four articles against a background of what is already known and sets the 

scene regarding the gap to be filled and the significance of this. While Chapters 2 and 3 offer a 

review and conceptual clarification of the two constructs – PSM and performance – that frame 

this dissertation, Chapter 4 dives into the theory and conceptual constructs that more 

specifically guide the hypotheses and overall research questions in the separate articles.  

The second part outlines the research design of the dissertation. Chapter 5 sets the 

empirical stage of this dissertation with an in-depth description of how LTC is organized and 

delivered in the Danish context. Moreover, the chapter touches upon LTC from a gl obal 

perspective and justifies the empirical setting's importance concerning the research questions. 

Chapter 6 provides an overview of the data sources, research design, and measures that 

constitute the empirical and statistical foundation for answering the research questions. 

Moreover, the chapter looks at some common methodological issues the articles face and 

explores how the articles attempt to remedy these issues. The third and final part of the frame 

consists of Chapters 7 and 8. While Chapter 7 summarizes the main findings from the different 

articles, Chapter 8 revisits the research questions, discusses the articles' focal contributions, 

and outlines their implications for practice and possible avenues for future research. Finally, 

Chapters 9 through 12 contain the four research articles. 
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PPAARRTT  II  --  TTHHEEOORREETTIICCAALL  FFRRAAMMEEWWOORRKK  

CChhaapptteerr  22    

PPuubblliicc  sseerrvviiccee  mmoottiivvaattiioonn  

Before the dissertation’s research questions are discussed and empirically tested in Chapter 7, 

a deeper theoretical insight into the central concepts that ground and enlighten the focus, 

hypotheses, and findings of this dissertation is needed. Therefore, the purpose of this chapter 

is to provide a thorough review, explanation, and conceptual clarification of the fundamental 

theoretical construct of PSM. A good starting point is to take a closer look at the historical and 

academic contexts in which the concept has developed. Even though this particular perspective 

on human motivation has its roots in self-oriented assumptions and rational choice theories 

that have been a focal point in social science, the idea of PSM has been pervasive both 

throughout history and throughout numerous social and behavioral sciences (Perry and 

Hondeghem, 2008b). Though PSM was first formally articulated relatively recently, a review of 

historical, philosophical, and scientific concepts such as public service ethos, altruism, prosocial 

motives, and other ideas centering on other-regarding orientations helps to clarify the 

multifaceted underpinning of the concept. 

Moreover, positioning PSM alongside these related yet distinct concepts is advantageous 

in understanding how it corresponds with other non-self-interested motives and why PSM is a 

reasonable and relevant direction of research. The rest of this chapter dives into the theory and 

concept of PSM to better understand the theoretical framework that lies behind the more 

narrow points of cultivation that this dissertation engages with. Insight into the critical 

theoretical concept is vital for understanding the literature to which this dissertation 

contributes. Furthermore, conceptual clarification of the constructs that guide the research 

questions is equally essential, not least for delineating the theoretical advances and 

developments that the dissertation provides. While the concepts of personality traits, ability, 

and horizontal and vertical relations are first presented in Chapter 4, Chapter 3 reviews and 
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illuminates the theoretical concept of performance, which, along with PSM, grounds and 

frames this dissertation's attention. 

2.1 Human nature and the idea(l) of public service motivation 
Although no single unifying definition of motivation exists (Kleinginna and Kleinginna, 1981), 

several common features and implications of the broad range of definitions highlight that 

motivation is concerned with a) what energizes human behavior, b) the direction toward which 

the motivating force is focused, and c) how this behavior is maintained or sustained (Pinder, 

2008: 12; Steers and Porter, 1975: 6). Almost all theories of motivation have their origins in the 

principle of hedonism (Steers and Porter, 1975), whose central assumption is that all human 

behavior is grounded in the pursuit of pleasure and avoidance of pain (also known as the ‘carrot 

and stick’ view). From this perspective, individuals are assumed to consciously calculate what 

options are available and then choose a course of action that is most in line with their 

preferences. The philosophical doctrine of hedonism dates back to ancient Greek philosophers 

such as Aristotle and Plato and resonates throughout the work of later philosophers (e.g., 

Locke, Bentham, Mill, and Helvetius) in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (see Horton, 

2008).  

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, motivational theories shifted from philosophy 

toward the psychological and scientific realms. In the early management literature, Frederick 

Taylor presented the notion of employees having a vested interest in their own well-being 

(1911). According to his scientific management theory, employees are deliberately ‘soldiering’ 

(i.e., doing the least amount of work in the longest amount of time) to protect their own 

interests. Consistent assumptions portraying bureaucrats as rational and self-interested were 

presented in public administration classics like Down's Inside Bureaucracy (1967), Niskanen's 

Bureaucracy and Representive Government (1971), and Dunleavey's Democracy, Bureaucracy, 

and Public Choice (1991).4 Employees were depicted as budget-maximizing self-aggrandizers 

(i.e., increasing their own salaries or agency budgets, focused on securing interesting tasks, 

                                                           
4 While these theories admit that self-interest is not the only behavioral motive, as portrayed by Downs’ (1967) 
typology of bureaucratic roles including ‘advocates’ (organization-supporting motives), ‘zealots’ (policy-supporting 
motives), and ‘statesmen’ (public service-supporting motives) (p. 88-91), there is still a fundamental gap with a 
contrary strand of public administration theories emphasizing that motivation goes beyond narrow self-interested 
incentives and comprises other-regarding motives. 
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Bureaucracy and Representive Government (1971), and Dunleavey's Democracy, Bureaucracy, 

and Public Choice (1991).4 Employees were depicted as budget-maximizing self-aggrandizers 

(i.e., increasing their own salaries or agency budgets, focused on securing interesting tasks, 

                                                           
4 While these theories admit that self-interest is not the only behavioral motive, as portrayed by Downs’ (1967) 
typology of bureaucratic roles including ‘advocates’ (organization-supporting motives), ‘zealots’ (policy-supporting 
motives), and ‘statesmen’ (public service-supporting motives) (p. 88-91), there is still a fundamental gap with a 
contrary strand of public administration theories emphasizing that motivation goes beyond narrow self-interested 
incentives and comprises other-regarding motives. 
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pleasant working hours, or job security) incapable of discerning and pursuing the public 

interest.  

The portrayal of public service providers as rational and self-interested shifted with 

Goodsell's counterattack on the scholarly critique of bureaucrats in his book The Case for 

Bureaucracy (1985). Far from the bureaucracy being a generalized failure or sinkhole (Goodsell, 

2014), he believed that bureaucratic performance is more efficient and effective than critics 

acknowledged.  

Parallel to the view of human nature as self-oriented (or hedonistic), the idea and the ideal 

of public service have also permeated the history of political and moral philosophy. Regarding 

public employees as ‘public servants’, the backbone of the idea is a higher-order commitment 

to a community's interest that guides these servants when they serve society rather than 

personal interests (O'Toole, 2006). From this understanding, O'Toole argued that those who 

held the most senior positions in the UK civil service during the second half of the nineteenth 

century and for most of the twentieth century recognized themselves as guardians of the public 

interest with a responsibility to offer their best counsel and advice to democratically elected 

politicians of any party. Through a process of socialization, these officials ensured that others 

in the ‘administrative’ class of the civil service adopted this perspective.5  

Referring to public service as an ideal, the locus of attention was historically a recipe for 

worthy behavior expected of public servants. The idea of public service and the notion of the 

public interest are also traceable as far back as the ancient Greek philosophers. Plato and 

Aristotle were concerned with the importance of pleasure for human life; they also laid the 

foundation for all thinking considering the public service (O'Toole, 2006). In Plato's Republic 

(trans. 1941), he argued that his Guardian (i.e., ideal type public servant) should set aside 

personal gain and familial interests, for to do otherwise would be to 'rend the community 

asunder' (p. 162). Although Aristotle, in his Politics (trans. 1946), describes man as a rational 

animal (i.e., emphasizes self-regarding desires in the determination of human behavior), he also 

emphasized the ‘good man’ serving the ‘good common’ as the ideal public servant (Horton, 

2008). 

                                                           
5 While O’Toole acknowledges that there may have been a subconscious element of class-based self-interest in 
the nature of the advice offered, this does not alter his view of an ideal of disinterested public service to which 
such servants sought to adhere. 
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The idea is also echoed in later philosophers' work, such as Aquinas, Rousseau, Hegel, 

Green, and Rawls (for an overview, see Horton, 2008). For instance, during the Enlightenment 

in the eighteenth century, the general will (i.e., a collectively held will that aims at the common 

good or common interest) was central to Rousseau's political thinking (trans. 1968). 

Acknowledging individuals as self-interested in their natural state, Rousseau reasoned that it 

was the duty of those committed to the public service to explore the general will and work in 

its best interest. Thomas Hill Green also underlined government’s and public servants' role as 

guardians and facilitators of the common good (Greengarten, 1981). Considering the common 

good as an ideal of the good society and man as self-conscious with a drive toward self-

realization, Green stressed the principle of mutual independence and suggested that the good 

society and self-realization could only be discerned in the context of other-selves seeking to 

fulfill their own potential, grounded in an ethics of joint self-realization.  

2.1.1 Public service motivation in public administration 

This brief review shows how the ideal suggesting that public employees should be committed 

to and motivated by the public interest, leaving aside their personal interest, is deeply rooted 

in history. However, the roots of PSM lie not only in an idea(l) that resonates throughout history 

but are also reflected in a wide range of disciplines. The concept has been a consistent feature 

of public administration since it was launched as a generic field of study. In Woodrow Wilson's 

seminal essay, The Study of Administration (1887), he expressed his thoughts about the ‘ideal’ 

civil servant. Wilson opted for a professionalized, educated body of public servants by claiming 

that a 'technically schooled civil service will presently have become indispensable' (p. 216). In 

contrast to the practice of political appointments and the patronage system it encouraged, 

which he considered antithetical to the aims of good public administration, Wilson believed 

that a body of thoroughly qualified public servants would be the only way to protect the 

administrative sphere adequately and act in service of the public interest. 

Max Weber's work has also been profoundly influential – although more implicitly so – to 

the idea of public service. In his critical study of the bureaucratization of society in Economy 

and Society (1922, trans. 1978), Weber also described the ideal-type public servants as 

professionally skilled bureaucrats who would be committed to the organization and follow the 

decisions and goals set by their superiors with integrity and in a reliable and impartial manner. 

Although Weber admitted that external motives drive public servants' behavior, he 
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underscored that the bureaucratic structure of the organization transforms these motives into 

an internalized willingness to act in accordance with defined rules and institutionalized 

purposes.  

Similarly, Herbert Simon (1991) focused on how all types of organizations are 'inducing 

their employees to work hard toward organizational goals' (p. 28). In Administrative Behavior 

(1976), Simon criticized Taylorism and the notion of ‘economic man’ and argued that 

knowledge of all alternatives and consequences for making rational decisions is impossible. He 

introduced the term ‘bounded rationality’ and proposed ‘administrative man’, who looks for a 

course of action that is satisfactory or ‘good enough’, replacing the perfect rationality 

assumption with a conception of rationality tailored to human cognitive limitations (Simon, 

1957; 1976). To achieve the most efficient result, Simon (1976) posited organizational 

identification and loyalty as a critical behavioral process whereby 'the individual substitutes 

organizational objectives (service objectives or conservation objectives) for his own aims as the 

value-indices which determine his organizational decisions' (p. 218). Simon thus suggested that, 

motivated by organizational loyalty, employees make decisions and act in line with the 

organization's values and goals, even at the expense of personal interests and rewards. 

Along the same lines, several other public administration scholars have emphasized the 

importance of public service providers' values and motivation to limiting principal-agent 

problems instead of treating them as a source of these problems. For instance, J. Q. Wilson 

(1993) emphasizes a sense of morality (i.e., sympathy, fairness, and duty) as a fundamental 

aspect of human nature and a motivational force that appears to run counter to self-interest 

and cultivate altruistic behavior. According to Wilson, the reason why employees do their work 

and perform at high levels rather than shirk at every opportunity is the desire to do their jobs, 

which emerges from a sense of duty and obligation despite the lack of immediate financial 

incentives to do so (Wilson, 1989).  

Dilulio (1994) criticized the missing explanatory power of principal-agent theory regarding 

high-functioning and performing organizations in the same vein. He argued that such beneficial 

results stem from employees following certain norms, values, and social habits rather than a 

narrow calculation of self-interest. Human beings are not simply rational individuals pursuing 

their personal interests, but social animals conforming to rules set by their organizations. In 

turn, a strong organizational culture can thus explain why employees behave as ‘principled 

agents’ (employees who do not shirk, subvert, or steal even when pecuniary and other tangible 
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incentives to avoid such behaviors are weak or nonexistent) and exhibit a willingness to go 

above and beyond the call of duty (Dilulio, 1994). Likewise, Brehm and Gates (1997) also 

portrayed bureaucrats as committed and hard workers. They observed that supervisors are 

heavily constrained in their abilities to control subordinate behavior. However, because these 

employees are motivated by ‘functional’ and ‘solidary’ preferences (i.e., commitment to the 

job, its public importance, and professional standards), they prefer working for and serving the 

public.  

2.1.2 The interdisciplinary roots of public service motivation 

The motivation to engage in public service has also – through concepts like prosocial 

motivation, altruism, public service ethos, and other-regarding orientations – been part of a 

wide range of other disciplines, including sociobiology, evolutionary psychology, 

developmental psychology, sociology, social psychology, and economics (Koehler and Rainey, 

2008). Sociologists, for instance, invoke the notion of moral obligation as an essential motive 

for prosocial behavior. This morality derives from an individual awareness of being part of a 

greater society, which causes an emotional and social relationship to other persons and society 

and a feeling of obligation to moral standards. This is, for instance, reflected in Knoke and 

Wright-Isak’s predisposition-opportunity theory (1982), which goes beyond narrow self-

interest and contends that higher levels of motivation to contribute effort for the benefit of the 

public interest is the cumulative effect of affective and normative as well as rational motives. 

While affective motives refer to the emotional attachment developed between the individual 

and the persons or groups in the community, normative motives are a product of societal values 

like civic duty, moral obligation, or the incentives to contribute to societal improvements 

(Koehler and Rainey, 2008).  

Social psychologists note that motivation is separated into two distinct types: intrinsic 

(arising from internal factors) and extrinsic (arising from external factors). While intrinsically 

motivated behaviors are defined as those for which the reward is the satisfaction of performing 

the activity itself (Deci, 1971), extrinsically motivated behaviors reflect the incentives of 

engaging in an activity to achieve an outcome that is separable from the activity itself, such as 

monetary rewards or avoiding punishment (deCharms, 1968). Following this, Ryan and Deci 

(2000) developed the so-called self-determination theory (SDT), which is concerned about 

'people’s inherent growth tendencies and innate psychological needs [autonomy, competence, 

34



31 
 

and relatedness] that are the basis for their self-motivation and personality integration’ (p. 68). 

The theory stipulates that intrinsic and extrinsic motives may foster prosocial behavior, with 

autonomy or self-determination as the crucial factor in maintaining this type of service-

oriented motivation (Koehler and Rainey, 2008). SDT proposes a motivational continuum with 

intrinsic (autonomous) motivation and extrinsic (controlled) motivation at the extremes (Deci 

and Ryan, 2004),6 and that the level of motivation experienced by individuals when acting 

depends on the degree to which their psychological needs are satisfied. 

In contrast to the original intrinsic-extrinsic dichotomy, SDT posits that there are varied 

types of extrinsic motivation that differ by the degree of their autonomy or self-determination, 

and clarifies how the social environment affects the levels of control and management of these 

motivations. The distinction between different types of extrinsic motivation (i.e., external 

regulation, introjected regulation, identification, and integrated regulation) provides a 

foundation for non-intrinsically motivated behavior conforming to the values underlying a 

public service identity. This distinction demonstrates that extrinsic motivation does not 

exclusively originate from external factors but also from an internally perceived locus of 

causality, when individuals recognize and integrate the regulation of their actions, either 

through identified regulation or integrated regulation. The latter in particular mirrors the 

qualities of intrinsic motivation, although it is still extrinsic and reflects the pursuit of outcomes 

other than personal satisfaction (Ryan and Deci, 2000). In such situations, individuals are more 

likely to engage in service-oriented behavior that seeks to serve the interests of society without 

obtaining any immediate personal rewards.  

Although economists consider altruistic and prosocial behavior to be irrational and hard to 

explain, some scholars, including Frank (1988), Frey (1997), Le Grand (2003), have nonetheless 

attempted to elucidate why such behavior exists. While Frank (1988), for instance, suggests 

that emotions can act as a commitment device and thus encourage unselfish and ‘irrational’ 

behavior by creating benefits for both the individual and society, Frey’s (1994, 1997, 2012) 

motivation crowding theory posits that external incentives can undermine or enhance intrinsic 

motivation, depending on the perception of the relevant incentive and how it affects 

individuals’ needs for competence and autonomy. Another approach to the crowding 

mechanism is presented by Le Grand (2003), who contends that this mechanism also applies 

                                                           
6 Ryan and Deci (2000) also describe how individual motivation for behavior can reflect a lack of intentionality and 
the sense of personal causation. This is referred to as amotivation. 
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to other types of autonomous motivation, such as PSM. Using the metaphors of knights and 

knaves to describe the extent to which public service providers are motivated primarily by self-

interest (knaves) or by altruism and the desire to provide public service (knights), Le Grand 

argues that the logic behind market-oriented policies like command systems is flawed (1997). 

Treating all employees as knaves (self-interested) will not eliminate the dangers of trusting 

knaves to be knights. When the foundation for such systems rests on the assumption that 

individuals are knaves, it may instead become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Knights will not 

necessarily continue as before, nor will the knaves want to adjust their behavior. Instead, both 

types of employees may respond to the system by becoming more likely to act knavishly 

(Moynihan, 2008). 

Moreover, Le Grand suggests that much altruistic motivation originates from a feeling of 

being act-relevant, so that public service providers often are seen as public-spirited altruists 

(knights) working in favor of the public interest (Le Grand, 2003). Therefore, his theory allocates 

a key role to the sacrifice involved in performing altruistic acts, suggesting that for many pro-

socially motivated individuals, providing help is considered to be a sacrifice, where they ‘may 

in turn be motivated by “warm-glow” feelings, by feelings involving the alleviation of guilt, or 

by feelings of duty' (Le Grand, 2003: 38). Consequently, command systems may lead to 

crowding out and be harmful for altruistic motivation when the system undermines individuals’ 

feelings of the sacrifices they are making by engaging in a given activity (p. 54).  

The evidence drawn from disciplines within the social and behavioral sciences 

demonstrates the interdisciplinary foundation of PSM and its close ties to other non-self 

interested motives. In addition, these contributions also offer important insights about human 

behavior by demonstrating that altruistic, prosocial, and self-sacrificial motives to substitute 

service to a larger group, community, or society for personal rewards are fundamental 

elements in human behavior. The research reviewed thus underlines that the rationality 

assumption of individual self-interested utility maximizers portrays a highly simplified view of 

human motivation and behavior. This, in turn, provides a solid theoretical underpinning for the 

central premise of the PSM construct, stipulating that the willingness to do good for others and 

society is inherent in human nature. 
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2.2 The theory of public service motivation 
As presented above, the concept of PSM emanates from the perception that public service 

providers have a higher-order commitment to society's interests that has been around for 

thousands of years. In a more contemporary framework, the roots of the concept can be traced 

back to discussions on public service ethics in the late 1970 and early 1980s (Buchanan, 1975; 

Perry and Porter, 1982; Rainey, 1982), which emerged as a counterview to the perception of 

self-interested and extrinsically motivated bureaucrats portrayed by rational choice theorists 

(e.g., Tullock, 1976). 

According to Rainey (1982), ‘public managers are higher, to a statistically significant 

degree, on the items concerning public service and work that is helpful to others’ (p. 293). 

Although Rainey did not explicitly use the concept of PSM as the underpinning of his argument, 

he underlined the notion of public sector employees having a stronger willingness to pursue 

altruistic goals as an essential motivational characteristic within the public sector. However, it 

was not until Perry and Wise, in their groundbreaking article The Motivational Bases of Public 

Service (1990), coined the term ‘public service motivation’ and formally outlined its theoretical 

foundation that research into the concept was initiated. Quoting Elmer B. Staats (1988), a 

former comptroller general of the United States, who noticed a particular public service ethos7 

that set apart public servants from their private counterparts, Perry and Wise (1990) defined 

PSM as ‘an individual’s predisposition to respond to motives grounded primarily or uniquely in 

public institutions and organizations’ (p. 368). Perry and Wise thereby coupled the concept with 

the institutional affiliation of being a public sector employee (Perry and Hondeghem, 2008b; 

Bozeman and Su, 2015).  

In recent years, however, this conceptualization has been devaluated, along with the 

scholarly recognition of PSM as an attribute linked to service delivery rather than affiliated with 

a particular sector (Kjeldsen and Jacobsen, 2013; Perry and Hondeghem, 2008b; Steen, 2008). 

As research on PSM has accumulated, the literature has come up with a number of related or 

overlapping definitions that seek to capture the essence of the concept. Rooted in Rainey’s 

(1982) characterization, Brewer and Selden (1998) emphasize that the behavioral implications 

and scope of relevance go beyond the public sector by defining PSM as ‘the motivational force 

                                                           
7 Staats (1988) stated that ‘public service is a concept, an attitude, a sense of duty – yes, even a sense of public 
morality’ (p. 602). 
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7 Staats (1988) stated that ‘public service is a concept, an attitude, a sense of duty – yes, even a sense of public 
morality’ (p. 602). 
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that induces individuals to perform meaningful public service (i.e., public, community, and 

social service)’ (p. 417). In the same vein, Rainey and Steinbauer (1999) also present a broader 

definition of PSM, equating the concept to altruistic motives by acknowledging PSM as a 

‘general, altruistic motivation to serve the interests of a community of people, a state, a nation 

or humankind’ (p. 23). Like the latter definition, Bright (2008) also characterizes PSM ‘as 

altruistic intentions that motivate individuals to serve the public interest’ (p. 151). To depart 

from the original narrow definition of PSM, Perry and Hondeghem (2008a) reframed the 

concept as ‘an individual’s orientation to delivering services to people with a purpose to do 

good for others and society’ (p. vii). Other definitions have been directed toward integrative 

efforts, where the concept is conceptualized according to several interrelated factors (Bozeman 

and Su, 2015). This is, for instance, reflected in Vandenabeele’s (2007) definition, which 

incorporates the institutional embeddedness of the concept by describing PSM as ‘the belief, 

values, and attitudes that go beyond self-interest and organizational interest, that concern the 

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

appropriate’ (p. 547). 

Despite the wide range of diverse definitions, a common feature reflected in all these 

definitions is that PSM denotes the willingness to benefit others even at the expense of 

personal interest (Vandenabeele, Ritz, and Neumann, 2018). This is also outlined by Horton 

(2008), whose statement that ‘a public servant sets aside his personal interest because he sees 

it as his duty to serve his community’ mirrors the heart of PSM (p. 18). This dissertation adopts 

this view of PSM, emphasizing that the fundamental purpose of this type of motivation, as 

stated in the introduction, is ‘to do good for others and society’. Hence, this definition ties 

public service motives to society in general as well as specific recipients of the services (i.e., 

‘others’). Although some scholars have voiced concern about whether the term ‘others’ implies 

that PSM is only directed towards improving the well-being of collective entities, such as a 

group of public service recipients, or also reflects the desire to help the individual recipient 

(e.g., Andersen, Pallesen, and Pedersen, 2011; Brewer, Selden, and Facer, 2000; Vandenabeele, 

2008), this definition is widely accepted and used as the theoretical point of departure in the 

existing PSM research.  

Building upon the research of Knoke and Wright-Isak (1982) (cf. Section 2.1.2), Perry and 

Wise (1990) argue that the nature of PSM derives from three distinct types of basic human 

motives reflecting different ways of engaging in public service behaviors: normative (norm-
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based), affective, and rational motives. Norm-based motives are grounded in a public 

orientation that reflects loyalty and duty towards the public interest and the government as a 

whole, and the concept of social equity. Affective motives constitute the emotional base for 

serving others that emanates from a commitment to a program based on patriotism, 

benevolence, or a genuine conviction about the program’s social importance for helping people 

in need. Concerning affective expressions of PSM, it is thus the feelings of empathy and 

identification with others that generate a willingness to do good for these others. While these 

motives are considered purely altruistic, PSM may also be founded on rational considerations 

employed to pursue personal interests.  

Rational motives involve behavior grounded in individual utility maximization, which can 

be expressed by the willingness to participate in the process of policy formulation, a 

commitment to a public program because of personal identification, or advocacy of a particular 

or private interest to provide personal benefits. This seems to contradict the pro-social element 

of PSM. However, individual utility can be maximized even if the outcome does not yield 

personal gains. If an individual's preference is to act in the interest of public service, 
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of the main shortcomings within this research field. Although PSM has achieved substantial 

academic momentum, the concept has been – and still is – surrounded by conceptual 

confusion. This lack of clarity may not only be a source of conceptual and empirical confusion 

regarding the concept itself, but may also be a significant obstacle to cross-disciplinary dialogue 

and theory integration. Therefore, this section aims to shed light on some of these issues and 

establish the boundaries of PSM in this dissertation. The dissertation also recognizes the 

conceptual concerns related to the operationalization of the PSM measure. However, these are 

presented in Chapter 6. 

2.2.1.1 Is PSM just a public sector phenomenon? 

It is important not to confuse public service motivation with public sector motivation. The 

fuzziness of these two concepts has been one of the significant sources of conceptual and 

empirical confusion concerning the PSM concept and its applicability.8 Perry and Wise’s (1990) 

initial definition of PSM proposed PSM as a matter of public sector employment, derived from 

the notion that public sector employees differ from their private sector counterparts (e.g., the 

reference to Elmer B. Staats [1988]). Today, however, scholarly consensus more or less exists 

that PSM is a theoretically universal concept (Brewer and Selden, 1998; Perry and Hondeghem, 

2008a; Prebble, 2016; Steen, 2008). PSM is not a sector-bound concept but rather a particular 

type of motivation related to the provision of public services, regardless of whether their 

delivery takes place in a public or private context. Following Perry and Hondeghem’s (2008a) 

definition of PSM thus helps clarify the boundaries of the concept, as it does not affiliate PSM 

with a particular setting, in contrast to the original narrow definition formulated by Perry and 

Wise (1990). Kjeldsen and Jacobsen (2013) suggest that PSM is more strongly tied to the 

services delivered rather than the sector (p. 916) and that differences in PSM across 

organizations are a question of service rather than sector. In contrast, public sector motivation 

refers to the motives for working in a public sector organization and stems from employment 

conditions that the sector offers, such as job security, good work-life balance, sound pension 

systems, and career opportunities, and that lie outside the prosocial motives associated with 

serving the public good (Perry and Hondeghem, 2008b). 

                                                           
8 For instance, while Lewis and Frank (2002) confirm the existence of PSM in the public sector, Gabris and Simo 
(1995), by contrast, do not support this finding. However, these mixed findings may be an artifact of 
operationalization, as the latter apply a definition of PSM that equates with public sector motivation (Kjeldsen, 
2012b).  
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2.2.1.2 PSM and the intrinsic-extrinsic framework 

How PSM relates to the intrinsic-extrinsic framework also reveals a fundamental disjuncture 

underlying the conceptual understanding of PSM. Some scholars either implicitly assume or 

explicitly state that PSM represents intrinsic motivation (see Crewson, 1997; Kim 2006, 2009a, 

2009b). For instance, Kim (2006) argues that PSM can be ‘characterized as a reliance on intrinsic 

rewards over extrinsic rewards’ (p. 726). In the same vein, Steijn (2008) considers PSM to be a 

‘specific form of “intrinsic motivation” (Crewson 1997; Houston 2000), which pertains to the 

inherent psychological satisfaction of working, such as finding the work interesting, and the 

challenge, intellectual stimulation, and variety offered by the work’ (p. 14). 

However, PSM is neither a substitute for intrinsic motivation nor is it a vital element 

(Vandenabeele, Ritz, and Neumann, 2018). The pro-social drive that defines PSM does not 

correspond with intrinsic motivation's theoretical underpinnings as self-oriented (or 

hedonistic) (Grant, 2008; Vandenabeele, Ritz, and Neumann, 2018). As Grant (2008) suggests, 

PSM is primarily oriented toward outcomes, which contrasts with the process and task-oriented 

nature of intrinsic motivation (i.e., performing an act for the sake of enjoying the task 

irrespective of the outcome the act produces) (p. 49). Recently, scholars have downgraded the 

PSM-intrinsic motivation coupling (Bozeman and Su, 2015). At the same time, however, PSM 

also does not reflect extrinsic motivation in the traditional sense. 

Looking at PSM through the lens of the SDT framework (cf. Section 2.1.2) helps to 

disentangle how PSM corresponds with these classic work motivation distinctions. As 

mentioned above, since PSM does not involve enjoyment of the activity itself, it cannot be 

considered intrinsic. PSM contains autonomous and extrinsic characteristics. This is so because 

public service-motivated work derives from the expected external outcome of the work (i.e., to 

do good); effort may be directed at tasks that are not necessarily considered inherently 

interesting. Simultaneously, the expected external outcome is not oriented toward the 

individual performing his or her work. Instead, the individuals are inclined to perform the tasks 

because they are ‘necessary for the ultimate delivery of service or because not performing the 

tasks would be unthinkable for people like themselves’ (Houston, 2011: 763). In other words, 

PSM stems from an identification with public service values and goals as well as an obligation 

to fulfill these goals, which means that PSM corresponds to identified or integrated regulation 

within the SDT framework and thus represents an autonomous yet extrinsic form of motivation 

(Houston, 2011; Vandenabeele, 2014). 
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2.2.1.3 The stable versus dynamic nature of PSM 

A critique raised by Bozeman and Su (2015) concerns the fact that PSM has only sparsely been 

examined as a dependent variable. This is tied to the scholarly call for research elucidating the 

emergence of PSM, which has crucial implications for theory and practice (Wright and Grant, 

2010), and encapsulates the question that keeps haunting PSM research: is PSM a stable (e.g., 

trait-like) or dynamic attribute? Most PSM research relies on the assumption that PSM is a 

human resource that can be cultivated (and fostered) with the potential to improve efficiency 

in the public sector (Christensen, Paarlberg, and Perry, 2017; Piatak et al., 2021). This is indeed 

of importance for practice since an answer to the question would outline the degree to which 

organizations can benefit from PSM, as it determines the extent to which managers can 

manage ‘through’ PSM. If PSM is dynamic and changeable, then employees are amenable to 

socialization and adaption processes, which implies that managers have greater maneuvering 

room for cultivating PSM and using it to leverage PSM’s potential benefits. Conversely, if PSM 

is considered a highly stable trait, organizations and thus managers are constrained to 

capitalizing on this resource only through selection and recruitment processes. As far as theory 

is concerned, conceptual clarifications help to illuminate the origins of PSM. If PSM is dynamic, 

socialization and managerial strategies may play an important role. In contrast, variation 

between organizations can only be a consequence of attraction effects if PSM is stable 

(Kjeldsen, 2012a). 

The original PSM definition provided by Perry and Wise (1990), which describes PSM as ‘an 

individual’s predisposition to respond to motives….’ (p. 368), indicates stability and thus depicts 

PSM as a trait-like construct. Later, Perry (1997) characterized PSM as ‘an individual and stable 

characteristic arising from “parental, religious and professional socialization”’ (p. 192), which is 

also an assumption adopted by Prebble (2016). Likewise, Moynihan and Pandey (2007) show 

that socio-historical context is portrayed through factors like educational level and membership 

in professional organizations. Even though Vogel and Kroll’s (2016) longitudinal study does not 

provide a definite answer to the stable/dynamic question, they suggest that PSM is more a 

stable construct than a dynamic feature. However, at the same time, they argue that time-

related variation is possible (i.e., that PSM tends to increase with age and decrease with 

organizational membership), but that single life-changing events or reality shocks are likely to 

fade away over the long term. Echoing a similar point of view, Christensen, Paarlberg, and Perry 

(2017) suggest that PSM does not seem to fluctuate considerably from the ‘amount’ individuals 
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possess during their formative years (p. 531). However, in parallel, they also argue that PSM is 

not unchangeable but reflects a state that is susceptible to socialization and intentional (and 

unintentional) practices within the organization. Yet Perry and Wise (1990) also pinpoint PSM 

‘as a dynamic attribute that changes over time and, therefore, may change an individual’s 

willingness to join and stay with a public organization’ (p. 370). This has impelled several 

scholars to claim that PSM does not reflect a steady inherent feature but is a dynamic state that 

not only changes with age (Pandey and Stazyk, 2008) but also reflects a socialization mechanism 

operating both pre- and post-entry into employment settings (Andersen, Jensen, and Kjeldsen, 

2020; Perry and Vandenabeele, 2008). 

Following March and Olsen’s (1989) institutional work and ‘logic of appropriateness’ 

framework, Andersen, Jensen, and Kjeldsen (2020) argue that public organizations not only 

attract individuals with high levels of PSM but also nurture and maintain an identity-based logic, 

which in turn strengthens these individuals’ PSM while employed (p. 7). In fact, they perceive 

PSM as a feature that employees possess (from personal characteristics and experiences) and 

carry with them into their jobs, and a feature that is cultivated by both leadership and 

socialization. Various scholars have demonstrated compelling evidence for PSM being a 

dynamic construct rather than a stable trait. Two experimental studies demonstrate that PSM 

can be cultivated and tapped as a resource for public organizations (Bellé, 2013; Pedersen, 

2015). While Bellé (2013), for instance, demonstrates that PSM displays ‘significant within-

person variability’ (p. 150), other recently conducted longitudinal studies and field experiments 

also find that PSM changes over time (Kjeldsen and Jacobsen, 2013; Kjeldsen, 2014; Brænder 

and Andersen, 2013; Holt, 2019; Jensen, Andersen, and Jacobsen, 2019; Ward, 2014).  

Moreover, a new and relatively novel study investigates the foundational origins of PSM 

by dissecting its variance into three sources: genetic, common environment, and unique 

environment (Florczak et al., in press). Utilizing a classical twin design, their findings suggest 

that PSM is not explained by genetic heritability and only to a limited extent by co-twins’ 

common environment (e.g., parental socialization and family home environment). In contrast, 

PSM is heavily influenced by individuals’ unique environments and non-shared experiences, 

such as attributes of one’s job, workplace, and social life, which accounts for approximately 

93% of the variance in the construct. Based on these findings, Florczak and colleagues (in press) 

argue that PSM reflects both stable and malleable elements. While PSM is not trait-like in the 

sense that it is attributable to genetic factors, it still reflects some stable elements. However, 
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PSM also reveals a substantial dynamic component, which supports the assumption that PSM 

can be activated as a resource for organizations. 

This dissertation continues down this path and understands PSM as a dynamic state that 

develops through particular life experiences and interactions with the institutional context and 

therefore can be activated and managed. This reflection is an essential premise in Leadership 

Matters, but So Do Co-Workers (Article D), investigating how the use of vertical vis-à-vis 

horizontal leadership contributes to performance and performance-related outcomes, as the 

article also examines the potential mediating mechanism of PSM. This is also of importance in 

Personality: A Neglected Factor? (Article C), in which the theoretical assumptions are based on 

a perception of PSM as a dynamic concept that is rooted in more deep-seated – but in no way 

entirely heritable – psychological dispositions that to a lesser extent are susceptible to 

environmental circumstances or situational specificity (cf. Chapter 4). 

2.2.1.4 PSM and public values 

Even though the literatures on public values and PSM have developed separately, they are 

conceptually closely linked as both concepts address how public service delivery is driven by 

more than self-interest. As captured by Perry and Hondeghem’s (2008a) definition, PSM 

reflects an individual’s motivation to deliver services directed toward others and society and 

emphasizes the altruistic desire underlying public service-motivated behavior to ‘do good’. In 

contrast, values specify ‘a conception, explicit or implicit, distinctive of an individual or 

characteristic of a group, of the desirable which influences the selection from available modes, 

means, and ends of action’ (Kluckhohn, 1962: 395). This points to values as conceptions of what 

it means to ‘do good’. In this vein, public values have been defined as ‘the rights, benefits and 

prerogatives to which citizens should (and should not) be entitled, the obligations of citizens to 

society, the state and one another; and the principles on which governments and policies 

should be based’ (Bozeman, 2007: 13). Rainey, Koehler, and Jung (2008) emphasize that ‘[t]o 

have a value is not the same as exerting effort to fulfill it’ (p. 10). Public values reflect the guiding 

or normative principles of the desirable in a public context as they provide direction to the 

behavior of public employees. By contrast, PSM denotes the vigor and persistence defining 

those behaviors (Jensen, Andersen, and Jacobsen, 2019). Distinguishing these concepts, 

Andersen et al. (2013) argue that while PSM is the ‘fuel’ that provides individuals with the 
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willingness to invest more effort in delivering public services, public values portray specific 

understandings of what is desirable for other people and society.  

Even though PSM is about the driving of public service-oriented actions, the concept also 

comprises some direction as it reflects a particular type of motivation geared towards doing 

good for others and society through the delivery of public services. Recall that Vandenabeele’s 

(2007) definition also explicitly includes values as a component of PSM (e.g., the beliefs, values, 

and attitudes that go beyond self-interest and organizational interest). Accordingly, PSM is 

likely to target public values. In fact, Kjeldsen (2012a) argues that ‘it is indeed difficult to 

imagine a person expressing PSM without having any public values whatsoever’ (p. 29). 

However, public values can also be the fueling element, which is also underlined in Kluckhohn’s 

(1962) definition of values as ‘the desirable which influences the selection from available 

modes, means, and ends of action’. The literature distinguishes between strong and weak 

values, where the former involves ‘deep-seated commitment and powerfully determined 

motivation’ (Hodgkinson, 1996: 131). Here, public values are internalized in a person’s value 

system and become a driver of an individual’s actions (Kjeldsen 2012a).  

Andersen et al. (2013) also clarify why conceptual overlap between the two concepts is 

inevitable. They argue that the theoretical underpinnings of the PSM construct are connected 

to values through the norm-based motive. The core mechanism behind this motive is that the 

adherence to norms and values is satisfying and motivating. Values are also reflected in the 

empirical dimensions of PSM. First, commitment to the public interest, which corresponds to 

the norm-based motive, mirrors the desire to do good for others and society by means of values 

and duty. Moreover, compassion reflects the value of being empathic, while altruism is the 

value that bypasses one’s own needs to help others and society displayed in the dimension of 

self-sacrifice (Andersen et al., 2013). It thus seems meaningless to argue that values cannot 

motivate. Indeed, it would erode the theoretical foundation of values as ‘the desirable’ and 

remove the normative appeal that lies in values. Furthermore, it would also undermine the 

foundation of the construct as being about the motivation toward the delivery of public services 

(Andersen et al., 2013). 

Although the two concepts are interwoven in many ways, it would not be fruitful to merge 

them into a single concept. The main reason to keep the concepts separate is, as highlighted in 

Section 1.2 (and as will be explained more below in Section 2.2.2), that individuals’ PSM is by 

default not necessarily congruent with the public values of their organizations. This implies that 
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the vigor and persistence that individuals put into promoting what they perceive as the 

desirable may not necessarily reflect the direction set through the values of the organization. 

If this is the case, the efforts made by public service-motivated employees do not necessarily 

support the goals of their organization, which in turn may result in agency loss or inefficiency 

(Gailmard, 2010). Hence, even though PSM and public values are to some extent 

interchangeable and reinforcing (Andersen et al., 2013), which makes the conceptual 

separation difficult, conflating the concepts is associated with some drawbacks. In other words, 

it is crucial to distinguish the two concepts in order to elucidate the end states that PSM is 

aimed at fulfilling. 

2.2.1.5 Is PSM a genuinely unique concept or redundant with other ‘other-regarding’ 

concepts? 

Finally, as a counterweight to the motivation of self-interest grounded in rational choice 

theories, the definitions of PSM discussed above emphasize altruistic and pro-socially oriented 

work behavior, reflecting that public employees are motivated by higher-order drives towards 

the realization of values and goals in line with the public interest. However, because PSM shares 

conceptual space with these ‘other-regarding’ concepts like altruism and pro-sociality, rather 

than being defined by sharp boundaries, another critique raised by Bozeman and Su (2015) is 

that PSM remains somewhat ambiguous. 

While some scholars put forward that PSM is equivalent to altruism, others advise against 

mixing up these two concepts. For instance, Rainey and Steinbauer (1999) and Bright (2008) 

equate PSM with altruism. Along the same lines, equating altruism and pro-social motivation, 

Pandey, Wright, and Moynihan (2008) claim that PSM ‘actually represents an individual’s 

predisposition to enact altruistic or pro-social behaviors regardless of setting’ (p. 91). In 

contrast, Perry and Vandenabeele (2015) argue that in the search for conceptual clarity, PSM 

should not be equated with altruism, which is also supported by Bozeman and Su (2015), who 

highlight the necessity of clearly distinguishing between these concepts. 

According to Batson (2011), altruism is defined as ‘a motivational state with the ultimate 

goal of increasing another’s welfare’ (p. 20). In other words, altruism reflects a unidimensional 

view on pro-social behavior by contrasting altruistic motives with egotistic motives, where the 

concern for others is the only motivational force for helping them. Perry and Hondeghem 

(2008b) also write that PSM conforms to ‘individual motives that are largely, but not exclusively, 
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altruistic’ (p. 6). In contrast, PSM is a multidimensional concept that reflects the entire 

spectrum of routes to expressing the desire to help others and society. PSM captures altruism 

through both normative and affective motives, and encompasses self-regarding motives in its 

rational dimension as an additional path for engaging pro-social behavior. Moreover, the 

definition of PSM applied in this dissertation (‘an individual’s orientation to delivering services 

to people with a purpose to do good for others and society’) is also very relevant in 

distinguishing PSM from other concepts related to helping others. Besides emphasizing the 

core purpose of this type of motivation, ‘to do good for others and society’, the definition also 

sets PSM apart from pro-social motivation and altruism by highlighting that this specific type of 

motivation is expressed through the delivery of public services. 

Following up on Bozeman and Su’s (2015) call for disentangling PSM from altruism, Piatak 

and Holt (2020) empirically examine their separate and joint effects and demonstrate that PSM 

is a more holistic concept and a more consistent predictor of pro-social behavior than altruism, 

which in turn does not affect pro-social behavior when their joint effects are evaluated (p. 514). 

Moreover, Schott et al. (2019) show that PSM and pro-social motivation need to be 

disentangled as they stimulate distinct types of pro-social behavior. In the same vein, the study 

by Florczak et al. (in press) about the origins of PSM also contributes to distinguishing the 

concept from other ‘other-regarding’ concepts. They argue that because most studies of 

‘other-regarding’ concepts demonstrate substitutional heritability levels (between 30-60%), 

the null finding regarding PSM’s genetic component provides evidence of its uniqueness as a 

concept. In other words, PSM should not be considered as predominantly redundant with 

concepts like altruism and pro-sociality, since PSM does not consist of a sizeable trait-like 

component influenced by genetics. 

2.2.1.6 Summary 

The discussion of the conceptualization of PSM helps to form the boundaries of the construct 

in this dissertation. First, PSM is not exclusively affiliated with the public sector. Instead, PSM is 

a specific type of motivation strongly tied to the services delivered, no matter whether the 

provision takes place in the public or private sector. Second, it is vital to distinguish PSM from 

altruism and pro-social motivation rather than equating the concepts. PSM may not only be 

founded on rational considerations, which highlights how PSM differs from altruism and pro-

social motivation. And as hinted above, the value of considering PSM as a unique type of 
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motivation is also reflected in the expression of PSM as the desire to do good for others and 

society through the provision of public services. Third, the pro-social force that defines PSM is 

neither a particular type of intrinsic motivation nor is it a purely extrinsic motivation in the 

traditional sense. 

Instead, PSM represents an internalized and autonomous form of extrinsic motivation, 

which originates from within the individual as a personal desire, but has its results outside the 

individual. From this point of view, PSM stems from the identification with or internalization of 

public values. The close linkage between PSM and public values constitutes the fourth point to 

pay attention to. The provision of public services requires adherence to public values, providing 

direction for what it means to do good for others and society (i.e., the desirable). However, it 

is important not to conflate these concepts either, because a value does not necessarily 

translate into a motivation to act; rather, it depends on the ends of the action PSM is fueled to 

fulfill. Finally, PSM is not a stable trait but is susceptible to change, which implies that it can be 

both activated and managed. 

2.2.2 Implications for performance and the provision of public services 

Within contemporary public administration research, only a relatively limited number of 

theoretical frameworks have generated as much scholarly attention as PSM (Ritz, Brewer, and 

Neumann, 2016; Ritz, 2009; Vandenabeele, Ritz, and Neumann, 2018). There are many 

explanations for this extensive interest in PSM. However, a crucial reason can be found in one of 

the core implications proposed by Perry and Wise in their seminal work (1990), stating that PSM 

is positively related to individual performance (p. 370). The dynamics in the three distinct motives 

for expressing public service behaviors encompass the theoretical underpinning of why PSM is 

expected to be positively related to performance. The theory suggests that employees will be 

motivated to perform well when they feel they have responsibility for the outcomes of their 

assigned tasks and can work to provide services they consider meaningful (Perry and Wise, 1990; 

Wright and Grant, 2010). In turn, employees who are highly public service-motivated and feel a 

strong drive to ‘do good’ for others and society are more likely to be committed to their work 

and thus their organizations. It follows that these employees are expected to possess a 

willingness to ‘go the extra mile’ in their jobs and deliver more and better public services to those 

they serve (i.e., higher performance) (Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen, 2014; Andersen, 

Jensen, and Kjeldsen, 2020; Brewer, 2008; Perry and Wise, 1990; Vandenabeele, 2009).  
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Yet how well do these propositions align with empirical evidence? A substantial body of 

research has addressed the relationship empirically. In a very comprehensive and systematic 

review of literature on PSM published from its beginning in 1990 through 2014,9 Ritz, Brewer, 

and Neumann (2016) found that these propositions are mainly supported by empirical 

research, although they also highlight some inconsistencies in the findings.10 These studies 

were conducted using both broad and generic performance measures (Bright, 2007; 

Vandenabeele, 2009; van Loon, 2015) and more narrow and contextualized performance 

measures related to specific public service provision. Concerning the latter, these studies have, 

among other things, confirmed a positive relationship between PSM and general practitioners’ 

prescription behavior and use of home visits to elderly and weak patients (Jensen and 

Andersen, 2015; Jensen and Vestergaard, 2017); whistle-blowing in federal government 

(Brewer and Selden, 1998); knowledge sharing among civil servants (Chen and Hsieh, 2015); 

and physiotherapists’ willingness to treat disabled patients (Andersen and Serritzlew, 2012). As 

will be discussed further in Section 6.4.1, the studies have also utilized measurements of PSM 

in various guises. Two meta-analyses conducted by Warren and Chen (2013) and Awan, Bel, 

and Esteve (2020) investigating the PSM-performance relationship also conclude that a 

statistically significant linkage exists between PSM and performance.11 However, as most of 

the studies carried out draw on cross-sectional and self-reported measures of performance, 

these findings may be subject to common source bias (CSB) arising from individual-specific 

response tendencies and potentially create artifacts due to inflated correlations between PSM 

and performance (Podsakoff et al., 2003; Meier and O’Toole, 2013). In such a case, the positive 

relationship between PSM and performance may reflect that individuals who report high levels 

of PSM also tend to have an overly optimistic view of their performance that is not necessarily 

related to their actual performance.  

                                                           
9 This includes 24 studies published online but not in print at the end of 2014 (Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann, 2016). 
10 The review identified 34 studies related to performance (26 related to individual and 8 to organizational 
performance, respectively). Twenty-one (62%) studies confirmed the existence of a positive (direct) linkage 
between PSM and performance, whereas the remaining studies displayed either mixed or neutral findings (i.e., 
coefficient near zero or not statistically significant) (Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann, 2016: 420).  
11 The meta-analysis was based on 11 studies containing 86 effect sizes investigating the linkage between PSM and 
self-reported performance and five studies with 31 effect sizes utilizing objective performance (Warren and Chen, 
2013: 469). In addition, in a synthesis of the main findings on PSM and individual performance, Awan, Bel, and 
Esteve (2020) identified 78 studies, of which 39 (58%) reported a positive relationship and 31 (41%) did not 
discover a significant association. Six studies (8%) displayed a negative relationship (Awan, Bel, and Esteve, 2020: 
623). Their meta-regression analysis was conducted utilizing a sample of 54 estimations. 
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Recent efforts using refined methodological approaches and measurements have been 

made to build more robust evidence on the relationship. By conducting a randomized field 

experiment designed to manipulate public service-oriented behavior among Italian nurses, 

Bellé (2013) demonstrated how the nurses’ contact with the beneficiaries of their work and 

self-persuasion interventions improved their voluntary contributions to humanitarian through 

PSM activation mechanisms. Using objective performance measures and a fixed-effects design, 

Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen (2014) complement Bellé’s findings and solidify the PSM-

performance relationship within traditional public service provision as they show how students 

taught by highly public service-motivated teachers achieve higher final examination marks than 

their peers taught by teachers without the same level of PSM. In combination, these two 

studies lend strong validity to the vast collection of studies supporting the original proposition 

pointing towards the importance of PSM for performance.  

However, as hinted above, the evidence of the positive linkage is not uniform, as some 

studies have shown either inconclusive or no significant results (Alonso and Lewis, 2001; Jin, 

McDonald and Park, 2018). While the studies by Bellé (2013) and Andersen, Heinesen, and 

Pedersen (2014) depict PSM as a promising concept for improving performance, others have 

stressed two plausible – and to some extent related – explanations for the number of studies 

displaying mixed findings (Andersen, Jensen, and Kjeldsen, 2020; Ritz, Brewer and Neumann, 

2016) that go beyond blaming CSB for inflating the true relationship, as put forward by scholars 

including Petrovsky and Ritz (2014). 

First, bringing in the institutional logic from person-environment (P-E) fit theory (Edwards, 

2008; Kristof, 1996; Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, and Johnson, 2005), research focus has shifted 

toward a contextualized approach to PSM to gain a better grasp of its dynamics. Following from 

the perception of PSM’s institutional embeddedness, several scholars have stressed the 

importance of a congruence between employee characteristics (i.e., goals and values) and the 

same characteristics in their organizations (e.g., Bright, 2007; Gould-Williams, Mostafa, and 

Bottomley, 2015; Leisink and Steijn, 2009; van Loon et al., 2018). Leisink and Steijn (2009) 

stated what many scholars subsequently have echoed, namely that ‘employees who score high 

on PSM and whose job offers them good possibilities to satisfy this desire will perform well in 

their job, whereas employees with high PSM but no corresponding opportunity to fulfill this 

desire will perform less well’ (p. 39). In the same vein, van Loon et al. (2018) demonstrated how 

the positive PSM relationship depends on employees perceiving that their jobs provide them 
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with the opportunities to act upon their PSM and contribute to society. From a definitional 

point of view, this aligns with Vandenabeele's (2007) definition of PSM operating according to 

a logic of appropriateness (March and Olsen, 1989). This definition suggests that only if the 

organization calls out for PSM will highly public service-motivated employees be able to act 

upon these motives and effectuate their potential in terms of desirable outcomes in public 

service delivery (Andersen, Jensen, and Kjeldsen, 2020).  

Recently, scholars have started focusing on other contextual aspects conditioning the 

influence of PSM on performance. While Lynggaard, Pedersen, and Andersen (2018), for 

instance, reveal the importance of work autonomy, other scholars go further and show how 

the positive work behaviors associated with PSM are contingent on environmental factors such 

as endemic countrywide corruption and legal origin (Awan, Bel, and Esteve, 2020).  

Second, despite overall support for the positive impact of employee PSM and the fact that 

only a minority of studies have linked PSM negatively to performance (Awan, Bel, and Esteve, 

2020), scholars have warned against viewing PSM as a panacea leading to exclusively positive 

and desirable outcomes (Vandenabeele, Ritz, and Neumann, 2018). PSM may not always be 

as ‘bright’ as generally assumed, but must instead be portrayed as a double-edged sword 

containing a ‘dark side’. This warning, however, is by no means new – it was in fact stated in 

Perry and Wise’s (1990) original work, in which they specify that ‘[i]n some instances, public 

service motivation, by inducing high levels of commitment, may produce negative outcomes. 

Extreme commitment could lead to fanatical behavior, suspension of individual judgment, and 

the like, i.e., the syndrome that Schein termed "failures of socialization"’ (p. 371). Even though 

the research strand investigating the dark sides of PSM is still relatively new, scholars have 

shown that PSM in some cases can be associated with a range of detrimental effects such as 

increased risk of resigned satisfaction12 (Giauque et al., 2012), stress and burnout (van Loon, 

Vandenabeele, Leisink, 2015; Giauque, Anderfuhren-Biget, and Varone, 2013), turnover 

intention and withdrawal behavior (Quratulain and Khan, 2015b), and presenteeism (i.e., going 

to work sick), which can lead to long-term sickness absenteeism (Jensen, Andersen, and Holten, 

2019, Koumenta, 2015). Just as the argument stated above that the existence of a fit is essential 

for PSM’s potential to translate into better performance, the same argument applies in reverse 

                                                           
12 A particular type of job satisfaction that arises when ‘A person feels indistinct work dissatisfaction and decreases 
the level of aspiration in order to adapt to negative aspects of the work situation. By decreasing the level of 
aspiration a person is able to achieve a positive state of satisfaction again’ (Büssing, 1998: 211, cited in Giauque 
et al., 2012: 177). 
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for explaining these detrimental effects. If highly public service-motivated employees 

experience a misfit – for instance, perceive that the societal impact potential of their job is low 

(van Loon, 2015; van Loon et al., 2018), or feel a discrepancy between their personal values 

and those of their organization due to red tape (Qurantulain and Khan, 2015b) – they may 

become dissatisfied and frustrated and are thus more likely to experience resignation, 

withdrawal, stress, and burnout. Moreover, Neumann (2016) posits that preventing a misfit 

constitutes a more powerful driving force toward desirable behaviors and outcomes than 

achieving a fit does. 

However, as hinted in Section 1.2, there are several other reasonable explanations for why 

PSM could be a dark force leading to detrimental outcomes aside from organizational 

conditions. The mechanisms underlying the relationship between PSM and its potential dark 

sides can also result from an individually – and in some instances inherently – conditioned 

misfit. Stress, for instance, may be a consequence when highly public service-motivated 

employees who hold high expectations for their jobs are unable to satisfy the high demands 

they have set themselves (Giauque, Anderfuhren-Biget, and Varone, 2013). Additionally, overly 

high levels of PSM may in itself be a source of negative outcomes. Highly public service-

motivated employees may exercise their commitment beyond reasonable boundaries, which 

in turn can have detrimental effects. On the one hand, overzealous employees are likely to 

engage in overtime work and take on additional tasks to ‘do good’ for others and society. Even 

though such behavior is likely to induce high performance and contribute to better public 

service delivery, this may only be in the short run. In the long run, the same behavior may be 

considered an additional job demand and cause employee stress and burnout, affecting both 

the quality of their work and absenteeism and thus undermining organizations' efficiency and 

effectiveness (Bakker, 2015; Schott and Ritz, 2018).  

Moreover, this same over-commitment may also trigger unethical or harmful behavior due 

to a ‘moral justification’, by which employees neutralize their wrongdoing and sacrifice ethical 

norms by appealing to higher loyalties and worthier purposes (i.e., justifying bad means by good 

ends). This behavior may clash with employees’ impartiality and adherence to principles such 

as equity and legitimacy, potentially leading to disparity and unevenness in the provision of 

public services. Such behavior may not be harmful to the public service-motivated employees 

themselves but rather lead to negative consequences at the organizational level (Schott and 

Ritz, 2018).  
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These insights into the PSM-performance relationship unveil a substantially more profound 

and complex portrait of the outcomes than the original proposition. The studies illustrate that 

looking at the PSM-performance relationship in isolation is insufficient, as PSM may not deliver 

on its promise regarding the great potential for better public service delivery if a fit between 

the employees and the surrounding institutional context does not correspond on specific 

dimensions. Thus, PSM as a quality may not always be realized as it may have no impact due to 

a lack of fit. However, the lack of such a fit may not only imply that PSM is without its potential 

benefits but may also induce a process of exhaustion and frustration, leading to a range of 

negative consequences, both for the individual and the organization. Thus, if a high level of 

PSM among public service providers should be assumed to be of great advantage for 

performance and therefore the delivery of public services, it is necessary to understand both 

how it is developed and the factors fostering a positive relationship between PSM and 

performance, which are the research gaps this dissertation seeks to address.  
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CChhaapptteerr  33  

PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  

In 1995, Behn introduced public administration research to the need for common ‘big 

questions’, similar to those from the physical sciences, to become a significant academic 

discipline. Aside from motivation, another of the big questions that research should explicitly 

attempt to answer concentrates on how to measure performance, which Behn (1995) put 

relatively straightforwardly by asking ‘How can public managers measure the accomplishments 

of their agencies and of themselves?’ (p. 319). The magnitude of public services as an ingrained 

part of life from ‘cradle to grave’ – from daycare and schooling to healthcare and LTC – clearly 

elucidates why this question is of vital concern. The interest in performance among public 

administration scholars has grown in recent decades, especially during the New Public 

Management (NPM) era, which altered the focus from process and input to measuring output 

(Meier and O’Toole, 2006). In fact, performance is possibly the most essential concept within 

the field of public administration (Andersen, Boesen, and Pedersen, 2016: 852); as Rainey 

(1997) put it, ‘virtually all of management and organization theory concerns performance and 

effectiveness, at least implicitly’ (p. 125). 

The search for an answer to how to measure performance first requires that one must 

define what accomplishments contribute to a good job; or to put it more clearly, what is 

performance? Despite the increase in attention, defining performance as a concept has proved 

to be a complex endeavor – particularly within the public sector (Boyne, 2002). Very broadly, 

the performance of a public organization is defined by the degree to which it achieves its goals, 

which are specified in the mission of the organization (Jung, 2011; van Loon et al., 2018). 

However, as public organizations are distinguished by an ambiguously or vaguely defined 

bottom line, i.e., serve the public interest (Moore, 1995), the conceptualization and 

measurement of performance is not a straightforward matter (Andersen, Heinesen, and 

Pedersen, 2014; Boyne, 2002). Some scholars argue that NPM-inspired reforms have tended to 

limit the discussions on performance to economic aspects, generally drawing upon the 3Es 

model (economy-efficiency-effectiveness) and the IOO model (inputs-output-outcomes) 
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(Bouckart and Van de Walle, 2003; Boyne, 2002; Moynihan, 2010). Unfortunately, such a strong 

emphasis on so-called ‘hard indicators’ for monitoring performance may give an inaccurate or 

misleading view of performance in public organizations (Brewer and Selden, 2000; Kim, 2005). 

In contrast to private organizations, public organizations' performance goes far beyond the 

traditional profit or financial approach. Increased interest in accountability in combination with 

issues concerning impacts and outcomes have catalyzed the introduction of ‘soft indicators’ as 

a means to evaluate public services and thus the level of performance (Bouckart and Van de 

Walle, 2003). In other words, public performance is far more complex and requires a 

multidimensional approach including public values such as equity, legitimacy, and 

responsiveness as essential components in the quest to define what constitutes public service 

performance (Andrews, Boyne, and Walker, 2011; Boyne, 2002; Jørgensen and Bozeman, 

2007).  

Apart from the direct public service users (e.g., nursing home residents, patients, 

students), public service providers also have to serve the interests of a multitude of 

stakeholders to retain legitimacy. Stakeholders are defined as ‘any group or individual who can 

affect or is affected by the achievements of the organization’s objectives’ (Freeman, 2010: 46) 

and, in addition to the service’s users, may include citizens in general, government agencies 

(such as a municipality or national government), labor unions, and professional groups. Hence, 

performance is by no means a technical or universal construct (Boyne, 2002), but one that 

reflects multiple stakeholders' interests. Since it is impossible for all stakeholders to share the 

same interests in and demands on the organizations, these various stakeholders steer from 

their own distinct views of what they think constitutes good performance, highlighting different 

– and sometimes conflicting – aspects of performance (Andrews, Boyne, and Walker, 2006; 

Andrews et al., 2010; Andrews, Boyne, and Walker, 2011). Recognizing multiple legitimate 

interests underscores that no single or generic dimension can be applied to perfectly capture 

the complex characteristics of performance in public organizations, as it is highly dependent on 

the priorities and goals of the stakeholders of interest (Boyne, 2002; Brewer, 2006; Moynihan 

et al., 2011).  

Therefore, performance appears to be inherently multidimensional, which in turn means 

that organizations are obliged to accommodate a multiplicity of values and goals to guide and 

define their performance (Boyne, 2002; Bozeman, 2007; Vandenabeele, Leisink, and Knies, 

2013; Walker et al., 2011). Recognizing this, strands of research on public service performance 
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propose a multi-dimensional view of the concept, including both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ indicators 

(Bryson, Crosby, and Bloomberg, 2014; Kelly and Swindell, 2002; Ostrom, 1973; Meier and 

O’Toole, 2006; Parks, 1984; Walker, Boyne, and Brewer, 2010).  

3.1 Organizational performance 
In a review of the literature on the conceptualization and measurement of public service 

performance, Boyne (2002) identified five ‘headline dimensions’ of organizational 

performance: outputs (quality and quantity), efficiency, service outcomes (value for money, 

impact, and equity), responsiveness (citizen, user, and staff satisfaction), and democratic 

outcomes (probity, participation, and accountability). This multidimensional view reflects the 

importance of public values when assessing the performance of public service providers. Rainey 

(2003) also noted competence and responsiveness as vital elements of public service 

performance, while Brewer and Selden (2000) conveyed a 2x3 taxonomy distinguishing 

between internal and external performance with a focus on efficiency, effectiveness, and 

fairness, respectively.  

In a more recent review, Andersen, Boesen, and Pedersen (2016) established a conceptual 

framework for performance consisting of six distinctions according to which performance 

dimensions can be classified. These distinctions concern: 1) the stakeholders (who defines what 

constitutes good performance), 2) formality (to what extent the performance goals are formally 

stated and clearly expressed in legislation, etc.), 3) process focus (how the services are 

delivered, including equity, integrity, responsiveness, and user participation), 4) product focus 

(whether input, output, or outcome-related criteria are the defining performance element), 5) 

subjectivity (the degree to which performance concerns interior perceptions or exterior 

[objective] phenomena), and 6) the unit of analysis (who performs and on what level) (p. 858). 

While Boyne (2002), Brewer and Selden (2000), and Rainey (2003) draw attention toward 

developing performance criteria, Andersen, Boesen, and Pedersen (2016) scrutinize the 

differences between these dimensions and classify them in relation to one or more of their six 

proposed distinctions. For instance, they argue that Boyne’s dimensions reflecting output and 

service outcomes are different product focuses, but also that equity as part of the service 

outcomes dimension can relate to both the product focus (i.e., whether outcomes are equally 

good for students with different backgrounds) and process focus (i.e., whether the public 

services are equally distributed among citizens) (p. 859). 
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The distinction concerning unit of analysis clearly recognizes that performance matters not 

only at the organizational level but can also be conceptualized at many different levels in the 

public sector, focusing on individuals, groups, organizations, or even programs (Andersen, 

Boesen, and Pedersen, 2016). Andersen and colleagues (2016) underline that one should select 

the relevant unit of analysis according to the analytical level of the independent variable with 

causal impact on performance. Given the focus on individual-level factors (PSM, personality 

traits, etc.) in this dissertation, performance will be conceptualized at the individual level.  

3.2 Individual performance 
Individual-level (or lower-level, e.g., team or individual) performance is important in itself and 

fundamental to determining organizational performance (Brewer and Selden, 2000). This 

applies in particular within public service organizations, as frontline employees are pivotal 

actors in delivering public services. The behaviors of these employees (e.g., care, nursing, and 

teaching) in effect become policy on the ‘work floor’ (Hasenfeld, 1983; Lipsky, 1980, Maynard-

Moody and Musheno, 2003) as they carry out the goals and policy decisions made by senior 

management in the public organization or by elected officials. Thus, employees matter in 

profound ways because their behavior is viewed as an important intermediary (i.e., mediator) 

between attitudes and performance (Boselie, Dietz, and Boon, 2005; Brehm and Gates, 1997; 

Wright and Nishii, 2007; van Loon, 2017).  

Lipsky (1980) describes employees as the ‘human face’ of policy since they interact directly 

with citizens, and states that most of them have a certain degree of discretion – or autonomy 

– in the execution of their work. This discretionary power makes employees' behavior

important in determining the nature, volume, and quality of the public services provided (e.g., 

how well they perform). This implies that high performance is more likely if employees are 

aligned with the public values, accomplish their tasks well, and strive to help their colleagues 

perform than if they exhibit shirking or sabotaging behavior (Brehm and Gates, 1997; van Loon, 

2015: 45). This is, for instance, empirically illustrated in a study conducted by Shingler et al. 

(2008), where the authors conclude that employees’ responsiveness towards citizens (when it 

comes to processing and resolving consumer complaints) strongly influences citizens' 

satisfaction with the performance of the public organization as a whole. In fact, the more that 

employees’ behavior is important for the delivery of the public services (such as employees in 
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hospitals, nursing homes, schools, or police), the more their behavior will affect organizational 

performance as well (Atwater et al., 1998; Delery and Shaw, 2001; van Loon, 2015). 

Like their organizations, the employees are expected to do a good job, as defined by many 

performance dimensions (Boyne, 2002). For instance, Hood (1991) defined three different 

bundles of values: sigma (economy and parsimony), theta (honesty, fairness, and mutuality), 

and lambda (reliability, robustness, and security and resilience). In the same vein, Bozeman 

(2007) and Jørgensen and Bozeman (2007) summarized myriad values outlining how 

employees are expected to think and act, which quite closely mirrors the five dimensions of 

organizational performance recognized by Boyne (2002), including productivity, equity, 

responsiveness, robustness, innovation, altruism, and legality (Jørgensen and Bozeman, 2007: 

361-362). 

In general, individual performance can be defined as an individual’s contribution to 

achieving the public mission of the organization. This definition is very broadly formulated to 

capture the differences in mission determined by the public organization. For instance, how 

LTC workers in nursing homes serve their mission differs considerably from what other public 

employees, such as teachers, police officers, or civil servants, should do to contribute to the 

mission of their organizations. Put differently, the public services the employees have to deliver 

and thus the behavior necessary to achieve their missions differs (Jørgensen and Bozeman, 

2007). By putting in effort, executing tasks well, exercising their knowledge, and doing their 

best, employees contribute to the organization’s mission through their behavior. However, 

organizational performance is more than just the sum of individual performance related to 

task-specific role requirements (Brewer and Selden, 2000). Exhibiting a helpful nature toward 

colleagues is also often a vital element in achieving a public organization's mission (Williams 

and Anderson, 1991; Smith, Organ, and Near, 1983). Helpful behavior is essential, especially in 

highly interdependent team contexts, where mutual assistance is often required to increase 

the ability of the team to solve unexpected and complicated problems (Hsu, Shih, and Li, 2017; 

Petter, DeLone, and McLean, 2008).  

On the individual level, performance can be divided into two types, i.e., in-role and extra-

role performance (Katz, 1964; Kim, 2006; van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink, 2017). In-role 

performance refers to individual behavior (as stated above) that is required by the job – e.g., 

the completion of formal tasks, duties, and responsibilities, as expressed in an employee's job 

description (Williams and Anderson, 1991). The task-specific role requirements in public 
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organizations are not only multifaceted but also considerably job-dependent. While a dentist, 

for instance, is expected to carry out regular cleanings and dental procedures such as 

extractions, root canals, and filling cavities, these requirements certainly do not mirror suitable 

behavior for LTC workers. In addition, task-specific role requirements may typically also be 

manifold. To serve the mission of the organization implies that LTC workers should perform 

various direct care activities and assist residents in dressing or undressing, bathing, and eating. 

Moreover, they also have to treat the residents equally and fairly, emphasize responsiveness 

towards the residents and their relatives, and be responsible for what they are doing (Jørgensen 

and Bozeman, 2007). 

Moreover, a highly interdependent team context is also critical for how well individual 

employees can perform their in-role behaviors, considering that one employee's failure to 

complete a formal task may hinder that person’s co-workers from performing their own tasks. 

As mentioned above, focusing only on executing one’s own job tasks properly is not adequate 

for high organizational performance (Motowidlo and Van Scotter, 1994). If, for instance, an LTC 

worker with many years of experience does not help a newly qualified LTC worker with getting 

to know the routines at the nursing home or does not share his/her knowledge about the 

residents' health conditions and needs, this can cause critical issues even if the experienced 

worker exhibits appropriate in-role behavior.  

Such behavior is part of extra-role performance.13 While in-role performance is geared 

toward individual assignments required by the job, extra-role performance points at individual 

behaviors that are not formal components of the job but involve extra – unpaid – tasks that 

help the smooth functioning of the organization. Besides helping co-workers, this behavior 

contributes to the social and psychological environment of organizations (Stewart and Brown, 

2011). This includes promoting a friendly work climate, minimizing disturbances caused by 

interpersonal conflicts, and protecting and upholding organizational resources (Bateman and 

Organ, 1983). The willingness of employees to both fulfill and go beyond their formal job 

requirements has been shown to be beneficial to organizational performance (Hyde, Harris, 

and Boaden, 2013; Podsakoff, Ahearne, and MacKenzie, 1997).  

                                                           
13 Extra-role performance, as defined by Katz (1964), has also been referred to, among other things, as organiza-
tional citizenship behavior (Bateman and Organ, 1983; Organ, 1988; Organ and Ryan, 1995; Smith, Organ, and 
Near, 1983), interpersonal citizenship behavior (Pandey, Wright, and Moynihan, 2008), and pro-social organiza-
tional behavior (Brief and Motowidlo, 1986; Hyde, Harris, and Boaden, 2013). 
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3.3 The subjectivity of performance 
Several scholars argue that public service performance is an inherently subjective concept, 

relying on stakeholders' understanding of what constitutes good performance (Au, 1996; 

Anspach, 1991; Brewer, 2006). Given the sometimes-competing performance views, conflicts 

are typically solved by reciprocal agreements instead of by more objective or rational means. 

Moreover, these perceptions of good performance may not only vary over time, depending on 

the political agenda and interest at a given moment, but also differ across contexts (Bozeman, 

2007; Vandenabeele, Leisink, and Knies, 2013). For instance, service providers in the LTC sector 

differ significantly in the mission they have to serve (and the tasks, types of services, and the 

citizens with which they interact) compared to other public service providers such as police or 

schools. This implies that the perception of good performance can be defined as a normative 

element within each organizational context (Scott, 2001). However, the mission of the LTC 

sector also varies over time: care work has, for instance, seen periods where a compensatory 

approach stood central as the main purpose, which then shifted toward a more preventative 

and rehabilitative approach, with the main aim of making citizens as self-reliant and 

independent of help as possible. One distinct perspective is represented by Andersen, Boesen, 

and Pedersen (2016). They argue that performance may have varying degrees of inherent 

subjectivity, depending on whether the concept reflects interior experience and perceptions or 

exterior, observable phenomena (p. 856). For instance, since user satisfaction reflects an 

internal feeling, it can be labeled as inherently subjective, whereas students' test scores are 

external and observable. 

Subjectivity is, nevertheless, not only a question relating to the conceptual definition of 

performance but is also – and in particular – a concern related to data sources and 

measurement validity (Meier and O’Toole, 2013). Several scholars argue that self-reported 

measures remain subject to CSB, causing inflated correlations and resulting in biased findings 

(Favero and Bullock, 2015; Meier and O’Toole, 2013; Podsakoff et al., 2003). However, ignoring 

inherently subjective performance dimensions in the effort to increase measurement validity 

is a drawback for the conceptual validity of performance, as interior experiences and 

perceptions are central elements in the overall theoretical conceptualization of performance 

(Andersen, Boesen, and Pedersen, 2016). The discussion about subjectivity at the operational 

level will be elaborated further in Chapter 6. 
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CChhaapptteerr  44  

AArrttiiccllee--ssppeecciiffiicc  tthheeoorryy  

While Chapters 2 and 3 provided a detailed review and conceptual clarification of the central 

theoretical concepts that guide this dissertation and are recurring elements throughout all four 

articles, this chapter presents and elaborates on the theoretical concepts central to the 

individual articles. As presented in the introduction, three theoretical strands of literature 

constitute the framework for each article’s contribution to answering the dissertation's overall 

research questions. This chapter is therefore divided into three sections delineating these 

theoretical domains. The first section explains how AMO theory complements PSM theory and 

addresses how the PSM-performance relationship theoretically is conditioned by ability (RQ1). 

The second section clarifies how personality, borrowed from the psychological literature, 

affects performance and adds new insights to the overall question of how PSM unfolds in the 

provision of public services (RQ1 and RQ2). Finally, the third section justifies the importance of 

vertical leadership vis-á-vis horizontal relations for performance and how PSM acts as a 

mechanism for these relationships (RQ2). 

4.1 Ability 
The first section of this dissertation rests on the claim that the effects of PSM on performance 

are conditioned by both ability and the personality trait of conscientiousness. Even though 

extensive literature from neighboring disciplines has for decades pointed to the importance of 

ability as a joint determinant with motivation in shaping performance-related behavior (e.g., 

Blumberg and Pringle, 1982; Maier, 1955; Vroom, 1964), these insights have so far not been 

applied to PSM research. Multiple definitions of ability exist. According to the Cambridge 

Dictionary (2021), ability refers to ‘the power or skill needed to do something, or the fact that 

someone is able to do something’, whereas Edwin A. Fleishman, a leading scholar of human 

abilities, defines abilities as ‘general capacities related to the performance of a set of tasks’ 

(cited in Werner and DeSimone, 2011). Based on Rothschild (1999), Kim et al. (2015) define 

ability as ‘the skills and proficiencies that an individual possesses to carry out a particular task’ 
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(p. 789). In other words, in this dissertation, ability refers to job-specific requirements that 

enable an individual to perform a particular job-related task successfully. 

In order to facilitate an understanding of how ability is likely to moderate the PSM-

performance relationship, the article Does Ability Make a Difference? (Article A) utilizes ability-

motivation-opportunity (AMO) theory (Appelbaum et al., 2000; Bailey, 1993) as a fruitful 

approach in generating theoretical expectations about the interrelationship between these two 

concepts.  

The origins of the model are found in the theoretical intersection between social 

psychology, positing that performance is a function of motivation, and I-O psychology, 

positing that ability is vital to ensure performance (Maclnnis and Jaworski, 1989; Marin-

Garcia and Tomas, 2016). Subsequently, Vroom (1964) employed an interactive 

relationship, examining both motivation and ability in explaining performance. In addition 

to these personal dimensions, Blumberg and Pringle (1982) extended the relationship by 

considering the external environment in terms of opportunity as an additional important 

factor for performance. Since its emergence in 2000, the AMO model has received substantial 

attention within HRM as a crucial framework and valuable tool to explain the effectiveness of 

HR practices. Indeed, several scholars argue that the model opens the so-called ‘black box’ of 

HRM by unraveling the practices that cultivate the abilities, motivation, and opportunities of 

employees to adopt behaviors that align with the goals of their organization, which helps to 

ensure that the organization can achieve success through its employees (Boselie, 2010; 

Giauque and Anderfuhren-Biget, and Varone, 2013b; Macduffie, 1995; Paauwe and Boselie, 

2005). 

However, the model is also a valuable HRM lens for adding nuance to or extending existing 

PSM research as it holds the potential to clarify how and to what extent ability and PSM are 

interrelated in predicting performance while also taking into account the contextual 

dependency of the relationship (cf. Bos-Nehles, Riemsdijk, and Looise, 2013). According to the 

model, employees perform well when they have ‘the ability (A) to perform (they can do the job 

because they possess the necessary knowledge, skills, and aptitudes)’; ‘the motivation (M) to 

perform (they will do the job because they feel adequately interested and incentivized’; and 

‘the opportunity (O) to perform (their work structure and its environment provide the 

necessary support and avenues for expression’ (Boxall and Purcell, 2011: 5). Put somewhat 

differently: all three factors must – to some degree – be present for performance to occur. 

59 
 

Following classic work performance theories, as mentioned above, the AMO factors exist 

in an interactive relationship, which underlines that performance is defined by the function P = 

f(A x M x O). It follows that none of the three factors in itself is effective in improving 

performance (Marin-Garcia, 2016; Siemsen, Roth, and Balasubramanian, 2008). Following this 

interactive approach demonstrates the importance of including ability in the PSM-performance 

equation, as each of the three factors is expected to reinforce the other two. In short, this 

signifies that a low level of ability will reflect in poorer performance compared to a situation in 

which ability is high. Inevitably, in extreme situations, the lack of ability – or one or more of the 

other factors – makes high performance impossible (Marin-Garcia and Thomas, 2016; Vroom, 

1964).  

Rooted in the insights from the HRM literature presented above, Article A theorizes that 

ability is an indispensable requirement for ensuring performance. Looking into the three factors 

defining the AMO model, the article suggests that PSM is an important driver, but performance 

cannot be guaranteed without the necessary abilities. It follows that if public service employees 

lack the necessary abilities to carry out their jobs, they cannot be expected to perform as well, 

no matter how public service-motivated they are. As a matter of fact, being highly public 

service-motivated without the proper abilities may – at worst – result in unintended sabotaging 

behavior that is counterproductive for performance. For example, if one assumes that the LTC 

employees discussed in the prologue were highly public service-motivated, it illustrates that 

despite the fact that their action was fueled by a desire to do good for others, their lack of 

relevant abilities made their action result in a profoundly negative outcome. The article, 

therefore, proposes that PSM and ability have synergetic interaction effects on performance, 

which implies that the relationship between PSM and performance is expected to differ across 

employees with different levels of ability, so that the strength of the relationship is more 

pronounced 

However, to align with the recent organizational trend and bring in evidence from existing 

studies demonstrating the importance of a supportive organizational environment for the PSM-

performance relationship (Bright, 2007; Leisink and Steijn, 2009; van Loon et al., 2018), Article 

A moreover attempts to investigate what the interactive relationship between PSM and ability 

looks like when opportunity is taken into account. By including opportunity in the equation, the 

article follows the reasoning presented in Section 2.2.2 and suggests that even when 

employees are highly public service-motivated to ‘go the extra mile’ and possess the abilities 

64



58 
 

(p. 789). In other words, in this dissertation, ability refers to job-specific requirements that 

enable an individual to perform a particular job-related task successfully. 

In order to facilitate an understanding of how ability is likely to moderate the PSM-

performance relationship, the article Does Ability Make a Difference? (Article A) utilizes ability-

motivation-opportunity (AMO) theory (Appelbaum et al., 2000; Bailey, 1993) as a fruitful 

approach in generating theoretical expectations about the interrelationship between these two 

concepts.  

The origins of the model are found in the theoretical intersection between social 

psychology, positing that performance is a function of motivation, and I-O psychology, 

positing that ability is vital to ensure performance (Maclnnis and Jaworski, 1989; Marin-

Garcia and Tomas, 2016). Subsequently, Vroom (1964) employed an interactive 

relationship, examining both motivation and ability in explaining performance. In addition 

to these personal dimensions, Blumberg and Pringle (1982) extended the relationship by 

considering the external environment in terms of opportunity as an additional important 

factor for performance. Since its emergence in 2000, the AMO model has received substantial 

attention within HRM as a crucial framework and valuable tool to explain the effectiveness of 

HR practices. Indeed, several scholars argue that the model opens the so-called ‘black box’ of 

HRM by unraveling the practices that cultivate the abilities, motivation, and opportunities of 

employees to adopt behaviors that align with the goals of their organization, which helps to 

ensure that the organization can achieve success through its employees (Boselie, 2010; 

Giauque and Anderfuhren-Biget, and Varone, 2013b; Macduffie, 1995; Paauwe and Boselie, 

2005). 

However, the model is also a valuable HRM lens for adding nuance to or extending existing 

PSM research as it holds the potential to clarify how and to what extent ability and PSM are 

interrelated in predicting performance while also taking into account the contextual 

dependency of the relationship (cf. Bos-Nehles, Riemsdijk, and Looise, 2013). According to the 

model, employees perform well when they have ‘the ability (A) to perform (they can do the job 

because they possess the necessary knowledge, skills, and aptitudes)’; ‘the motivation (M) to 

perform (they will do the job because they feel adequately interested and incentivized’; and 

‘the opportunity (O) to perform (their work structure and its environment provide the 

necessary support and avenues for expression’ (Boxall and Purcell, 2011: 5). Put somewhat 

differently: all three factors must – to some degree – be present for performance to occur. 

59 
 

Following classic work performance theories, as mentioned above, the AMO factors exist 

in an interactive relationship, which underlines that performance is defined by the function P = 

f(A x M x O). It follows that none of the three factors in itself is effective in improving 

performance (Marin-Garcia, 2016; Siemsen, Roth, and Balasubramanian, 2008). Following this 

interactive approach demonstrates the importance of including ability in the PSM-performance 

equation, as each of the three factors is expected to reinforce the other two. In short, this 

signifies that a low level of ability will reflect in poorer performance compared to a situation in 

which ability is high. Inevitably, in extreme situations, the lack of ability – or one or more of the 

other factors – makes high performance impossible (Marin-Garcia and Thomas, 2016; Vroom, 

1964).  

Rooted in the insights from the HRM literature presented above, Article A theorizes that 

ability is an indispensable requirement for ensuring performance. Looking into the three factors 

defining the AMO model, the article suggests that PSM is an important driver, but performance 

cannot be guaranteed without the necessary abilities. It follows that if public service employees 

lack the necessary abilities to carry out their jobs, they cannot be expected to perform as well, 

no matter how public service-motivated they are. As a matter of fact, being highly public 

service-motivated without the proper abilities may – at worst – result in unintended sabotaging 

behavior that is counterproductive for performance. For example, if one assumes that the LTC 

employees discussed in the prologue were highly public service-motivated, it illustrates that 

despite the fact that their action was fueled by a desire to do good for others, their lack of 

relevant abilities made their action result in a profoundly negative outcome. The article, 

therefore, proposes that PSM and ability have synergetic interaction effects on performance, 

which implies that the relationship between PSM and performance is expected to differ across 

employees with different levels of ability, so that the strength of the relationship is more 

pronounced 

However, to align with the recent organizational trend and bring in evidence from existing 

studies demonstrating the importance of a supportive organizational environment for the PSM-

performance relationship (Bright, 2007; Leisink and Steijn, 2009; van Loon et al., 2018), Article 

A moreover attempts to investigate what the interactive relationship between PSM and ability 

looks like when opportunity is taken into account. By including opportunity in the equation, the 

article follows the reasoning presented in Section 2.2.2 and suggests that even when 

employees are highly public service-motivated to ‘go the extra mile’ and possess the abilities 

65



60 
 

to do their jobs, this may only translate into high performance when the employees also are 

provided with the necessary opportunities. In fact, if the work environment does not offer 

adequate opportunities for the employees to act upon their PSM and ability in practice, both 

PSM and ability might become meaningless. Along these lines, the combination of the three 

factors is expected to create a synergetic interaction effect on performance, which implies that 

ability and opportunity moderate the PSM-performance relationship such that the relationship 

will be strongest among employees with a high level of ability and who have the opportunity to 

do their jobs fully. 

4.2 Personality traits 
Another gap within PSM research and public administration in general is the missing link to the 

psychological literatures (Cooper et al., 2013; Pandey and Stazyk, 2008; Wright, 2015). Even 

though scholars have long called for bridging this gap (Dahl, 1947; Merton, 1940; Simon, 1947, 

Waldo, 1948), public administration research has only recently begun adopting insights from 

these literatures. While scholars have become increasingly aware of the role of personality in 

organizational behavior and decision-making processes (see, for instance, Cooper et al. 2013, 

2014; Esteve, van Witteloostuijn, and Boyne, 2015; Filiz and Battaglio, 2017), a call for a tighter 

dialogue between these fields still exists as scholarly attention toward the linkage between 

personality and performance is still sparse. With the purpose of answering both research 

questions (cf. Section 1.3), the articles The PSM and Conscientiousness Interplay (Article B) and 

Personality: A Neglected Factor? (Article C) utilize the profound body of knowledge about 

personality and how it relates to performance and performance-related outcomes.  

According to Gordon Allport – one of the founding figures of personality psychology – 

personalities are made up of several different traits, which reflect relatively enduring patterns 

of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that distinguish individuals from each other (Allport, 1961). 

Ever since Allport and Odbert (1936) categorized around 4,500 terms as distinct personality 

traits, an ongoing scientific debate has questioned the actual number of personality traits (see, 

for instance, Allport and Odbert 1936; Ashton and Lee, 2007; Boyle, 2008; Cattell, 1947; 

Eysenck, 1947, 1994; Goldberg, 1993; McCrae and John, 1992). In contrast to the ‘lexical 

approach’ applied by Allport and Odbert, Cattel (1947) used factor analysis and mapped 16 

basic underlying dimensions of personality, whereas Eysenck (1947) proposed three general 
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personality traits, although he voiced the possibility of adding further dimensions (Eysenck, 

1994: 151). 

Although the question of just how many personality traits there are has been a subject of 

debate throughout the history of psychology, scholars today more or less rely on a five-

dimensional model to delineate an individual’s core personality (Goldberg, 1993; McCrae and 

Costa, 1985). The Big Five Model14 of personality has emerged as the predominant and most 

significant psychological approach to the overall structure of personality (Rothmann and 

Coetzer, 2003), which features the five fundamental traits of Agreeableness, Extraversion, 

Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and Openness to Experience (McCrae and John, 1992). The Big 

Five Model was developed through years of empirical testing using both the lexical approach 

and the questionnaire approach, and each trait is considered more or less universal as all five 

traits are generalizable across gender, age groups, and cultures (Barrick, Mount, and Judge, 

2001; Costa and McCrae, 1992). 

In short, agreeableness refers to individuals who are sympathetic, cooperative, 

compassionate, and altruistic, as well as kind, generous, and fair, whereas extraversion 

encompasses individuals who tend to be social, enthusiastic, confident, and energetic. The trait 

of conscientiousness applies to individuals with a tendency to be reliable, organized, goal-

oriented, and responsible. High conscientiousness is also characterized by diligence, self-

discipline, and adherence to norms and rules. In contrast, neuroticism (or emotional stability 

as the reversed trait) is characterized by negative emotions such as fear, anger, and insecurity 

and a tendency to be self-centered and lack empathy for others. Finally, openness to 

experience describes creativity, affinity for novelty and abstract thinking, and intellectual 

curiosity (Ashton and Lee 2001, 2007; Costa and McCrae, 1992, 1995; Diefendorff, Croyle, and 

Gosserand, 2005; McCrae and John, 1992). Unlike some other personality scales, the Big Five 

Model considers the traits to be continuous rather than dichotomous, which means that the 

model does not identify an individual as either extraverted or introverted but recognizes that 

there are degrees of extraversion and introversion (Cooper, 2020). 

Despite the widespread approval that the Big Five Model has achieved (see, for instance, 

Costa and McCrae, 1995; Goldberg and Saucier, 1995; Barrick, Mount, and Judge, 2001), its 

validity has been subjected to considerable critical scrutiny, which is elaborated in Article C. 

                                                           
14 The Big Five personality traits model is often referred to as the Five-Factor Model (FFM). While the two models 
are more or less identical, they differ slightly in their measurements (for a discussion, see Wiggins, 1996).  
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However, one critique to mention here concerns the discussion about the actual number of 

personality traits, which has continued to entangle the field of personality research (Boyle, 

2008). Some scholars claim that the model consists of an incomplete number of traits and 

therefore does not cover all facets of human personality (Almagor, Tellegen, and Waller, 1995; 

Ashton and Lee, 2001; 2007). Along with the expansion of research into other languages and 

cultures, scholars have discovered a sixth trait, Honesty-Humility (capturing characteristics such 

as sincerity, fairness, greed avoidance, and modesty), to be added to the model, which has led 

to the development of the HEXACO model15 (Ashton and Lee, 2007; Lee and Asthon, 2004). 

Even though this model has recently also been regarded as a valid measure of individuals’ core 

personality traits, the Big Five Model is the focal point in this dissertation. 

Personality traits are complex, and research suggests that traits are shaped by both 

inheritance and environmental factors. Because a central element in the definition of 

personality traits is that they reflect ‘relatively enduring’ dispositions, consistency is considered 

to be an essential feature of traits. Several scholars provide compelling evidence that 

personality exhibits stability over time, which in turn contributes to persistent tendencies in 

individuals’ behavior (Roberts, Donnellan, and Hill, 2013). Despite the relatively stable nature 

of personality traits, they do change throughout the lifespan, with most substantial changes 

occurring during adolescence and early adulthood (Bleidorn et al., 2019; Caspi and Roberts, 

2001; Caspi, Roberts, and Sheiner, 2005; Hampson and Goldberg, 2006; Roberts, Walton, and 

Viechtbauer, 2006). These changes are often defined as mean-level changes, which indicates 

whether a personality trait decreases or increases among all people in a population or group 

over a certain period (Bleidorn et al., 2019). They are typically mapped out as normative trends 

that occur when people change in the same way (e.g., maturational processes) during a given 

period within the life course, such as leaving home or starting a family or a career (Roberts and 

Mroczek, 2008). Most of these changes reflect a uniformly positive pattern (i.e., develop in 

                                                           
15 The labels of four of the HEXACO traits (except honesty-humility and emotionality) are adopted from the Big 
Five Model. Moreover, emotionality corresponds to the opposite pole of neuroticism, known as emotional 
stability. Three of the HEXACO traits are very similar to the conscientiousness, extraversion, and openness to 
experience traits of the Big Five model. While agreeableness and emotionality reflect similarities with the traits in 
the Big Five model, they also have some important differences. These two traits represent rotated versions of their 
Big Five counterparts. This is for instance portrayed in characteristics related to being ill-tempered, which is 
associated with low agreeableness in the HEXACO framework, but belongs to the trait of neuroticism in the Big 
Five Model. Moreover, some of the characteristics associated with the honesty-humility trait are incorporated into 
the Big Five’s agreeableness trait (Lee and Ashton, 2008; Saucier, 2009).  
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socially desirable ways), as the average levels of traits associated with performance in adult life 

tasks and roles, such as conscientiousness and agreeableness, increase while neuroticism 

decreases (Bleidorn et al., 2019).16 

As mentioned in the introduction, the immense literature within I-O psychology and 

related fields investigating the relationship between the Big Five personality traits and 

performance has primarily been conducted within private sector settings (Barrick and Mount, 

1991; Barrick, Mount, and Judge, 2001; Hough, 1992; Hurtz and Donovan, 2000; Salgado, 

1997). Meanwhile, public administration research demonstrating the linkage between 

personality and public sector performance is still lacking. One exception is Jiang, Wang, and 

Zhou (2009), who examined the relationship between agreeableness, conscientiousness, and 

performance among Chinese local government officials. More public administration research 

is needed about these relationships, and Article C therefore aims to unravel whether and how 

personality traits influence performance in public organizations. 

Conscientiousness has generally been considered the most effective and steady 

personality trait predictor of job performance across different occupational groups (Barrick and 

Mount, 1991; Salgado, 1997). This is so because this particular trait mirrors personal 

characteristics that are crucial attributes for carrying out work tasks in most jobs. As 

conscientious individuals tend to adhere to rules and be persistent, reliable, and responsible, 

                                                           
16 However, the discussion of how stable or changeable personality traits are has become one of the more 
thoroughly studied phenomena in personality research and beyond (Bleidorn et al., 2019). The phrase ‘relatively 
stable’ has, both among scholars and in the general public, often been construed to mean that traits do not 
change. This misunderstanding comes in part from a semantic issue, where the terms ‘consistency’, ‘stability’, and 
‘change’ are used too broadly and interchangeably or as opposites of one another (Bleidorn et al., 2019). Another 
reason for the confusion is that scholars sometimes fail to clarify what they mean when they describe personality 
as either consistent of changeable (Roberts and Mroczek, 2008). There are several ways of conceptualizing and 
assessing personality continuity and change, which in turn provide different perspectives on personality 
development. Besides mean-level change, continuity and change in personality traits can be tracked as either rank-
order consistency (i.e., the degree to which different people experience more or less change on a trait relative to 
one another over a certain period of time), and individual-level change (i.e., the degree to which individuals’ 
personality traits change differently than the group average over a certain period of time). While personality traits 
reflect modest to high rank-order consistency over 10-year time lags, even from childhood to early adulthood, and 
increase as people age (Bleidorn et al., 2019; Roberts, Donnellan, and Hill, 2013), when considering mean-level 
change in personality traits, a completely different picture emerges. As stated above, evidence highlights that 
personality traits are particularly susceptible to change during adolescence and early/young adulthood. Even 
though middle and old age thus reflect less crucial periods during which personality matures compared to earlier 
in the life course, people maintain the capacity to change at all ages. While these mean-level changes reflect 
generalizable patterns of personality traits that apply to distinct cohorts, genders, and cultures (Bleidorn et al., 
2019), not everyone follows these normative trends, as people differ relative to one another in their individual 
trajectories and have unique patterns of development. Moreover, individual differences in personality traits 
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they are likely to be committed and to focus on the achievement of organizational performance 

goals. Moreover, these individuals are typically also goal-oriented and diligent, which means 

they also may be more inclined to put in more effort to achieve organizational goals (Barrick 

and Mount, 1991; Hurtz and Donovan, 2000). This finding is also echoed by Jiang, Wang, and 

Zhou (2009), who show that conscientiousness is positively related to both task and contextual 

performance among government employees in China.  

The linkage between neuroticism and performance has also been found in relation to 

nearly all kinds of jobs (Salgado, 1997). Individuals who are generally high in neuroticism are 

more sensitive to negative stimuli and prone to stress, which may impair performance (Judge 

and Zapata, 2015; Schneider, 2004). When labeled in the other direction as emotional stability, 

this trait describes individuals who are calm and have a positive outlook, which are 

characteristics that are found to be associated with professional success (Judge et al., 2002). 

In contrast, the three remaining personality traits are to a higher degree ‘contingent 

predictors’ of job performance, by virtue of being dependent on the occupational group and 

type of criterion (Barrick and Mount, 1991; Barrick, Mount, and Judge, 2001; Mount, Barrick, 

and Stewart, 1998). Extraversion has been found to be a valid predictor of job performance in 

occupations where teamwork and interpersonal requirements, such as good negotiation skills 

and competitive behavior, appear to be vital parts of the job (Hogan and Holland, 2003; 

Salgado, 1997). 

On the other hand, when the job requires essentially cooperative interaction and a 

significant degree of teamwork or pro-social behavior, agreeableness is likely to contribute to 

job performance (Hogan and Holland, 2003; Judge et al., 1999). Contrary to these findings, 

Jiang, Wang, and Zhou (2009) find that agreeableness is counterproductive and, in turn, 

negatively related to task performance and not related to contextual performance in the public 

sector setting. Concerning the latter, Article C claims that this should not be generalized to 

public organizations across the board as these findings might reflect Chinese organizational 

culture and leadership style rather than actual differences between the public and private 

sectors (Jiang, Wang, and Zhou, 2009). 

Finally, openness to experience is considered an ‘investment trait’ and acts as an important 

predictor for training proficiency (Barrick and Mount, 1991; Salgado, 1997). Barrick, Mount, 

and Judge (2001) argue that individuals who display a high degree of intellectual curiosity and 

tend to be creative and imaginative are more likely to benefit from training sessions, as they 
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are open to new ideas and information. This trait welcomes new thinking. Being open to trying 

new things and to change makes it easier for individuals who possess high levels of this trait to 

adapt and adjust to new initiatives and ways of organizing and carrying out their jobs.  

Following these findings, Article C theorizes that the personality traits of 

conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and openness to experience are positively 

related to performance in public organizations. In contrast, an inverse relationship is expected 

between neuroticism and performance.    

Although personality has long attracted scholarly attention within the psychology and 

management literatures, little is known about the underlying mechanisms through which 

personality affects performance. Motivation has, however, been identified as a crucial 

mediator in the personality–performance relationship (Barrick, Stewart, and Piotrowski, 2002; 

Halim et al., 2013; Judge and Ilies, 2002; Kanfer, 1991). As research considering the personality-

performance relationship within public administration is relatively sparse, no study has yet 

considered the possible mediating mechanism of PSM on the personality–performance 

relationship. In contrast, a few studies have examined personality as a potentially fundamental 

antecedent of PSM (Hamidullah, Van Ryzin, and Li, 2016; Jang, 2012; van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, 

and Boyne, 2017). While Hamidullah, Van Ryzin, and Li (2016) look at the relationship between 

the five traits and two distinct overall PSM scales, Jang (2012) examines the psychological 

antecedents of each of the four PSM dimensions (i.e., commitment to the public interest, 

compassion, attraction to public policy-making, and self-sacrifice), whereas van Witteloostuijn, 

Esteve, and Boyne (2017) investigate the effect of personality on the affective and nonaffective 

subcomponents of PSM and overall PSM. Even though the latter study employs the HEXACO 

model rather than the Big Five Model, the findings are useful to exploring each of the Big Five 

traits and their relationship with PSM. Despite a few ambiguous findings, the studies 

demonstrate a linkage between the Big Five personality traits and PSM. Article C employs these 

findings as a catalyst to theorizing how PSM expects to serve as an underlying mechanism of 

the relationship between personality and performance. This section only offers a brief review 

of the theoretical propositions presented in the article, while the full overview can be found in 

Article C, presented in Chapter 11.  

Conscientiousness. Individuals who exhibit high conscientiousness not only tend to work 

diligently toward achieving their goals, but they are typically also very reliable, with a strong 

sense of duty and moral obligation (Hough, 1992; Jang, 2012), which aligns with the motives of 
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PSM. These individuals are thus expected to display relatively supportive attitudes towards 

society and be dedicated to working for the benefit of others. In addition, because the provision 

of public services often is associated with a high degree of complexity and thoroughness (van 

Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne, 2017), the hard-working and detail-oriented nature of 

conscientious employees may help them cope with the complexities within public organizations 

and thereby achieve the goals of their workplaces. While the findings of Jang (2012) and 

Hamidullah, Van Ryzin, and Li (2016) support this expectation, van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and 

Boyne (2017) demonstrate some evidence for a negative linkage between the trait and PSM 

(specifically compassion and self-sacrifice). Although conscientiousness, in general, is 

considered a beneficial personality trait, this finding reflects that the trait also comprises some 

potential downsides. A still-emerging literature on the dark side of conscientiousness (Boyce, 

Wood, and Brown, 2010; Ferguson et al., 2014; Pierce and Aguinis, 2013) elucidates that 

conscientious employees may struggle with perfectionism and display a fear of failure and a 

preoccupation with details concerning their tasks that in turn can inhibit pro-social and helping 

tendencies. Notwithstanding the contradictory findings of van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and 

Boyne (2017), the article proposes that conscientiousness’ relationship with performance is 

mediated through a positive PSM mechanism.  

Neuroticism. Individuals who are high on neuroticism are typically not able to manage their 

feelings while interacting with others and cannot relate to others' problems (Gopinath, 2011). 

Moreover, scholars argue that the lack of empathy may hinder pro-social behavior (Batson et 

al., 1981; Dunfield, 2014). Jang (2012) finds that neuroticism is negatively associated with 

commitment to the public interest and compassion, but positively related to attraction to public 

policy-making. In contrast, this particular personality trait does not appear to be related to 

overall PSM in the study by Hamidullah, Van Ryzin, and Li (2016).17 The mixed findings may 

suggest a number of potential relationships between this trait and PSM. However, the null 

finding in the latter study may be caused by the use of an overall PSM scale, which is likely to 

offset the opposite relationship between neuroticism and the distinct PSM dimensions. 

Because the attraction to public policy-making dimension is not included in this dissertation 

                                                           
17 Because the HEXACO model includes emotionality, which is closely related to the concept of kin altruism and 
thus differs from neuroticism in the Big Five Model, the findings in van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne (2017) 
cannot be used to generate expectations about the relationship between neuroticism and PSM in Article C.  
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(see the discussion in Section 6.4.2), Article C proposes that neuroticism is negatively related 

to PSM.  

Extraversion.  While studies by both van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne (2017) and 

Hamidullah, Van Ryzin, and Li (2016) report a positive linkage between extraversion and PSM, 

the findings in Jang’s (2012) study display more mixed results. However, individuals with a high 

level of extraversion tend to be attracted to social groups and interpersonal relationships, and 

display a high degree of organizational citizenship behavior, which can be expressed through 

beneficial behavior toward their organizations (Cooper et al., 2013). Moreover, Esteve et al. 

(2015) find that highly public service-motivated individuals are likely to act more pro-socially 

when they are grouped with others who also display pro-social behavior. In accordance with 

this reasoning and the findings of van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne (2017) and Hamidullah, 

Van Ryzin, and Li (2016), Article C suggests that extraverted individuals are also inclined to be 

public service-motivated.  

Agreeableness.  Even though extraversion can be expected to influence PSM positively due 

to an attachment to and engagement in social endeavors, the personality trait of agreeableness 

may be the primary engine behind affective motives as it is associated with altruistic behaviors, 

such as giving and helping other people (Graziano et al., 2007; John and Srivastava, 1999). 

Although van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne (2017) do not find a significant relationship 

between agreeableness and overall PSM, they reveal that this trait is positively related with the 

affective motives comprising PSM. Similarly, Jang (2012) found that agreeableness is positively 

related with compassion. Hamidullah, Van Ryzin, and Li (2016) suggest that agreeableness is by 

far the personality trait that is most strongly positively related to overall PSM. Moreover, in a 

study investigating individual differences in PSM as a predictor for attraction to public sector 

organizations, Carpenter, Doverspike, and Miguel (2012) suggest that agreeableness and PSM 

have a striking resemblance. Based on this, the article therefore theorizes that the cooperative 

and helpful nature of agreeable individuals tends to echo a general concern for social harmony 

and a willingness to set aside their personal interests for the benefit of other people.  

Openness to experience. As mentioned earlier in this section, one facet of the personality 

trait of openness to experience is the tendency toward intellectual curiosity. Because 

individuals who exhibit this particular trait are often open to new ideas and information, they 

are more likely to benefit from training sessions. In addition, they are also inclined to invest a 

significant amount of effort in their work as a way to solve societal problems (Ashton and Lee, 
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2001; Barrick, Mount, and Judge, 2001). All three studies investigating the relationship between 

personality traits and PSM show that openness to experience is associated with higher PSM. In 

line with previous findings, the article therefore proposes that being open to new ideas and 

experiences that are perceived as societal improvements is positively related to PSM. 

Based on the expectations that conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and 

openness to experience are positively related and neuroticism negatively related to PSM, 

combined with the existing research demonstrating that PSM is positively related to 

performance, Article C moreover suggests that the effect of the Big Five personality traits on 

performance is likely to be reflected via PSM. Employees who display a high degree of 

conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, or openness to experience are likely to show 

more supportive attitudes towards society and desire to work for the benefit of others than 

employees low on these traits. Highly public service-motivated employees, in turn, are likely to 

invest more effort in their jobs, which will translate into higher performance compared to 

employees without the same high PSM. In contrast, employees who display high neuroticism 

are not capable of consistently exhibiting pro-social behavior to the same degree as employees 

low on neuroticism, which, in turn, implies that these employees will have lower performance 

due to their low PSM. 

However, Article C is not the only study in this dissertation that utilizes knowledge from 

the literatures concerned with personality psychology. Article B also integrates these insights 

to investigate the conditioning effect of conscientiousness on the PSM-performance 

relationship. With both the key facets of this trait and the expectation about the positive 

conscientiousness-performance relationship in mind, Article B also theorizes that highly 

conscientious employees will exhibit higher performance than their less conscientious peers, 

who will tend to be more disorganized, undisciplined, and likely to engage in impulsive 

behaviors (Barrick and Mount, 1991; Hurtz and Donovan, 2000).  

The personality trait of conscientiousness has been not only consistently linked to job 

performance but also to other organizational outcomes (Cooper et al., 2013; Hogan and Ones, 

1997; Roberts et al., 2009). Article B, therefore, utilizes a broader performance approach and 

considers absenteeism (i.e., short-term absenteeism) as an organizational outcome measure. 

Absenteeism is, as will be elaborated in Section 6.4.4.2, part of the responsiveness dimension 

of performance. Some scholars have scrutinized conscientiousness’ role in absenteeism and 

found a negative association (Judge, Martocchio, and Thoresen, 1997; Vlasveld et al., 2013). 
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Judge, Martocchio, and Thoreson (1997) expect that because conscientiousness is positively 

related to honesty and integrity, highly conscientious employees are likely to be less inclined to 

pursue counterproductive work behaviors such as being absent from work. Similarly, Vlasveld 

et al. (2013) suggest that the negative relationship between conscientiousness and 

absenteeism reflects that employees who are self-disciplined, persistent, and organized display 

a higher commitment to their work relative to their less conscientious counterparts.  

Following these insights, Article B unravels the interplay between PSM and 

conscientiousness in predicting performance. The article theorizes that conscientiousness 

moderates the relationships both between PSM and performance and between PSM and short-

term absenteeism. Employees exhibiting high conscientiousness are expected to be more 

diligent and to exhibit a greater sense of responsibility toward others, making them more likely 

to act upon and in line with their PSM. Consequently, PSM may thus be associated with 

performance to a greater extent when the employees are more (relative to less) conscientious. 

Article B therefore proposes that highly public service-motivated employees who are also 

conscientious (given their conscientiousness-related meticulousness), invest greater work 

effort in PSM-fueled provision of public services, which in turn further promotes these 

employees’ pro-social behaviors and performance (relative to their less conscientious peers). 

Along this line, the article also proposes that the PSM-absenteeism relationship is more 

pronounced for employees who display high conscientiousness. The honest and reliable 

demeanor of conscientious employees facilitates greater room to act upon and in line with their 

PSM, which is expected to reflect in extra low levels of short-term absenteeism.  

4.3 Vertical leadership and horizontal team relations 
Within the last couple of decades, public administration scholars have invested a lot of interest 

in leadership, with a particular focus on behaviors managers can adopt to raise awareness of 

their organization's mission and goals (Van Wart, 2013). In the generic management literature, 

leadership has been defined in multiple ways. Yukl (2013), however, offers a rather general 

definition by proposing leadership as ‘the process of influencing others to understand and 

agree about what needs to be done and how to do it, and the process of facilitating individual 

and collective efforts to achieve shared objectives’ (p. 23). Notably, the concept of 

transformational leadership, in which leaders develop, share, and sustain organizational vision 

to encourage employees to transcend their self-interest for the sake of organizational goals 
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(Jacobsen and Andersen, 2015: 832), has been meticulously investigated within public 

administration (Andersen et al., 2018; Vogel and Masal, 2015).  

Not only has transformational leadership been found to enhance performance across 

distinct areas of public service provision (Bellé, 2014; Jacobsen and Andersen, 2015), the 

generic leadership literature also points to the positive effects on several different outcome 

measures at both the individual and organizational level (Braun et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2011). 

By articulating a clear vision for the organization that inspires employees, along with practicing 

role-modeling behaviors, transformational leaders support followers’ satisfaction and 

commitment in the workplace. Furthermore, because transformational leaders exhibit 

individualized attention, they are also more likely to get the best out of their followers, which 

ultimately will be reflected in organizational performance (Braun et al., 2013: 271), such as 

citizens becoming more satisfied with the public services they receive.  

Building on the existing literature, the article Leadership Matters, but So Do Co-Workers 

(Article D) proposes that transformational leadership is likely to be a high-impact strategy 

positively related to performance-related outcomes in public organizations. Since the delivery 

of public services should simultaneously address a diversity of performance targets (cf. Chapter 

3), like Article C, this article also applies a broader view on performance and therefore includes 

job satisfaction, intention to quit, absenteeism, and user satisfaction to provide a 

comprehensive view of different desirable outcomes in public organizations. 

While research in this leader-centric approach illustrates that leaders who set a clear 

direction and support employees in realizing organizational goals are vital to employee 

performance and other performance-related outcomes (Wright, Moynihan and Pandey, 2011), 

the features of modern public sector structures and service delivery challenge vertical 

leadership. As the provision of public services involves a high degree of task complexity, task 

interdependence, and increasing span of control (Ledelseskommissionen, 2017), various types 

of team-based forms of organization have become increasingly dominant across the public 

sector (van der Hoek, Groeneveld, and Kuipers, 2016). Some scholars have taken up an interest 

in collective forms of leadership and horizontal relations within an organization, such as 

distributed leadership (Harris, 2008; Jakobsen, Kjeldsen, and Pallesen, 2016) and internal team 

environment (e.g., Carson, Tesluk, and Marrone, 2007). Still, however, little is known about the 

potential benefits of horizontal relations instead of vertical ones in improving performance and 

related outcomes in public organizations. By this reasoning, Article D suggests that different 
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routes of work organization (other than the classical bureaucratic hierarchy) can also nurture 

such activities. Article D therefore furthermore holds the ambition of exploring the role and 

relevance of teamwork as a horizontal form of organization in the public sector and its 

importance compared with formal vertical leadership (i.e., transformational leadership) for 

several performance-related outcomes. 

Specifically, the article investigates the role of internal team environment. This refers to 

the extent to which team members perceive the internal team climate as supportive or 

unsupportive and is formed by three elements: shared purpose, social support, and voicing 

opportunities within the team. While the last element reflects team members’ opportunities 

to participate actively in team discussions and decision-making processes, the other elements 

address to what degree team members have a common understanding of goals and priorities 

and support each other in carrying out their work tasks (Carson, Tesluk, and Marrone, 2007: 

1226; Russo, 2012: 128).  

A few studies show that a supportive internal team environment is an important predictor 

of performance (Carson, Tesluk, and Marrone, 2007; Russo, 2012; Kozlowski and Ilgen, 2006). 

The reasoning behind these findings is that a supportive team environment with respect to 

these three elements minimizes the salience of individual differences and task disagreement 

by stimulating higher internal coordination crucial to achieving common goals and higher 

performance (Carson, Tesluk, and Marrone, 2007; O’Leary-Kelly, Martocchio, and Frink, 1994). 

This is also emphasized by classic work motivation and management theories. They contend 

that relatedness to other human beings and group affiliation is one of the basic psychological 

needs of individuals that must be fulfilled for individual satisfaction and performance to be 

enhanced (i.e., one of the three psychological needs according to SDT – cf. Section 2.1.2 Ryan 

and Deci, 2000). Along these lines, being a member of a well-functioning and supportive work 

team can foster such needs – and possibly more so than through formal hierarchical leadership.  

This underlines that the quality of horizontal relations in work teams within organizations 

may be crucial for individual and organizational performance outcomes. However, considering 

that the studies mentioned above were conducted in private sector settings, little is known 

about the importance of such horizontal relations for performance in the public sector. Utilizing 

the insights from the generic (private sector) management literature, Article D thus takes a 

closer look at supportive internal team environment to obtain greater awareness of whether 
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needs of individuals that must be fulfilled for individual satisfaction and performance to be 

enhanced (i.e., one of the three psychological needs according to SDT – cf. Section 2.1.2 Ryan 

and Deci, 2000). Along these lines, being a member of a well-functioning and supportive work 

team can foster such needs – and possibly more so than through formal hierarchical leadership.  

This underlines that the quality of horizontal relations in work teams within organizations 

may be crucial for individual and organizational performance outcomes. However, considering 

that the studies mentioned above were conducted in private sector settings, little is known 

about the importance of such horizontal relations for performance in the public sector. Utilizing 

the insights from the generic (private sector) management literature, Article D thus takes a 

closer look at supportive internal team environment to obtain greater awareness of whether 
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such (horizontal) relations are equally important as – or even more important than – vertical 

leadership relations for performance in public organizations. 

Moreover, when studying such relations in a public sector context, employees' public 

service motivation may act as an influential mediator. As has been emphasized throughout this 

dissertation, the backbone of high-performing public organizations is their staffing of 

employees with high motivation to do good for others and society in their public service work 

(Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen, 2014; Awan, Bel, and Esteve, 2020; Perry and Wise, 1990). 

Consequently, both leader-centric leadership approaches and team relations should target and 

support PSM if employee and organizational outcomes are to be improved. However, previous 

research has not made many attempts to discover the underlying motivational mechanisms by 

which transformational leaders vis-á-vis team relations influence different outcome measures. 

Article D, therefore, also aims to contribute to the existing literature by investigating the 

motivational mechanisms of PSM for both vertical and horizontal relations as an essential 

individual-level route to improving performance. 

Recalling the core of Vandenabeele’s (2007) definition that PSM involves transcending 

employees’ own personal interests in favor of behavior benefitting society and others clearly 

reveals a close conceptual association with the concept of transformational leadership as 

outlined above (Jacobsen and Andersen, 2015; Bellé, 2014). Nevertheless, these two concepts 

have only recently been tied together, and scholars have found empirical evidence showing 

that public managers can cultivate their employees’ PSM through transformational leadership 

(Bellé, 2014; Bro, Andersen, and Bøllingtoft, 2017; Jensen, Andersen, and Jacobsen, 2019; Park 

and Rainey, 2008; Vandenabeele, 2014; Wright, Moynihan, and Pandey, 2012). By developing, 

sharing, and sustaining the vision of the organization and infusing employees’ tasks with 

ideological meaning and purpose, transformational leaders can elevate employee motivation 

to go beyond their self-interest and act in accordance with the mission and goals of the 

organization (Paarlberg and Lavigna, 2010; Shamir and Howell, 1999).  

While several scholars have found that transformational leadership directly fosters PSM, 

as the leadership strategy appeals to the higher-order needs of employees through the 

articulation of a vision, other scholars have argued that transformational leadership – and 

leadership in general – does not automatically increase PSM and called for increased focus on 

the contexts under which transformational leadership matters. Along these lines, for instance, 

scholars have found that the relationship depends on initial value congruence. Krogsgaard, 
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Thomsen, and Andersen (2014) show that transformational leadership can be a road to 

enhancing employee PSM, but only if no severe value conflict exists. This finding is also mirrored 

in a study by Jensen, Andersen, and Jacobsen (2019), which also shows how setting a clear 

direction and promoting organizational values may have demotivating effects and thus 

decrease PSM for employees whose values are highly incongruent with those of their 

organization. Other scholars find that the relationship between transformational leadership 

and PSM depends on the degree of employees’ perceived pro-social impact (Bro, Andersen, 

and Bøllingtoft, 2017) and basic need satisfaction (Jensen and Bro, 2018; Vandenabeele, 2014). 

Building on the evidence demonstrated above, Article D also theorizes that PSM acts as the 

motivational mechanism through which transformational leadership enhances performance 

and performance-related outcomes. 

Similarly, socio-relational factors in terms of supportive team relations also appear to be 

an important antecedent of work motivation (Anderfuhren-Biget et al., 2010; Vandenabeele et 

al., 2004). Good relationships with and recognition from colleagues reflect a non-pecuniary 

reward for employees, which in turn assists them in fulfilling their basic needs for relatedness, 

as mentioned above. Along these lines, Chen and Kanfer (2006) demonstrate that team-level 

stimuli foster employees’ willingness to make work-related contributions to their teams and 

their organizations through employees’ motivational states. Inclusion in a team and positive 

affiliation with colleagues is likely to enhance employees’ beliefs that their work is meaningful, 

as well as enhance their feelings of autonomy, opportunity, and competence to influence 

outcomes in their organization (Chen et al., 2011).  

Looking at previous research through the lens of SDT demonstrates how supportive team 

relations help fulfill basic psychological needs, which influences employees’ motivation through 

internalization processes. Since these needs are crucial elements for the organizational 

cultivation of greater PSM (Vandenabeele, 2014), Article D theorizes that employees’ PSM is 

nurtured and cultivated when they are surrounded by a supportive internal team environment 

that fulfills the employees’ desire to help others and contribute to society and thereby 

positively affects organizational outcomes. This also aligns with the literature demonstrating 

how employee PSM is affected by the organizational environment, also pointing to the quality 

of these team relations as one of the most important environmental factors (Perry and Porter, 

1982). Hence, the effect of supportive team relations on different individual and organizational 

outcomes is likely to be reflected via PSM.  
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PPAARRTT  IIII  ––  RREESSEEAARRCCHH  DDEESSIIGGNN  

CChhaapptteerr  55  

EEmmppiirriiccaall  sseettttiinngg  

The empirical research conducted for this dissertation was carried out within Danish nursing 

homes. Several considerations motivated the choice of nursing homes as the empirical setting. 

The LTC sector in general has attracted surprisingly little attention through the public 

administration lens, as PSM research has primarily been conducted among other public service 

professionals, such as teachers, physiotherapists, dentists, nurses, general medical 

practitioners (GPs), and civil servants.18 Even though several scholars point to the 

generalizability of their PSM-performance findings across sectors, no study has yet explored 

whether this relationship exists in the context of LTC. However, research investigating whether 

PSM can improve the LTC sector's efficiency is highly warranted. The current demographic 

development of fast-growing aging populations in contemporary welfare states puts 

considerable strain on both the human and the financial resources required to uphold a high 

quality of elderly care. At the same time, the LTC sector's attractiveness around the world 

remains low, as care work for the elderly often has a negative reputation and is associated with 

poor working conditions, which has caused global concern and a struggle to recruit and retain 

skilled LTC workers.  

Even though there may not be a one-size-fits-all policy solution to this dual pressure 

confronting welfare societies around the world, PSM is characterized as a universal concept 

related to the delivery of public services (Kim, 2009; Kjeldsen and Jacobsen, 2013; 

Vandenabeele and Van de Walle, 2008). Given the potential benefits of PSM for performance, 

as demonstrated in previous research, LTC is an essential empirical setting to look at through 

                                                           
18 As mentioned in Section 1.3, some scholars have conducted studies within the context of LTC. While Kjeldsen 
(2012b) investigated sector and occupational differences in PSM among nurses and nursing assistants working in 
hospitals and home care, other scholars have explored distinct public administration topics in LTC settings; see for 
instance Thomsen and Jensen (2020), who look at service professionals’ responses to volunteer involvement in 
public service production in Danish nursing homes, and the work on US nursing homes by Amirkhanyan (e.g., 
Amirkhanyan, 2008; Amirkhanyan, Meier, and O’Toole, 2017; Amirkhanyan et al., 2018).  
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the PSM lens to shed light on how performance is affected by PSM in the interplay with other 

central constructs. With this empirical focus, this dissertation makes the first step to elucidating 

how PSM may help alleviate the challenges facing the public service area of LTC, aiming to 

enable solutions that are sustainable and do not compromise the quality of care.  

As LTC has flown under the public administration radar, the purpose of this chapter is to 

offer the unfamiliar reader insight into the sector, first from a global perspective, with a brief 

introduction to both the history and organization of LTC across countries and the overall 

challenges facing LTC. Next, a deeper examination of the Danish LTC sector is presented. The 

Danish LTC sector is a high-cost policy area that employs a significant proportion of Danish 

frontline service workers. Like many other countries, Denmark is facing the demographic 

challenge of a fast-growing aging population. Moreover, in Denmark and other countries that 

are traditionally characterized by a social democratic welfare regime (Esping-Andersen, 1990), 

the demographic transition toward an aging society particularly challenges the sustainability of 

current policy arrangements given its growing pressure on public expenditures (Taylor-Gooby, 

2004). The Danish LTC sector is introduced by outlining how LTC is organized and delivered and 

by describing how LTC policies have developed and transformed in recent decades. Concerning 

the latter, particular emphasis is placed on the introduction of the NPM policies that have been 

followed since the late 1990s and have left an indelible imprint on both the organization and 

delivery of LTC service and public opinion and attitudes about LTC. The chapter also describes 

the challenges of an aging population in a Danish context and illustrates how the legacy of NPM 

is reflected in the LTC work environment. Finally, as the research questions in this dissertation 

are investigated within the context of Danish nursing homes, the chapter gives a presentation 

of this particular empirical setting and closes by outlining the relevance of the setting for 

addressing the research questions. 

Before shedding light on the global perspective, it is pertinent to emphasize that this 

dissertation is not – and does not aim to be – a comparative project. Instead, the empirical 

focus is solely on Denmark. Nevertheless, with the four empirical research articles focusing on 

how to improve LTC performance in Denmark, the hope is also to provide empirical insights 

that may not only be of relevance in a Danish context but that may also be of comparative 

relevance to other LTC settings. 
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5.1 Long-term care in an international perspective 
Long-term care is a growing and central issue in many welfare states worldwide due to aging 

populations (Greve, 2017). The combination of increasing longevity and decreasing fertility 

rates implies that the share of the population aged over 65 is steadily increasing in many 

countries (OECD, 2017). Across OECD countries, the share of the population aged over 65 

increased from 8% in 1960 to 17% in 2018, and the share is projected to continue to grow, 

reaching 28% by 2050 (OECD, 2020a).  The increase in the share of the population aged 80 and 

over will be even more striking, with an average percentage growth across OECD countries from 

5% in 2015 to more than 10% in 2050 (OECD, 2020b). Although the health of people aged 65 

and over has improved significantly in recent years, this is not likely to offset a higher demand 

for LTC caused by population aging (Danish Health Authority, 2019; Lafortune, De Looper, and 

Balestat, 2009).  

LTC is a relative newcomer to the field of social policy. Historically, care was provided 

informally by families. However, as a consequence of changes in societal and labor market 

structures19 in many countries, informal family care support has almost entirely been 

externalized and left to formal care (either public-funded provision or provision paid for 

privately) (Bolin, Lindgren, and Lundborg, 2008; Burchardt, Jones, and Obolenskaya, 2018). 

Even in Southern Europe, where informal care still dominates provision, LTC responsibilities 

have been progressively challenged by rising female employment rates. The unrelenting 

demographic transition toward an older population constitutes a considerable challenge for 

LTC sectors. Governments worldwide are concerned about the increasing costs associated with 

the growth in both the absolute and relative size of the population with health and care needs 

(Greve, 2017; Wolf and Amirkhanyan, 2010). A growing number of countries have recently 

begun to try to address the relative decline in the potential support ratio20 by adopting changes 

to their systems, including reductions in expenditures and entitlements for the elderly, 

increases in the statutory retirement age, making better use of technology, and recruiting 

migrant LTC workers (OECD, 2020b; Rostgaard, 2015).  

                                                           
19 With high labor market participation rates among both sexes, little time is left over for taking care of elderly 
family members, which in turn implies that the care has largely been externalized to formal care in many countries 
(Greve, 2017).  
20 The number of working-age people (ages 15-64) per one elderly person (ages 65+) defines the potential support 
ratio. 
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The population challenge, however, is not the only challenge countries are facing related 

to LTC sectors. It should not be overlooked that most LTC sectors also face significant 

employment challenges. Parallel to the growing need for care, many LTC workers are retiring. 

Additionally, caring for the elderly tends to be a low-status profession, and is struggling to gain 

credibility (Downs, 2015; Spasova et al., 2018). However, the profession’s low status is not the 

only factor driving the sector’s low attractiveness. Low wages, long working hours, stress, heavy 

workloads, and insufficient support are also essential characteristics defining this public service 

area (OECD, 2020b). Combined with the general economic upturn and low levels of 

unemployment, the low societal value and limited attractiveness of employment within LTC 

have resulted in recruiting and retaining difficulties, especially among skilled LTC workers.  

The rate at which professionals leave LTC is outpacing the entry rate (Frogner and Spetz, 

2015), making it even more difficult for the workforce to keep pace with the growth in the 

number of elderly who require LTC services (OECD, 2020b). Indeed, this situation has caused a 

global shortage of LTC workers and promises to only become even more challenging as the 

demand for LTC workers increases parallel to the increase in the share of the elderly population 

in the coming decades.21 

5.2 The Danish long-term care sector 
Even though Denmark has one of the lowest life expectancy rates among western countries, a 

significant increase in the share of the population aged over 65, and particularly of the oldest 

(aged 80 and over), is expected.22 The Danish LTC system has a highly institutionalized structure 

and constitutes a cornerstone of the welfare society. As mentioned in the introduction to this 

chapter, it is a high-cost policy area employing a substantial proportion of Danish frontline 

service workers (Statistics Denmark, 2018; Worm, 2015). In the same vein, comprehensive LTC 

policies and a relatively high level of public spending alongside the ideal of universalism and 

equality make the Danish LTC sector one of the most – if not the most – comprehensive LTC 

                                                           
21 Across the OECD, the number of LTC workers has to increase by 60%, or 13.5 million workers, by 2040 to keep 
the current ratio of LTC workers to elderly people. Even with a more optimistic estimate that accounts for 
productivity improvements (i.e., implementing new technologies and changing work arrangements), the 
workforce still needs to grow by 30% to keep an equivalent ratio of LTC workers to the elderly population (OECD, 
2020b: 14-18).  
22 The share of the population aged over 65 increased from 15% in 1980 to 20% in 2019, and is expected to 
continue to increase, reaching 25% in 2060, while the growth in the share of the population aged 80 and over will 
rise from 4% in 2019 to 10% in 2060 (Statistics Denmark, 2020).  
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sectors in the world (Kvist, 2018). As a share of GDP, it is also the care sector with the highest 

government spending in Europe (Greve, 2017).  

Up to the first half of the last century, LTC was almost exclusively provided as informal care 

by families. In 1949, the first piece of legislation that introduced universal access to LTC for the 

elderly was passed as part of the law on social services.23 With universal eligibility based on the 

assessment of needs rather than means, LTC services were – and are still – provided to all 

people in need irrespective of age, income, assets, and potentially available informal caregivers 

(Schulz, 2010). LTC is provided free of charge to all citizens24 and is financed through general 

taxation supported by national subsidies. While the Danish central government is responsible 

for establishing policy goals and the overall principles constituting the LTC system through 

legislation (i.e., the Social Service Act), the sector is organized at the local level. The 

municipalities are almost exclusively responsible for the delivery of the services.25 With the 

principle of local self-government for these local authorities, it is up to the municipalities to 

decide on the specific methods and service levels they want to apply, including assessing the 

need for care (Ministry of Health, 2017).  

As mentioned above, LTC is a labor-intensive sector, encompassing a variety of medical, 

personal care, and assistance services that are provided with the main objective of alleviating 

pain and reducing or managing the deterioration in health status of the elderly with some 

degree of dependency, assisting them with their personal care and with instrumental activities 

of living. The sector employs various occupational groups, including social and health care 

workers, nurses, physical therapists, occupational therapists, and clinical dieticians. Social and 

health care workers (also referred to in this dissertation as LTC workers) are the occupational 

group of interest in this dissertation. Unlike the other professional groups, they interact and 

are in contact with the care recipients on a daily basis, and they also constitute by far the largest 

share of LTC staff in Denmark, which is also the case in other OCED countries.26 However, in 

contrast to many other OECD countries where education and training requirements for LTC 

23 However, nursing homes that were distinct from traditional poorhouses started to appear in the 1920s (Karlsson, 
Iversen, and Øien, 2012).
24 An exception is food services. However, a maximum limit for co-payment has been set at the national level 
(maximum EUR 7 per meal or EUR 467 per month) and the cost cannot exceed average production costs. 
25 Certain health benefits are organized and delivered by the five regions. The provision of LTC through the market 
is negligible. Private care organizations do exist, mainly in terms of nursing homes operating as non-profit 
organizations. However, they are mainly financed by public funds and are considered an integral part of the public 
service provision system. 
26 Across OECD countries, social and health care workers constitute 70% of the LTC workforce (OECD, 2020b).  
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23 However, nursing homes that were distinct from traditional poorhouses started to appear in the 1920s (Karlsson, 
Iversen, and Øien, 2012).
24 An exception is food services. However, a maximum limit for co-payment has been set at the national level 
(maximum EUR 7 per meal or EUR 467 per month) and the cost cannot exceed average production costs. 
25 Certain health benefits are organized and delivered by the five regions. The provision of LTC through the market 
is negligible. Private care organizations do exist, mainly in terms of nursing homes operating as non-profit 
organizations. However, they are mainly financed by public funds and are considered an integral part of the public 
service provision system. 
26 Across OECD countries, social and health care workers constitute 70% of the LTC workforce (OECD, 2020b).  
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workers are low or even non-existent (OECD, 2020b), Denmark has a developed training 

structure, and LTC workers are required to hold an official certificate showing that they have 

sufficient qualifications. 

This group of employees typically has a ‘short education’ as a social and health care worker, 

consisting of 19 months of theoretical and practical training, or a ‘long education’ as a social 

and health care assistant, which builds on top of the social and health care worker program and 

in total consists of 39 months of theoretical and practical training (Ministry of Health, 2016).27 

Social and health care workers and assistants thus share a common educational background, 

as they both have completed the short education and then can choose to complete 20 months 

of additional training. Although these two groups of LTC workers differ with regard to their level 

of specialized theoretical knowledge, they thus have the same foundational knowledge (and 

occupational domain) as both groups receive theoretical and practical training in performing 

personal help and care-related tasks. By contrast, only social and health care assistants are 

trained in administering and giving medication (Ministry of Health, 2016). 

Most LTC is provided by way of residence in nursing homes or home care.28 Around 12% 

of the population over 65 receives some kind of home care, while 4% live in a nursing home 

(FOA, 2019; Ministry of Health, 2016; Ældresagen, 2019). A fundamental principle is that where 

an elderly person lives should not determine the care they are offered. Nursing and care can 

be provided as temporary home care or permanent home care, and in nursing homes or other 

homes for the elderly. Home care services consist of practical assistance (help with household 

tasks like cleaning and doing laundry etc.) and personal care (help with bathing, dressing, 

getting in and out of bed, etc.). Aside from accommodation, nursing home care also consists of 

personal care and practical assistance and offers recreational activities and physical training.  

LTC systems are one of the most dynamic policy areas across many welfare states, and the 

Danish LTC sector is no exception (León, Pavolini, and Rostgaard, 2014). In Denmark, the LTC 

sector has undergone a substantial transformation over the last couple of decades – not in the 

overall principles of universalism and formalization of care, but primarily in the governing and 

                                                           
27 This category of worker may be referred to by different names in different contexts, such as care workers, care 
assistants, social care providers, and health and social care workers. 
28 In addition to home care and nursing homes, the LTC sector consists of three elements: 1) Preventative 
measures (home visits and activity offers), 2) Other homes for the elderly (sheltered housing, elderly housing, 
general elderly home, and private care accommodation), and 3) Other LTC measures (personal assistance and food 
services).  
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organization of LTC (Rostgaard, 2012). Notably, three strands have been fundamental to the 

paths in which LTC policies have developed and transformed: de-institutionalization, 

rehabilitation, and marketization (Rostgaard, 2014).  

First, in moving from a sole focus on nursing homes to a citizen-centered approach with 

targeted efforts, significant emphasis was given to empowering elderly citizens to remain self-

reliant and improve their quality of life through domiciliary care. Under the banners of ‘aging 

in place’ and ‘as long as possible in one’s own home’, the overall objective was to encourage 

and enable the elderly to stay in their own homes as long as possible or stay in different sorts 

of serviced or sheltered housing instead of being moved to a nursing home. The de-

institutionalization that has taken place since the 1980s has tightened the criteria for admitting 

the elderly to nursing homes, which in turn means that residents in nursing homes today are 

primarily very frail individuals with constant and complex needs for care (Schulz, 2014; 

Rostgaard and Fridberg, 1998).29 The de-institutionalization also meant that traditional nursing 

homes (in Danish: plejehjem) were gradually phased out and replaced by a modern version of 

nursing homes called care homes (in Danish: plejeboliger).30 The most significant difference 

between traditional nursing homes and care homes is the residents' legal status regarding the 

setting of rent and choice of service provision. In care homes, the elderly have the status of 

tenants and can, on par with other tenants in Denmark, apply for housing allowances to meet 

part of their rent. 

Moreover, residents can choose whether to purchase services like food delivery, laundry, 

cleaning, etc. In contrast, traditional nursing homes are set up as institutions with full service 

provision, implying that residents are not given a choice regarding the services they receive. 

However, no differences exist concerning the care and other services available, as both types 

of homes offer the same around-the-clock services (Bertelsen and Rostgaard, 2013).31  

Second, the trend toward more autonomy for the elderly and less institutionalization has 

continued by new means. In light of the aging population and the increasing need for LTC 

                                                           
29 Which accommodation an elderly person resides in will, nevertheless, depend primarily on their care needs (i.e., 
physical, mental, and social) and preferences, but also on the local municipality’s policy regarding, as well as 
capacity in, nursing homes and other elderly accommodations (Schulz, 2014). 
30 All nursing homes built after 1987 were launched as care homes, according to the Law on General Housing. 
31 Because these two terms (i.e., nursing homes and care homes) are often used interchangeably, there is a lot of 
confusion about the differences between a nursing home and a care home. Since the differences primarily concern 
the legal status of the elderly and not the provision of care, this dissertation does not distinguish between nursing 
homes and care homes. The term ‘nursing home’ is therefore used to describe both types of homes. 
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services, Denmark – along with a few other countries – has adapted its LTC practices by 

introducing rehabilitation or re-ablement as part of its LTC needs assessment.32 Based on a 

‘help-to-self-help’ principle, the discourse surrounding LTC practices has caused a radical 

change in the way LTC is delivered. Passive service delivery and compensatory care have to 

some extent been replaced by a more active and participatory approach. Rather than restricting 

their focus to the limitations of the elderly, LTC workers and therapists focus now on their 

resources and stimulate the elderly to maintain or develop their physical abilities (Lauritzen et 

al., 2017). This approach reflects the current ideational paradigm of active aging, with the 

primary objective of postponing age-related dependence and maintaining autonomy and 

independent living for as long as possible. At the societal level this should be a more cost-

effective way of delivering LTC in the long term and therefore help to ensure a more sustainable 

LTC sector (Rostgaard and Graff, 2016).  

Third, NPM has influenced the LTC sector since the late 1990s. Because of the extensive 

imprint NPM has left on the sector, the history of NPM in LTC and its consequences will be 

elaborated further in the following section. 

5.2.1 New Public Management as steering paradigm and its implication for LTC 

The Danish LTC sector has often been characterized as the epitome of NPM run amok. At the 

same time as the sector underwent a substantial professionalization (i.e., the establishment of 

the social and health care worker/assistant programs) in the 1990s, market-based practices, 

control, and steering mechanisms adhering to NPM principles (e.g., quality control, purchaser-

provider split, and competitive tendering) (Kröger, 2011) were adopted. Inspired by the 

theoretical underpinnings of agency theories concerned with principal-agent issues, NPM was, 

like in many other sectors, introduced as new means of enhancing motivation, improving 

service quality, and increasing efficiency in the provision of care to accommodate the pressure 

on the LTC sector from budget constraints and increasing demand (Rostgaard, 2012). The 

predominantly negative tone in the media coverage of the LTC sector caused further political 

attention to legitimizing the existence and securing the accountability of the sector. This 

                                                           
32 Rehabilitation usually consists of a short-term intervention (12 weeks), focusing on training in daily functions, 
helping the elderly regain autonomy and the confidence to perform a wide range of activities identified as 
important by the elderly themselves (Lauritzen et al., 2017). 
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implied making the sector’s performance and quality of care more transparent and 

‘measurable’ (Linneberg, Nørreklit, and Schröder, 2009).  

The substantial changes, reflected in the introduction of new elements including quality 

standards,33 free choice,34 and Common Language, drew on elements of both flexibility in terms 

of individualization and control in terms of standardization. However, this interplay was 

associated with a number of tensions that negatively influenced the effectiveness of the LTC 

sector (Burau and Dahl, 2013). For instance, a generic care assessment system called Common 

Language was developed to provide a standardized description and very detailed catalog of the 

needs of the elderly and the corresponding list of services.35 Initially, the system was launched 

as a neutral tool to secure better quality and comparability. However, Common Language soon 

became politicized, as critics lamented the governance of details, the tyranny of time, and the 

standardization of help (Burau and Dahl, 2013: 86).  

On the one hand, the standardization inherent in the system gave more flexibility to care 

recipients, increasing the transparency of the system and thus enabling user choice. On the 

other hand, however, the very same standards also added further mechanisms for control. The 

introduction of time norms for each service required LTC employees to report in detail their 

use of time and the services provided (Rostgaard, 2012), which limited the ability of LTC 

workers to exercise their professional judgment and react to needs flexibly (Burau and Dahl, 

2013; Hansen and Vedung, 2005). Moreover, the ‘documentation wave’ was perceived as an 

expression of distrust of employees’ abilities and professionalism (Csonka and Boll, 2000; Tufte, 

Clausen, and Borg, 2008). The imbalance between documentation requirements and the lack 

of extra resources also caused some unintended consequences. Scheduling time for care in 

tightly fixed intervals left a feeling among employees of being responsible for providing care 

that did not correspond to the needs of the elderly, which influenced both their motivation and 

job satisfaction (FOA, 2005). Several occupational health and safety issues, such as declining 

                                                           
33 Concerning quality control, all local authorities (municipalities) were to develop formal quality standards for 
personal care, covering service level, accessing service, and forms of service provision. Moreover, the standards 
were to include employee-related policies concerning working conditions, occupational health, and sickness 
absence (Rostgaard, 2012).   
34 One means of further individualization was the establishment of free choice of provider in 2003, which was 
introduced to improve user autonomy and care quality as well as contain costs and encourage the development 
of a market in LTC. Private providers of care were allowed to operate alongside municipal providers, but still 
required to meet local quality standards (Rostgaard, 2012). 
35 Common Language has twice been further developed since its introduction.  
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well-being and increasing absenteeism, were also attributed to contradictions between the 

management’s control logic and the employees’ caring logic.  

The standardization also caused the relational work (i.e., emotional aspects of care, 

empathy, consolation, support, etc.) between employees and the elderly to be made invisible, 

making these tasks not ‘count’. The strict time schedule and structuring did not match these 

types of (often unpredictable and highly meaningful) tasks (Dahl, 2009; Petersen and Schmidt, 

2003).  

The widespread discontent with decades of NPM-dominated initiatives has more recently 

led to a shift toward a trust agenda. The call for a trust-based approach emerged as a pushback 

against the shortcomings and negative effects of NPM at the beginning of the 2010s. Several 

concrete steps were taken to increase employee autonomy in order to give LTC workers room 

for exercising their professionalism.36 The intention was moreover to turn ‘cold hands’ (i.e., 

management) into ‘warm hands’ (i.e., frontline workers) to enable LTC workers to spend more 

time taking care of the elderly rather than on red tape (Kvist, 2018).  

Yet the legacy of NPM is still alive. Furthermore, the heavy attack from the media (with 

endless stories about deficiencies and misery) has helped to reinforce already unfavorable 

perceptions of LTC amongst the public. Compared to other public service areas, such as daycare 

for children, schools, hospitals, and libraries, LTC is often found to be the most poorly rated 

service sector in public opinion polls (Nielsen and Andersen, 2006; Rostgaard, 2012).  

Along with these low-status perceptions of LTC jobs, the sector's attractiveness to potential 

new employees is undermined by its working conditions. Not only is the LTC sector 

characterized by low salaries, but it also faces numerous challenges, including under-

resourcing, high workloads, and the lack of clearly defined career path opportunities 

(Rostgaard, 2012). Moreover, the work is not only physically but also emotionally demanding. 

To a greater extent than in other occupations, LTC workers are exposed to poor psychological 

work conditions (e.g., violent reactions and sexual harassment from the elderly), and employee 

levels of stress, burnout, and depression are very high (Høgh et al., 2007; Jacobsen and Bach, 

2013).  

Part-time employment is sizeable within the sector. Indeed, this is a common characteristic 

of the LTC workforce across OECD countries (The Interior Ministry’s Benchmarking Unit, 2020; 

                                                           
36 The aim was to abandon controls that did not directly serve the purpose of providing value for citizens, which 
in turn should leave more room for trust to develop and be an asset (Den danske regering, 2011). 
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OECD, 2020b). In nursing homes, 70% of LTC workers work part-time, while 22% have a 

temporary contract. Only 8% work full-time. A similar pattern is found among LTC workers in 

home care. The proportion of part-time workers is significantly higher than among other 

occupational groups concerned with public service provision. For instance, 69% of school 

teachers work full-time. The corresponding proportion of full-time equivalents is 40% among 

preschool teachers (The Interior Ministry’s Benchmarking Unit, 2020).37 The sector is also 

defined by a high turnover rate and an effective retirement age lower than that in other sectors 

(Schulz, 2014).  

In line with the general picture across LTC sectors worldwide, the Danish sector also 

struggles to attract labor. This has led to the concerns about guaranteeing an adequate pipeline 

of appropriately trained LTC workers described above. Even though its aim is to provide highly 

professional services, the sector faces a massive problem with recruiting skilled and suitably 

qualified employees that can compensate for the rate at which skilled employees are leaving 

LTC. Since 2015, the number of LTC students has dropped by 41% (EVA, 2020), which will lead 

to a significant decline in the number of newly qualified LTC workers in the coming years. As a 

consequence of this shortage of skilled workers, 8% of the LTC workforce has not received any 

kind of training (Csonka and Boll, 2000; Danielsen, 2018). In combination with the general 

population aging trend, this shortage is likely to only become more acute in the future.  

5.2.2 Danish nursing homes 

Nursing homes constitute a core element in the Danish LTC sector. There are 935 nursing 

homes in Denmark. 84% of the nursing homes are public organizations, owned, financed, and 

regulated by local municipalities. 11% are self-governing nursing homes, 3% are free nursing 

homes, and 1.5% are fully private nursing homes (Hjelmar et al., 2016; The Danish Health Data 

Authority, 2020).38  

                                                           
37 There are several reasons for the high proportion of part-time employment. From the perspective of the LTC 
workers, many have chosen part-time rather than full-time for personal reasons, such as the desire for more time 
for family life, and also due to the physical and emotional workload. From the employers’ side, one reason for the 
heavily reliance on part-time employment is related to organizational and planning considerations. Part-time 
employment is perceived to be more appropriate as it provides greater flexibility in relation to shift planning and 
temporary employment coverage. This makes it easier not only to fill in the shift plans, which are characterized by 
peaks and valleys (times where many tasks must be completed during the same period, alongside other times 
when there are fewer tasks), but also to get employees to cover for each other during sickness or leave due to 
training courses etc. (The Interior Ministry’s Benchmarking Unit, 2020). 

38 Self-governing nursing homes typically have an operating collective agreement with the municipality, which 
generally provides the self-governing nursing homes with the same basic conditions as the municipal nursing 
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37 There are several reasons for the high proportion of part-time employment. From the perspective of the LTC 
workers, many have chosen part-time rather than full-time for personal reasons, such as the desire for more time 
for family life, and also due to the physical and emotional workload. From the employers’ side, one reason for the 
heavily reliance on part-time employment is related to organizational and planning considerations. Part-time 
employment is perceived to be more appropriate as it provides greater flexibility in relation to shift planning and 
temporary employment coverage. This makes it easier not only to fill in the shift plans, which are characterized by 
peaks and valleys (times where many tasks must be completed during the same period, alongside other times 
when there are fewer tasks), but also to get employees to cover for each other during sickness or leave due to 
training courses etc. (The Interior Ministry’s Benchmarking Unit, 2020). 

38 Self-governing nursing homes typically have an operating collective agreement with the municipality, which 
generally provides the self-governing nursing homes with the same basic conditions as the municipal nursing 
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Approximately 40,000 elderly live in nursing homes. As a consequence of the de-

institutionalization paradigm, nursing home residents have poorer health and are more 

vulnerable than their counterparts living in their own homes. The average age for entering a 

nursing home is approximately 84 years, and the residents live there for an average of two 

years and eight months. However, almost a third die within the first year. Unfortunately, no 

complete overview of the state of health of nursing home residents exists. But 60-80% of the 

residents suffer from dementia, and the majority suffer from multiple diseases – often four or 

five different diseases, such as diabetes, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), and 

cancer (Ministry of Health, 2016; Ældrekommissionen, 2012). In other words, the residents 

have both complex chronic care needs and a complex disease profile with many different 

symptoms.  

Because the residents require care and assistance 24 hours a day, the employees work on 

shift schedules. The work shift practice is traditionally organized into a three-shift structure 

consisting of day, evening, and night shifts39 (typically running from 7am-3pm, 3-11pm, and 

11pm-7am, respectively), where most employees work in a permanent shift.40 Another staffing 

pattern is reflected in the job assignments. Employees are organized into small teams with the 

responsibility for a certain number of residents to ensure continuous and stable caregiving. 

Every individual on the team works together to provide a high quality of care and enhance the 

residents' health. Most teams primarily consist of social and health workers and social and 

health assistants. The other occupational groups, such as nurses and therapists, are not usually 

included in the teams but organized in their own departments, supporting the teams when 

needed to provide the best care for residents. These teams work based on either a fixed or a 

rotating assignment principle. While the first involves consistently assigning the team to specific 

residents over time, the latter rotates a team among the residents by use of a predetermined 

schedule.41 

                                                           
homes. The free nursing homes and fully private nursing homes can, to a higher degree, decide how the work is 
to be organized (The Danish Health Data Authority, 2020). 
39 The staff-to-resident ratio (i.e., the number of employees at work compared to residents) varies between the 
different work shifts. On average, there are the fewest residents per employee during the daytime on weekdays 
(1:2.6), while the ratios increase to 1:6.4 and 1:21.5 for the evening and night shifts, respectively (Hjelmar and 
Jensen, 2020). 
40 Some employees, typically unskilled or substitutes, rotate shifts. 
41 In the care literature, permanent assignment (or primary care) refers to consistently assigning individual LTC 
workers to particular residents, whereas rotating assignment denotes teams rotating among the residents on a 
weekly or monthly basis (Burgio et al., 2004; Campbell, 1985).  Burgio and colleagues (2004) have examined the 
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LTC workers are considered to have the most significant influence on residents’ quality of 

care (Burgio et al., 2004). LTC workers are responsible for providing basic care and helping 

residents with so-called activities of daily living (ADL), such as bathing, dressing, and eating. 

While ADL tasks represent the core job function, the work goes well beyond helping residents 

with these activities. Even though LTC workers do not provide health care per se, they spend 

significant time monitoring health conditions (e.g., taking vital signs such as temperature, pulse, 

blood pressure, etc.). As LTC workers are the principal caregivers, the identification of distress 

is a crucial element of their monitoring role, because they often are the first professionals to 

encounter residents in distress. In addition, LTC workers are involved in the implementation of 

care plans, maintaining records of health status and response to treatment, and 

communication tasks such as providing psychological support. Finally, depending on LTC 

workers’ education, training level, and experience, they may also administer certain 

medications to the residents (FOA, 2020a, 2020b).  

On average, LTC workers account for approximately 62% of the staff on duty during the 

daytime on weekdays, while on evening shifts they account for 87%, and 96% on night shifts. 

The number is even higher on the weekend. On weekdays, nurses make up 8% of employees 

on duty, while other health professionals make up 3.5%. Moreover, unskilled employees make 

up 6% of employees on duty during the daytime on weekdays, while on weekends they account 

for 12%. Since 2017, the number of unskilled employees on duty has grown significantly, which 

is especially reflected on the weekends, with a daytime increase of 50% (Hjelmar and Jensen, 

2020). 42  

5.3 Summary: The relevance of LTC for this dissertation 
Ensuring that the LTC needs of the elderly population are met requires a comprehensive 

response to the dual pressures of an aging population and the sector’s employment challenges, 

which have recently become a top policy priority worldwide. The available policy package 

                                                           
effects of staffing patterns (fixed and rotating) among nursing homes, and they found that quality of care 
outcomes are similar, despite significant differences in these patterns. 
42 On average, there are 19 employees on duty during the daytime shift in Danish nursing homes. However, the 
average number covers a large variation. In large nursing homes (more than 50 people), there are on average 31 
employees working on a daytime shift, while the corresponding number in small nursing homes (30 residents or 
less) is nine. Moreover, in small nursing homes, employee groups such as nurses and other health professionals 
with a bachelor’s degree are also less represented compared to the larger homes. On weekdays, there are 0.8 
nurses and 0.3 other health professionals on duty, while at the large homes on average there are 2.4 nurses and 
1.3 other health professionals on duty during the daytime shift (Hjelmar and Jensen, 2020). 
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involves not only new routes to organize and deliver LTC services, such as the introduction of 

rehabilitation and related programs to postpone the elderly’s need for LTC, but also efforts to 

increase the attractiveness of the sector as a source of employment, enhance LTC workers’ 

motivation and opportunities to increase their working hours, and improve the productivity of 

LTC workers (OECD, 2020b). Concerning the latter, for instance, deploying different 

technologies to assist LTC workers in their jobs, monitoring residents, and improving data 

records could all allow LTC workers to make better use of their care time and enhance the 

quality of care. Even though technology holds the potential to increase the effectiveness of 

service delivery (halving the number of additional workers needed by 2040) and thus help to 

alleviate certain pressures, its use also remains limited as a consequence of both financial and 

human barriers, such as high implementation costs as well as both low IT literacy and lack of 

buy-in among LTC workers (OECD, 2020b).  

Another strategy to increase productivity and secure high-quality services at rather limited 

or no extra costs is to look at critical human resources such as PSM. LTC represents a public 

service area in which it is of great importance to investigate the potential benefits of PSM. The 

LTC sector is also a highly suitable empirical setting for addressing this dissertation's research 

questions.  

First of all, focusing on LTC workers is of particular interest when investigating how PSM 

unfolds in the provision of public services as this group of professionals has less formal and 

specialized training than nurses, teachers, physiotherapists, GPs, and other occupational 

groups, among which PSM research has predominantly been carried out. Just as PSM unfolds 

differently depending on the institutional logic and the extent to which a congruence exists 

between individual values and perceived organizational values (i.e., person-environment fit) 

(Bright, 2007; Gould-Williams, Mostafa, and Bottomley, 2015; van Loon et al., 2018), there are 

also other intragroup variations within the context of public service production that are decisive 

for PSM and its relationship with performance. For instance, Kjeldsen (2012b) finds that the 

degree of professionalization matters, whereas Bellé (2013) reveals the significance of 

beneficiary contact.  

Public service employees within distinct service production areas (LTC, schools, daycares, 

etc.) are not a homogeneous group; they belong to different occupations, which also may be 

decisive for their PSM. Research confirms that education level is positively associated with PSM 

(Bright, 2005; Pandey and Stazyk, 2008, Kjeldsen, 2012b). Bright (2005) argues that this 
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relationship reflects the professionalization of public service education. The professions are 

more likely to transmit norms of behavior that foster the significance of selfless public service. 

When looking at the differences in occupational characteristics associated with the degree of 

professionalism (i.e., specialized, theoretical knowledge typically obtained through higher 

education, and intra-occupational norms for acceptable behavior and actions within the 

particular field of work) (Andersen and Pedersen, 2012), scholars have found that 

professionalism relates differently to the distinct dimensions of PSM (Andersen and Pedersen, 

2012; Kjeldsen, 2012b). For instance, Kjeldsen (2012b) demonstrates that employees belonging 

to an occupation with a high degree of professionalism have higher levels of commitment to 

the public interest and lower levels of compassion. Recalling Section 2.2, commitment to the 

public interest relies on the norm-based public service motive, reflecting a loyalty and duty to 

serve the interest of society and government, whereas compassion is associated with the 

affective motive of PSM, which is grounded in the desire to serve others due to an emotional 

attachment and identification with the recipients of the services. Concerning the latter, 

compassion rests on the basic need for human relatedness, which is reflected in the public 

service identity of occupational groups with a lower degree of professionalism as they are more 

likely to have a narrow focus on single recipients and to be driven by empathy rather than 

keeping a professional distance (Kjeldsen, 2012b). This dimension plays a special role in public 

service provision that involves working with particularly needy or disadvantaged citizens who 

have difficulty securing their own well-being, which strongly appeals to employees’ 

compassion. In contrast, with increasing levels of professional socialization, employees are 

guided mainly by knowledge and professional norms alone rather than letting emotions affect 

their behavior (Andersen and Pedersen, 2012), which means that compassion may affect the 

behavior of employees with a higher level of professionalism only weakly or not at all. 

While Kjeldsen (2012b) warns against the risk of ineffective oversupply of public services, 

as compassionate employees may be more likely to provide additional services to the recipients 

by whom they feel emotionally moved and with whom they identify (p. 66), research also shows 

that the positive PSM-performance relationship is more pronounced when public service-

motivated employees are in contact with the recipients of their efforts (Bellé, 2013). 

Irrespective of the particular consequences of the compassion motive, the above points 

towards an institutional approach to PSM. 
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If these insights are applied to the LTC sector, which is characterized by a lower degree of 

professionalism compared to other public service areas and by work with vulnerable 

individuals, LTC workers are expected to be motivated to a greater extent by compassion than 

other occupational groups with a higher degree of professionalism. Moreover, scholars have 

also argued that compassion is a feminine dimension of PSM (DeHart-Davis, Marlowe, and 

Pandey, 2006). It is the only dimension where women consistently score higher than men 

(Pandey and Stazyk, 2008). Since women represent the overwhelming majority of LTC 

workers,43 this furthermore points toward compassion as an influential PSM dimension within 

this setting. In fact, the data in this dissertation support these assumptions. Although LTC 

workers display high levels of both compassion and commitment to the public interest, they do 

on average have a significantly higher level of the compassion motive (mean = 5.6 on a 7-point 

Likert scale, compared to 5.23 for commitment to the public interest, p=0.000). 

Additionally, it is argued that compassion is best supported in public service areas where 

longstanding and intensive contact with the recipients of the services creates meaningful social 

relations (relatedness) that allow employees to satisfy this particular motivation (Kjeldsen, 

2012c). Within nursing homes, LTC workers are in daily face-to-face contact with the same 

residents and are therefore expected to direct their compassion into enhancing the quality of 

life for residents. While schoolteachers, for instance, also may feel an affective attachment to 

the children in their classrooms, it can be argued that the compassion motive may be more 

pronounced among LTC workers given their lower degree of professionalism and more 

frequent, closer personal interaction with the residents living in nursing homes. Even though 

the aim of this dissertation is not to draw attention to how PSM may unfold differently within 

LTC compared to other public service areas nor to dissect PSM into its distinct dimensions and 

investigate the research questions based on these dimensions individually, the differences 

emphasized above show the relevance of looking at PSM within this particular empirical setting. 

The second reason for the relevance of this empirical setting is more explicitly related to 

the focus of Article A, which, as part of Research Question 1, investigates the importance of 

ability for the PSM-performance relationship. As mentioned above, in order to cope with its 

worker shortage, LTC draws extensively on substitute workers without any formal and 

specialized training or expertise. The heavy reliance on unskilled workers implies that LTC 

                                                           
43 On average, women hold about 90% of the jobs in the LTC sector across countries (OECD, 2020b), which is also 
mirrored in the data in this dissertation, where women represent 93% of the respondents (cf. Section 6.3). 
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workers' professional domain provides a unique case for illuminating whether and how the 

influence of PSM on performance differs across employees with different levels of ability.  

Third, focusing on LTC workers is also an opportune setting for assessing the role and 

relevance of horizontal relations for PSM and performance and their importance compared 

with formal vertical leadership, which is of interest in Article D. Because public service provision 

is commonly associated with a high degree of task complexity, task interdependence, and 

increasing span of control, various forms of teamwork and team organization have expanded 

across the public sector. Danish nursing homes are characterized by a strong team organization 

and have the largest span of control in the public sector (cf. Section 4.3). The large span of 

control implies that formal leaders have to monitor and supervise more employees, whereby 

the lower-level team organization may prove to be particularly important for nurturing 

performance. In this sense, this empirical setting represents a most likely case because it offers 

optimal conditions for evaluating the influence of team relations on performance and how PSM 

acts as a mechanism for this relationship, which is related to Research Question 2. 

However, despite these advantages for investigating this dissertation’s research questions, 

the setting also has one main drawback, which is related to measuring the effects on 

performance. Compared with teaching, for example, LTC does not have such visible 

performance goals, and these are also to a lesser extent attributable to the individual LTC 

worker because the public services are primarily a product of joint work by teams of LTC 

workers in collaboration with other relevant occupational groups and across work shifts. This 

may also lead to specific challenges. This particular shortcoming and its consequences are 

discussed in the next chapter. 

  

96



89 
 

If these insights are applied to the LTC sector, which is characterized by a lower degree of 

professionalism compared to other public service areas and by work with vulnerable 

individuals, LTC workers are expected to be motivated to a greater extent by compassion than 

other occupational groups with a higher degree of professionalism. Moreover, scholars have 

also argued that compassion is a feminine dimension of PSM (DeHart-Davis, Marlowe, and 

Pandey, 2006). It is the only dimension where women consistently score higher than men 

(Pandey and Stazyk, 2008). Since women represent the overwhelming majority of LTC 

workers,43 this furthermore points toward compassion as an influential PSM dimension within 

this setting. In fact, the data in this dissertation support these assumptions. Although LTC 

workers display high levels of both compassion and commitment to the public interest, they do 

on average have a significantly higher level of the compassion motive (mean = 5.6 on a 7-point 

Likert scale, compared to 5.23 for commitment to the public interest, p=0.000). 

Additionally, it is argued that compassion is best supported in public service areas where 

longstanding and intensive contact with the recipients of the services creates meaningful social 

relations (relatedness) that allow employees to satisfy this particular motivation (Kjeldsen, 

2012c). Within nursing homes, LTC workers are in daily face-to-face contact with the same 

residents and are therefore expected to direct their compassion into enhancing the quality of 

life for residents. While schoolteachers, for instance, also may feel an affective attachment to 

the children in their classrooms, it can be argued that the compassion motive may be more 

pronounced among LTC workers given their lower degree of professionalism and more 

frequent, closer personal interaction with the residents living in nursing homes. Even though 

the aim of this dissertation is not to draw attention to how PSM may unfold differently within 

LTC compared to other public service areas nor to dissect PSM into its distinct dimensions and 

investigate the research questions based on these dimensions individually, the differences 

emphasized above show the relevance of looking at PSM within this particular empirical setting. 

The second reason for the relevance of this empirical setting is more explicitly related to 

the focus of Article A, which, as part of Research Question 1, investigates the importance of 

ability for the PSM-performance relationship. As mentioned above, in order to cope with its 

worker shortage, LTC draws extensively on substitute workers without any formal and 

specialized training or expertise. The heavy reliance on unskilled workers implies that LTC 

                                                           
43 On average, women hold about 90% of the jobs in the LTC sector across countries (OECD, 2020b), which is also 
mirrored in the data in this dissertation, where women represent 93% of the respondents (cf. Section 6.3). 

90 
 

workers' professional domain provides a unique case for illuminating whether and how the 

influence of PSM on performance differs across employees with different levels of ability.  

Third, focusing on LTC workers is also an opportune setting for assessing the role and 

relevance of horizontal relations for PSM and performance and their importance compared 

with formal vertical leadership, which is of interest in Article D. Because public service provision 

is commonly associated with a high degree of task complexity, task interdependence, and 

increasing span of control, various forms of teamwork and team organization have expanded 

across the public sector. Danish nursing homes are characterized by a strong team organization 

and have the largest span of control in the public sector (cf. Section 4.3). The large span of 

control implies that formal leaders have to monitor and supervise more employees, whereby 

the lower-level team organization may prove to be particularly important for nurturing 

performance. In this sense, this empirical setting represents a most likely case because it offers 

optimal conditions for evaluating the influence of team relations on performance and how PSM 

acts as a mechanism for this relationship, which is related to Research Question 2. 

However, despite these advantages for investigating this dissertation’s research questions, 

the setting also has one main drawback, which is related to measuring the effects on 

performance. Compared with teaching, for example, LTC does not have such visible 

performance goals, and these are also to a lesser extent attributable to the individual LTC 

worker because the public services are primarily a product of joint work by teams of LTC 

workers in collaboration with other relevant occupational groups and across work shifts. This 

may also lead to specific challenges. This particular shortcoming and its consequences are 

discussed in the next chapter. 
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CChhaapptteerr  66  

DDeessiiggnn  aanndd  ddaattaa  

To answer the research questions in this dissertation, the empirical research must not only be 

consolidated by theory but also supported by an appropriate and rigorous research design and 

data collection methods. The purpose of this chapter is, therefore, to outline the 

methodological and data-related framework of this dissertation. Griffiths (1998) once stated 

that ‘there is no hope of doing perfect research’ (p. 97), which is a point of view that several 

other scholars echo (see, for instance, Reio Jr., 2018: xviii). Because research is the art of the 

possible, every empirical investigation involves compromises and will be flawed somehow. 

Aside from being obliged to confront the reality of limited resources, any given research design 

and method also strike some kind of balance that involves a tradeoff between the extent to 

which the results reflect trustworthy cause-and-effect relationships (internal validity) and can 

be generalized to other empirical settings (external validity). Attempts to increase internal 

validity may limit the generalizability of the findings and vice versa. In the end, every piece of 

research has its limitations. This dissertation is no exception. Collecting the data for this 

dissertation has in no way been a straightforward process. While it might sound like a cliché, it 

has been a long journey full of challenges and obstacles – without any shortcuts to make it a 

more straightforward process.  

To get a better understanding of the methodological and analytical dilemmas anchored in 

both data collection and decisions made during the writing of the articles, a complete picture 

of the data journey is required. The first section of this chapter offers a chronological journey 

of the data gathering process from its beginning to its end, which aims to describe and justify 

the steps this dissertation has followed in uncovering its findings and answering the research 

questions.  

Subsequently, the chapter presents the data sources utilized in the dissertation, maps how 

these data were collected, and finally discusses the central considerations related to the choice 

of measures. Concerning the latter, only the operationalization of the main variables 

throughout all articles (PSM and performance) are presented, whereas the independent 

99



92 
 

variables of interest and relevant control variables and their operationalizations can be found 

in the different articles.  

Throughout the chapter, the main methodological limitations and caveats that the choices 

of empirical setting, research design, methods, and measures pose for the validity of the 

findings are described and discussed. 

6.1 Preliminary thoughts about the overall research design  
While PSM has received significant interest in public administration research, these inquiries 

have been predominantly based on observational cross-sectional data (cf. Section 2.2.2). Since 

cross-sectional data only offer a snapshot of a single moment in time (i.e., do not consider what 

happens before and after the snapshot is taken), the research tradition dealing with PSM has 

to a large extent been limited to establishing whether links or associations between PSM and 

relevant variables exist instead of providing definite information about cause-and-effect 

relationships. This limitation certainly applies to studies investigating the PSM-performance 

relationship. As previously mentioned, a substantial body of empirical research supports the 

existence of the positive linkage that Perry and Wise (1990), in their seminal work on PSM, 

stated between the motivational construct and performance (see Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann, 

2016). However, due to their heavy reliance on self-reporting and cross-sectional data, the 

majority of these studies fail to address causality adequately (Wright and Grant, 2010). The 

main weakness of these studies lies in the nature of the cross-sectional data and thus their 

potential endogeneity problems (i.e., when at least one independent variable is correlated with 

the error term) that may stem from omitted variables and reverse causality or simultaneity 

(Bellé, 2013; Wooldridge, 2010). While the former occurs due to the omission of one or more 

relevant variables in the model, reverse causality materializes when the direction of cause and 

effect is contrary to expectations, meaning the supposed dependent variable is causing a 

change in the independent variable and not the other way around. Although reverse causality 

and simultaneity are often confused, simultaneity, however, arises when at least one of the 

independent variables is jointly determined with the dependent variable, whereby the 

independent variables and dependent variables simultaneously cause each other and causal 

effects therefore run reciprocally.  

Moreover, the use of subjective and self-reported measures makes these studies 

particularly prone to common source bias (CSB) (Podsakoff et al., 2003). CSB (and interrelated 
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terms such as common method bias, monomethod bias, and common method variance) is a 

potentially severe issue known to produce Type I errors (i.e., false positives) when a single data 

source, typically a survey, is employed to measure both the independent and dependent 

variables simultaneously, as it also may compromise the internal validity of these studies 

(Favero and Bullock, 2015; Jakobsen and Jensen, 2015; Meier and O’Toole, 2013; Podsakoff et 

al., 2003). 

Even though Warren and Chen’s (2013) meta-analysis reveals that studies using objective 

performance measures reflect larger effect sizes than those relying solely on self-reported 

measures, there has been – and still is – a need to establish more solid evidence on the 

relationship.44 A handful of studies support that PSM is a driver of performance using 

experimental or quasi-experimental approaches (Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen, 2014; 

Bellé, 2013; Pedersen, 2015; van Loon et al., 2018). As mentioned in Section 2.2.2, Bellé’s 

(2013) study of nurses' voluntary contributions to humanitarian aid in a public hospital, 

provides evidence for causal inference regarding the PSM-performance relationship. However, 

the study suffers from weak external validity as the empirical setting (i.e., packing surgery 

equipment voluntarily for humanitarian aid) differs from traditional public provision jobs. In 

contrast to Bellé’s study, Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen (2014) investigate the effect of 

PSM on the results of core public service delivery. Using an advanced research design (within-

student, between-teachers fixed effects) and objective performance measures (on cross-

sectional data), they solidify the PSM–performance relationship by demonstrating how 

individual teachers’ PSM affects their student’s academic performance (operationalized as final 

examination marks in a given subject) in Danish public schools. Inspired by the latter study, the 

overall aim with this dissertation’s research design was initially to capture causal effects in 

relation to answering the two research questions by utilizing a strong design and non-

experimental data. 

                                                           
44 Warren and Chen (2013) acknowledge that the larger effect sizes in the studies utilizing objective performance 
measures may reflect an underlying bias due to ‘cheap talk’. They posit that individuals, irrespective of their level 
of PSM, may report high levels of performance because lying is without any real consequences, whereby self-
reported measures may underestimate the real effect of PSM on performance. 
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6.2 Data collecting process: Choice, challenges, and possibilities 

As mentioned in Chapter 5, the Danish LTC sector constitutes the overall empirical frame in this 

dissertation. A collaboration was initiated with the Department of Health and Care45 in the City 

of Copenhagen (via contact with the HR manager and a special consultant) for the purpose of 

collecting data for the dissertation at public nursing homes in Copenhagen. The initial thought 

was to utilize longitudinal survey data to add a temporal dimension to the cross-sectional data 

and combine them with objective data. Not only does such a design address questions of causal 

ordering by avoiding endogeneity issues like reverse causality or simultaneity and the part of 

omitted variable bias related to unobserved time-invariant confounders; several 

methodological studies suggest that adding a temporal dimension may also be an effective way 

to limit the risk of CSB, like in many other sectors. Making prior responses less salient, CSB may 

be reduced by the separation of the variables of interest as the time delay between a 

respondent’s answers implies that prior responses are less likely to affect the answering of the 

questions in the subsequent questionnaire (Podsakoff et al., 2003).46  

However, the Department of Health and Care considered it too time-consuming for their 

employees to answer two questionnaires. Using a cross-sectional approach, the overall strategy 

changed towards sending out only one questionnaire and merging the survey with other data 

sources containing more objective performance measures collected via administrative register 

data and a user satisfaction survey. Even though this approach does not eliminate the potential 

sources of bias as well as a longitudinal design, it can still utilize the fact that Copenhagen’s 

nursing homes are characterized by a highly organized team structure. Using a research design 

that is suited for the hierarchical data structure (such as fixed effect regression) would allow 

for controlling for team- and nursing home-specific characteristics and employee selection 

effects and thereby ensure that the estimates of the analyses are not biased by confounding 

from higher-level units (e.g., team or nursing home levels). In contrast to the study by 

Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen (2014), in which they were able to identify and match each 

                                                           
45 The department is responsible for the city’s care of senior citizens (65 years or older) as well as its health care. 
46 Some scholars suggest that a main shortcoming of time delay strategies is that the social desirability component 
in both the dependent and independent variables is expected to be relatively stable over time (Favero and Bullock, 
2014; Jakobsen and Jensen, 2015; Weijters, Geuens, and Schillewaert, 2010). However, applying a fixed effects 
estimation technique to a longitudinal data setting allows one to control for any time-invariant unobserved 
individual characteristic that may be correlated with the observed independent variable. This in turn implies that 
that fixed effects regression will remove this type of bias. 

95 
 

student and teacher (1:1) and thereby account for all subject-invariant effects at the class, 

school, and student levels (which ensures that confoundings do not bias the findings on any of 

these levels), the empirical setting in this dissertation does not provide the same potential for 

a 1:1 match between LTC employees and residents, given the team-based provision of care (cf. 

Section 5.2.2). However, a team-fixed effects approach still offers relatively robust estimates 

compared to basic estimators, such as OLS, that provide no or only limited safeguards against 

confounding. 

As objective performance measures are less prone to common source bias (Andrews, 

Boyne, and Walker, 2006; Meier and O’Toole, 2013), one big ambition of the dissertation was 

to include an objective performance measure. Even though multiple goals are a defining 

characteristic of most public organizations (Rainey, 2003), these are, as mentioned in Chapter 

3, often ambiguous or vaguely defined, which in turn implies that finding a measurable 

objective outcome can be very difficult (Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen, 2014; Heffron, 

1989; Kim, 2005). This is also one reason why most previous PSM-performance studies rely 

solely on subjective performance measures. However, one specific and measurable goal within 

the empirical setting of this dissertation is to reduce preventable hospitalizations47 (i.e., 

hospital admission that could be avoided if symptoms had been identified in a timely manner 

and treated effectively) (Christiansen and Vrangbæk, 2017). This goal was introduced with the 

major reform of the administrative and political structure in Denmark that was implemented in 

2007.48 Preventable hospitalizations occur disproportionally among older adults. Around 20% 

of all hospitalizations among nursing home residents can be characterized as preventable 

(Nyweide et al., 2013; Weatherall et al., 2014); this has gained particular focus from the political 

authorities both at the national and the local level as an important goal to pursue. On a monthly 

basis, an average of 2% of a nursing home’s residents experience a preventable hospitalization 

(Weatherall et al., 2014). Therefore, the strategy was to collect individual-level administrative 

register data about preventable hospitalizations among nursing home residents from The 

                                                           
47 Following the World Health Organization ICD-10 diagnosis codes, preventable hospitalizations cover the 
following diagnoses: nutritional anemias, fractures, infectious gastroenteritis and colitis, cystitis, lower respiratory 
diseases, constipation, volume depletion, diabetes, pressure ulcer, social and nursing reasons. 
48 The reform introduced municipal co-payment for treatment of their own citizens, with the purpose of 
incentivizing the municipalities to enhance prevention and health promotion (Christiansen and Vrangbæk, 2017: 
14, Ministry of Health, 2004). 
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Danish National Patient Register (NPR) and link them with the employee survey.49 Even though 

this indicator is based on hospital inpatient data, it provides insight into the quality of LTC and 

the health care sector outside the hospital setting. For instance, nursing home residents with 

diabetes may be hospitalized for diabetic complications if LTC employees do not adequately 

monitor their conditions, or residents may be hospitalized for asthma if LTC workers fail to 

adhere to practice guidelines and appropriate treatments. 

Moreover, to provide a complementary view of performance, including both the 

perspective of the employees dealing with vulnerable citizens and those citizens themselves, 

the Department of Health and Care agreed to include data from their annual user satisfaction 

survey. The user perspective seems particularly important in a field where citizens’ perception 

of quality is an essential part of performance. However, given the team organization, whereby 

the provision of care is carried out collaboratively between employees, it is not possible to 

directly relate either the objective data about preventable hospitalization or the user 

satisfaction data to employees’ individual effort. By identifying these teams, the intention was 

to aggregate the data and carry out the analyses at the team level.50  

The Department of Health and Care showed great interest in participating and 

collaborating on the data collection. Therefore, a questionnaire was developed consisting of all 

relevant measures for the dissertation. The plan was to incorporate the questionnaire as a 

separate section in their survey concerning the psychosocial work environment (which is 

carried out every second year). By doing so, the questionnaire would reach every employee 

working in the 41 nursing homes and ensure a high response rate.51 Unfortunately, almost nine 

months after the first email was sent about the research collaboration and several meetings 

were held about the data collecting process, the Administration withdrew from it. The reason 

for this was that the Administration’s new HR manager implemented a reassessment of 

priorities concerning both employees’ use of time and resources and other internal projects at 

the nursing homes.  

                                                           
49 To achieve a sufficient sample size of hospitalized residents for detecting statistically significant results a 
relatively long data span is required. However, this would not be a problem since the data are collected from a 
national register. 
50 Given the number of nursing homes in Copenhagen and the fact that every nursing home on average has 
between 3-4 teams, aggregating data at this level would very likely still ensure a sufficient sample size (of teams) 
and range of variation in the measures to produce statistically significant results. 
51 Between 2015 and 2019, the survey had a response rate of 87-89% (The City of Copenhagen, 2019).  
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Instead, a collaboration was initiated with the Department of Health and Care in Aarhus, 

Denmark’s second-largest municipality. An initial meeting was held with both the department 

director and the head of Analytics in the department to reach an agreement quickly and commit 

the municipality to participate in the project. They agreed on a setup in which half of their 

nursing homes (19 nursing homes) could be part of the data collection process. Due to the 

reduced time available for the project, it was not feasible to collect panel data in Aarhus. Like 

the previously described cross-sectional design, the overall strategy was to collect the survey 

data and utilize a wide range of different performance measures from both different data 

sources and surveys. However, in order to approximate the conditions for demonstrating 

causality, the possibility of applying an experimental vignette design embedded within the 

survey (Atzmüller and Steiner, 2010; Kenny 2004) was discussed with the department. 

Vignettes are narrative scenarios in which the independent variable is manipulated to assess 

its effects (Aguinis and Bradley, 2014; Jilke and Van Ryzin, 2017). The vignettes are presented 

randomly to the respondents and invite them to imagine a specific scenario and then express 

how they would behave if they were in that scenario. However, the department ultimately 

declined the use of vignettes due to a concern that the textual description would be both too 

time-consuming and difficult to handle for the employees. 

In addition to the questionnaire itself, the agreement initially included access to their 

survey about the psychosocial work environment, administrative data concerning employee 

sickness absence and skill assessment, and a user satisfaction survey collected among the 

residents of the nursing homes. Including performance measures from the psychosocial work 

environment survey would also introduce a temporal separation between the measurement of 

the independent and dependent variables, and thereby reduce the risk of CSB (Podsakoff et al., 

2003). However, due to concerns regarding the implementation of the General Data Protection 

Regulation (GDPR), which was set to introduce new rules on data privacy and come into effect 

across the European Union on May 25, 2018, they declined access to the work environment 

survey.  

Pursuant to the above-described research design, the plan was to collect data about 

preventable hospitalization among the nursing home residents and aggregate the data at the 

team level. Although the strong team organization is a common feature across Danish nursing 

homes, there may be some local variations in how these teams are structured. In fact, the team 

structure in nursing homes in Aarhus differs substantially from their Copenhagen counterparts. 
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In Copenhagen, the nursing homes are organized by a fixed team structure, where employees 

working together in individual teams are largely assigned to specific residents over time. In 

contrast, the organization in Aarhus is largely defined by frequent rotations, whereby the 

individual teams rotate among the residents by use of a predetermined schedule (e.g., every 

two or three months).52  

However, because the number of residents experiencing a preventable hospitalization is 

relatively low (on average, 2% of residents every month), it would require a relatively long data 

span to achieve a sufficient sample size of hospitalized residents to detect statistically 

significant results. Unfortunately, the rotating team structure does not allow for matching 

individual teams with the residents over a sufficiently long period. To use preventable 

hospitalizations as objective performance measures would therefore require that the analyses 

should be estimated using aggregated data at the nursing home level instead of on the team 

level. However, it would be rather unlikely that the modest size of nursing homes would be 

sufficient to create enough variation in the hospitalization measure to identify statistically 

significant results. With this in mind and combined with the high cost in terms of time involved 

in gaining access to and extracting these data from the NPR and the subsequent coding 

procedures, preventable hospitalization was omitted as an objective performance measure.53  

Parallel to identifying opportunities and issues concerning the collection of distinct 

performance measures from different data sources, the previously developed questionnaire 

was adjusted to reflect the new empirical setting. Although the department agreed to send out 

the employee survey in February 2017, they subsequently decided to postpone the data 

collection to June 2017. The timeframe would otherwise have interfered with implementing a 

new and comprehensive digital record system54 across the whole care sector. Even though the 

data collection process was initiated at an early stage of the project, it was only after more than 

1.5 years of work concerning the empirical setting and the related data opportunities and 

                                                           
52 While the fixed structure primarily seeks to enhance the accountability and continuity of care, the rotation 
structure seeks to ensure that every employee has the necessary knowledge to carry out their duties and provide 
care for all residents and to distribute the burden of care of intensive and ‘difficult’ residents across the teams. 
53 The Danish NPR is considered the most comprehensive of its kind. However, it is a complicated register with 
many potential fallacies, which must be taken into account in order to ensure valid data (Lynge, Sandegaard and 
Reboli, 2011). 
54 Together with the municipality of Copenhagen, Aarhus was a partner in developing the new record system (Cura 
Care), whose aim was to ensure easier and more flexible and accessible documentation. However, the launch date 
of the system was postponed several times and because of this delay, the system was implemented subsequent 
to the data collection. The implementation of the system therefore did not unintentionally influence the 
respondents in their answers. 
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challenges that the data collection phase could finally begin and the survey could be 

distributed.  

Every research design has trade-offs (Wright and Grant, 2010). From the very beginning, 

this dissertation had a plan for research aimed toward answering the research questions with 

the potential for providing strong evidence for causality in a real-life public service setting. 

However, this plan was incompatible with reality, which made the data collection and 

associated research design develop along the path of the art of the possible. Thus, both the 

research design and selection of data, including the derived and operationalized measures, 

must be considered in this light and kept in mind when the findings' validity and limitations are 

discussed in Section 8.2. 

6.3 Data 
This dissertation's empirical investigations are based on a sample of LTC workers employed by 

and residents living in public nursing homes in Aarhus Municipality, Denmark, the second-

largest municipality in the country. For methodological reasons, the dissertation is restricted to 

one municipality, so as many factors as possible can be held constant.  

As mentioned in Section 5.2.2, LTC workers are regarded as the occupational group with 

the greatest influence on the quality of care since they are responsible for providing most of 

the care and help to residents. Thus, LTC workers' job performance is likely to have the greatest 

influence on residents’ quality of care (Burgio et al., 2004), which is why the data collection 

centers on this particular group of LTC providers. More specifically, the dissertation draws on 

three distinct data sources related to these nursing homes:  

1) A web-based employee survey distributed to 19 randomly selected nursing homes  

2) Administrative data from the local authority  

3) A resident satisfaction survey  

The employee survey constitutes the primary data source. This was administered in close 

cooperation with the municipality’s Department of Health and Care. Even though the use of 

self-reported online surveys as a data-gathering method has several advantages and strengths 

(e.g., they are cost-effective and time saving as they are easy to create, administer, and collect, 

and they are a faster medium to reach the target population compared to other survey 

techniques), the method also has its disadvantages, including a low response rate and the 
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threat of CSB (Couper, 2008; Fan and Yan, 2010; Podsakoff et al., 2003). As hinted above, the 

latter may, in particular, be a concern in this dissertation given the risk of social desirability 

motives and response consistency constraints as the primary constructs of PSM and 

performance are measured through a single-rater, same-survey design. To address these 

concerns, several initiatives were incorporated in the survey’s design, including considerations 

on the layout and length of the survey. Podsakoff et al. (2003) provide design techniques to 

reduce and remedy the risk of CSB, with a special emphasis on the importance of ensuring 

anonymity in the survey administration and improving the items applied to measure the 

constructs.  

Following the second recommendation concerning the operationalization of the constructs 

of interest, the dissertation relied on previously well-tested and validated measurement scales 

to accommodate item ambiguity. In addition, to the extent it was possible, the wordings of the 

items included in a given construct (for instance, Big Five) were balanced, positively and 

negatively, to control for acquiescence (Jakobsen and Jensen, 2015).  

In order to meet the first key recommendation by Podsakoff et al. (2003), several concrete 

steps were taken. First, a letter signed by the municipal officials was sent out to all nursing 

home managers to inform them about the survey. Concurrently, a meeting was held with the 

local union representatives to promote and gain support for the survey among employees 

working in the nursing homes.55 Moreover, the employees were informed of the survey 

through several channels, including posters, letters, and personal emails, with a special 

emphasis on the confidentiality of responses. Simultaneously, an expert-driven pretest of the 

questionnaire was carried out among fellow researchers before a minor pilot test among LTC 

employees. While the pretest aimed to assess the face validity and construct validity of the 

measurements, the pilot test had to confirm the readability of the instructions in the cover 

letter and ensure that the format, items, and length of the questionnaire were well defined, 

comprehensible, and appropriate for the target population (Presser and Blair, 1994; Ruel, 

Wagner, and Gillespie, 2016). 

The survey was sent out individually in May 2017 and was accompanied by a cover letter 

clarifying the procedure of the survey and the purpose and goals of the study, and containing 

                                                           
55 In Denmark, the majority of employed professionals are represented by a union. FOA (Fag og Arbejde), which 
organizes the majority of employees working within the social services and health care domains, was the relevant 
union in this case. 
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assurances of anonymity. Regarding the latter, the cover letter explicitly stated that a person 

from outside their organization was running the data collection process, and that the survey 

data would not be shared with their nursing home manager, the Department of Health and 

Care, or any other third parties. Moreover, the letter specified that their responses would be 

disclosed only at an aggregate level that would not allow for identification of any individual 

respondents or nursing homes. As Podsakoff et al. (2003) point out, the advantage of this 

strategy is that it reduces ‘people’s evaluation apprehension and makes them less likely to edit 

their responses to be more socially desirable, lenient, acquiescent, and consistent with how 

they think the researcher wants them to respond’ (p. 888). However, despite these efforts to 

reduce CSB in the design phase of the survey, it may still be a concern. Therefore, a validated 

five-item measure of socially desirable responses, SDRS-5 (Hays, Hayashi, and Stewart, 1989), 

was also included in the questionnaire to address and control for the methodological issues 

related to the potential contamination of this particular type of CSB in the subsequent analyses 

(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Podsakoff, 2012).  

Before the deadline for responding to the survey, a pre-notification letter was sent out 

electronically; additionally, those who failed to respond received two email reminders (Van 

Mol, 2017). Moreover, to encourage responses from employees who either favored a written 

questionnaire or were inaccessible through email, non-respondents also received a paper-

based version of the questionnaire and a return envelope (Schaefer and Dillman, 1998).  

In total, 736 nursing home employees were invited to participate in the survey, and 498 

responded. After discarding incomplete responses, a total of 427 usable responses remained, 

which constitutes a response rate of 58%. Respondents were primarily female (93%), with an 

average age of 44 and 10–19 years of work experience in the LTC sector. In order to gauge the 

representativeness of the final sample, demographic variables (age, gender, and educational 

background) were compared for the respondents and the nonrespondents. A chi-square 

analysis did not indicate a significant difference between attributes of the two groups (at p < 

.05), minimizing concerns about the sample's representativeness. 

The second data source is register data from Department of Health and Care records 

containing information on employees’ factual sickness absence and demographic variables 

(age, gender, educational background, and years of experience). The data on sickness absence 

was collected for a period of 12 months (1 January-31 December 2017). These data were 
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matched at the individual level with the employee survey by utilizing information about each 

employee’s unique personal ID number.56 

Finally, the third data source, the Long-Term Care Resident Satisfaction Survey, is 

conducted annually in nursing homes to measure resident satisfaction. Because residents in 

LTC facilities often lack the capacity to complete a written survey, data on the survey items 

were collected via face-to-face interviews. On behalf of the Department of Health and Care, 

anthropology students conducted the interviews in October 2017. A total of 593 interviews 

were completed among residents in the 19 nursing homes, which corresponds to a response 

rate of approximately 70 percent.   

While Articles A and B rely on the web-based employee survey, Article B also draws on the 

administrative data from the Department of Health and Care. In addition to these two data 

sources, Article D moreover includes the data from the resident satisfaction survey.  

6.4 Measurement of central variables 
While the previous sections addressed both the research design and data collection, the 

following sections present the measurements of PSM and performance. Concerning PSM, 

previous operationalizations of the construct are first considered, followed by a discussion of 

the construct utilized in this dissertation. Concerning performance, the section emphasizes the 

methodological subjective-objective debate, after which it elaborates on how the dissertation 

handles and applies both types of measures. 

6.4.1 Public service motivation – Previous operationalizations 

The predominant PSM approach introduced by Perry and Wise (1990) suggests that individuals 

can be expected to express their PSM through three distinct motives: affective, norm-based, 

and rational. Building on this conceptualization, the most widely used operationalization rests 

on the work done by Perry (1996). Although Perry originally proposed six empirical dimensions 

                                                           
56 In practice, the survey was sent out based on an employee list containing name, workplace, email address, and 
unique personal ID number. The survey responses were merged with the administrative data using that unique 
personal ID number. According to Danish data protection legislation, respondent anonymity in research surveys 
does not entail that researchers are without access to the data in a form that allows for identification of individual 
survey respondents and their responses. Respondent anonymity means that no other parties have data access, 
and that published results will never allow for identification of individual survey participants.  
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of PSM measured by 40 Likert-type items,57 conducting a series of confirmatory factor analyses, 

he subsequently translated the three motives into four operational dimensions of PSM: 

Attraction to Public Policy Making (rational), Commitment to the Public Interest (norm-based), 

Compassion (affective), and Self-Sacrifice, measured by 24 items. As mentioned in Section 2.2, 

self-sacrifice is not directly related to the three motivational bases but is argued to constitute 

the pro-social foundation of PSM. Thus, PSM is considered a superordinate multidimensional 

construct (Edwards, 2001).  

In line with the suggestion made by several scholars (see, for instance, Andersen and 

Kjeldsen, 2013; Kim and Vandenabeele, 2010; Wright, 2008), the construct in this dissertation 

is also operationalized as first-order reflective and second-order formative. In other words, this 

means that while the items reflecting each dimension may be interchangeable within the 

distinct dimensions, each dimension presents a unique contribution to an individual’s 

(aggregated) PSM (Wright, 2008). Hence, this also illustrates that it is feasible to possess large 

amounts of compassion motivation steaming from an affective attachment and at the same 

time no motivation derived from rational desires reflected in public policy-making – or vice 

versa; though high levels of PSM on all distinct dimensions equals a higher aggregated level of 

PSM. The formative nature of PSM also implies that the distinct dimensions are not expected 

to have the same antecedents and consequences (i.e., the dimensions are either related to 

different variables or differently related to the same variable) (see, for instance, Moynihan and 

Pandey, 2007; Perry, 1997; Taylor, 2007; van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne, 2017). 

Although the initial PSM research originated in the United States (Perry and Wise, 1990; 

Rainey, 1982), the multidimensional construct has proved its usefulness across a wide range of 

service areas as well in different national settings and cultures, from Denmark, the Netherlands, 

Italy, and Australia to Korea, China, and South Africa (for an overview, see Ritz, Brewer, and 

Neumann, 2016). However, despite the pervasive adoption of the Perry (1996) scale for 

measuring individuals’ PSM, the construct is far from uncontested (e.g., Wright, Christensen, 

and Pandey, 2013). The immense international interest in the construct has raised specific 

concerns about the extent to which PSM theory and research developed in one country can be 

57 The originally proposed dimensions consisted of: Attraction to Policy Making, Commitment to the Public 
Interest, Social Justice, Civic Duty, Compassion, and Self-Sacrifice. 
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utilized to improve the understanding of PSM in other countries (Kim et al., 2013).58 In fact, 

research suggests that PSM differs across cultures – not only in its prevalence, antecedents, 

and consequences, but also in the conceptual and operational definitions of the motivational 

construct (Giauque et al., 2011; Houston, 2011; Leisink and Steijn, 2009; Vandenabeele, 2008; 

Vandenabeele and Van de Walle, 2008). Neither the number nor the type of PSM dimensions 

are always congruent with the theoretical expectations developed in the United States (Kim et 

al., 2013). This is mirrored in the great diversity that exists in operational definitions used in 

previous studies.59 In fact, only a few studies have used the PSM construct in its originally 

validated form.  

That the majority of studies have not incorporated all four dimensions may be explained 

by weaknesses concerning the psychometric properties of the PSM construct. Indeed, some 

studies even go so far as to measure PSM including only two or even a single one of the 

dimensions from the theoretical construct Perry articulated (e.g., Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann, 

2016; Wright, 2008). Self-sacrifice is the most commonly excluded dimension (see for instance 

Alonso and Lewis, 2001; Brewer and Selden, 2000; Kim, 2005, 2006; Moynihan and Pandey, 

2007; Naff and Crum, 1999), which scholars have often justified by the high correlation (r=0.89) 

between that dimension and public interest found in Perry’s scale development study (1996), 

suggesting considerable redundancy. For this reason, some scholars have argued that the self-

sacrifice dimension underlies the other three (Kim and Vandenabeele, 2010), whereas others 

completely exclude the dimension as they consider a three-dimension solution equally 

appropriate60 (e.g., Coursey and Pandey, 2007; DeHart-Davis, Marlowe and Pandey, 2006). 

Attraction to public policy-making has also been excluded in many studies, either because 

research found its internal reliability to be substantially below the traditional threshold criteria 

(0.7) needed to ensure an acceptable level of reliability (i.e., to indicate whether the items 

reflect a single unidimensional latent construct) (Camilleri, 2006, 2007), or because of the lack 

                                                           
58 Kim et al. (2013) argue that the exact meaning and scaling of PSM dimensions are likely to vary across cultures 
and languages, which in turn raises important questions about the ability to both develop a single universal PSM 
scale and make cross-country comparisons of PSM. 
59 These issues are not unique to PSM. Other popular topics within public administration research, including 
organizational commitment (Cooper-Hakim and Viswesvaran, 2005), organizational citizenship behavior (LePine, 
Erez, and Johnson, 2002; Podsakoff et al., 2000), and red tape (Bozeman and Feeney, 2011) are subject to similar 
diversity and related challenges (Bozeman and Su, 2015). 
60 Perry (1996) has been criticized for suggesting a four-dimension model instead of a three-dimension model that 
would be more parsimonious and consistent with the theoretical motivational framework proposed by Perry and 
Wise (1990) (Coursey and Pandey, 2007; DeHart-Davis, Marlowe, and Pandey, 2006; Wright, 2008). 
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of a theoretical linkage between this particular dimension and the provision of core public 

services (see for instance Alonso and Lewis, 2001; Brewer and Selden, 2000, Kjeldsen, 2012a; 

Kjeldsen and Jacobsen, 2013). In addition, Petrovsky and Ritz (2014) have shown that when the 

linkage between attraction to public policy-making and performance exists, it reflects a 

methodological artifact caused by CSB rather than a true relationship. 

Moreover, for parsimony, scholars have also used an abridged version of Perry’s proposed 

24-item measurement scale (see, for instance, Coursey and Pandey, 2007) and applied it either 

as a unidimensional scale61 or as a multidimensional scale.  

Overall, substantial effort has been made to clarify the boundaries of Perry’s (1996) 

operational PSM measurement scale by refining items, omitting dimensions, or (even) adding 

culturally specific dimensions to the scale (e.g., Giauque et al., 2011; Kim, 2009a, 2010; Kim et 

al., 2013; Ritz, 2011; Vandenabeele, 2008). Most of this work, however, has been done 

incrementally. Kim et al. (2013) made the first large-scale effort (with data from 12 countries) 

to improve and internationalize the PSM measurement with stronger and more consistent 

psychometric properties. Even though the study definitely made some progress by addressing 

a number of the conceptual concerns raised about Perry’s (1996) dimensions and items, the 

lack of metric and scalar invariance in the developed measure across all 12 countries implies 

that the scholars were not able to develop an incontestably universal measure of PSM. This 

raises an important question about the possibility of developing a single universal scale of PSM 

(Kim et al., 2013). 

Accordingly, no consensus exists about which of these new scales has the most promising 

measurement properties (Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann, 2016). On the one hand, Ritz, Brewer, 

and Neumann suggest that there may be ample room for new measures, including universal 

scales and more context-specific tailored measures. Yet, on the other hand, they argue that the 

lack of any completely new measurement scales could reflect the quality of Perry’s (1996) 

initially proposed scale, which in turn has reinforced the boundaries of Perry and Wise’s (1990) 

conceptual PSM construct (p. 423).  

The fact that the plurality of the operational definitions employed in studies undertaken 

outside the United States overall reflect the US findings (Kim et al., 2013) certainly boosts 

confidence in the existence and pervasiveness of PSM. However, this same diversity can also 

                                                           
61 The unidimensional scale is operationalized by collapsing the different dimensions together or by selecting items 
from each dimension and adding them into a single aggregated PSM measure. 
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have serious ramifications for the findings and interpretation of any single study (Wright, 2008; 

Wright, Manigault, and Black, 2004). Inconsistent findings can simply be a measurement 

artifact caused by the operational diversity.  Indeed, studies that use identical dimensions but 

vary in estimating PSM with either formative or reflective measurement models can bias 

parameter estimates and inflate or deflate the correlations (Podsakoff et al., 2003). 

6.4.2 Operationalization of PSM in the dissertation 

Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann (2016) argue that it remains unclear which specific version of PSM 

has the best measurement properties. However, the operationalization and measurement of 

individuals’ PSM in this dissertation is based on a shortened version of Perry’s (1996) original 

scale. The intention was to keep the measurement as close as possible to the original design; 

however, following Giauque et al.’s (2011) suggestion, some adjustments to the specific 

empirical context (the Danish LTC sector) were considered useful. First, the attraction to public 

policy-making dimension was excluded. In contrast to the plentiful opportunities for LTC 

workers to act on their emotional affection for nursing home residents (cf. Section 5.3), the 

employees are not expected to be driven by rational motives as they are not directly occupied 

with public policy-making (Kjeldsen, 2012b). Second, this dissertation does not question 

whether self-sacrifice might be an element in the LTC worker’s desire to undertake pro-social 

actions. The dimension has therefore been included in the aggregate PSM scale. For that 

reason, a three-dimension solution consisting of self-sacrifice, commitment to the public 

interest, and compassion was adopted. The PSM measure in this dissertation was captured 

using nine items from the three dimensions, selected based on previous studies on their 

psychometric properties.  

All items were translated into Danish. The wording of some items was adapted slightly to 

make them more suitable for the Danish context. For instance, the conceptual meaning of the 

term ‘patriotism’ used in Perry’s item labeled PSM8 relating to the compassion dimension is 

particular to the American context but not relevant in Denmark, where the term carries a 

negative connotation (Andersen, Pallesen, and Pedersen, 2011). The item ‘To me, patriotism 

includes seeing to the welfare of others’ was therefore reinterpreted to ‘For me, considering 

the welfare of others is one of the most important values’. Moreover, Perry has been criticized 

for contributing to the conceptual confusion surrounding the PSM construct, as his items reflect 

different ontological perspectives. This can be exemplified by contrasting PSM30, ‘Meaningful 
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public service is very important to me’, which refers to personal beliefs or values, to PSM23, ‘I 

unselfishly contribute to my community’, which refers to actual behavior. Taking this critique 

into account, the wording of items capturing behavior was changed slightly to reflect 

motivation and intentions of actions more consistently. PSM23, for example, was altered to ‘It 

is important for me to contribute to the common good’. The wording and descriptive statistics 

for PSM and all other variables included in this dissertation's analyses are presented in the 

individual articles 

Moreover, the Likert scale questionnaire on PSM may – like many other self-reported 

measures – be vulnerable to social desirability bias due to respondents’ tendencies to answer 

in a more socially acceptable way (which threatens the validity of the measure) (Paulhus, 1991; 

Zerbe and Paulhus, 1987). As described in Section 6.3, several strategies for limiting this were 

initiated, such as guaranteeing respondents’ complete anonymity. Additionally, items reflecting 

a distinct dimension were personalized by referring to ‘I…’ or ‘…me’, making it more difficult 

for respondents to answer in the abstract (Perry, 1996). Moreover, scholars have recently 

demonstrated that respondents in individualistic countries, like Denmark, are less prone to 

reporting an inflated view of their PSM-related attitudes and orientations than in collectivistic 

countries like Japan and Korea (Kim and Kim, 2016a; 2016b) 

Like any PSM scale – shortened or not – the scale used in this dissertation should not be 

considered universal. However, the shortened version has been validated by several previous 

Danish studies (e.g., Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen, 2014; Lynggaard, Pedersen, and 

Andersen, 2018). Using identical dimensions and measurement models increases 

generalizability, all else equal. Nevertheless, due to the institutional and contextual 

dependency of PSM, the measure has also been tested for validity in the specific Danish context 

utilized in this dissertation (Coursey and Pandey, 2007; Vandenabeele, 2009). The validation of 

the PSM measure is beneficial in the particular Danish sample used for this dissertation and in 

advancing a more solid measurement (even though the latter is not an actual purpose of this 

dissertation).  

The validation was conducted in two stages. First, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was 

applied to assess whether the measured items correspond to the anticipated scale structure of 

the distinct PSM dimensions as they were stated by Perry (1996) and used in previous studies 

(Fayers and Machin, 2016; Acock, 2013). The most common fit indices were used to evaluate 
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the discriminant validity of the dimensions.62 In the second stage, principal component analysis 

(PCA) was conducted to suggest modifications to the tested CFA model in order to create a 

better fit to the data (Schmitt, 2011). Cognizant of the PSM dimensions’ theoretical foundation, 

the exploratory analysis was used to evaluate different dimensional structures and item edits. 

In that sense, the nature of each distinct item and its relationship with other items and 

dimensions was carefully considered before any possible change was made. Based on the 

results of the initial CFA, the goodness-of-fit statistic for the three-dimensional PSM construct 

showed significant item loadings but no good fit with the data. The PCA showed that one item 

(‘I would prefer to see public officials do what is best for the community as a whole even if it 

harmed my interests’) had a poor factor loading with the anticipated scale (below the threshold 

of 0.5). In order to achieve adequate psychometric properties of the PSM construct, the item 

was deleted from the commitment to the public interest dimension. 

Based on the analyses, throughout the dissertation PSM is measured with a three-

dimensional instrument consisting of eight items, which the respondents had to score on a 7-

point Likert scale ranging from 1 (‘Fully disagree’) to 7 (‘Fully agree’). The test of the 

operationalized measurements and results are described in detail in the separate articles. 

6.4.3 Performance – The subjective-objective debate 

In empirical research, the theoretical complexity surrounding the conceptualization of 

performance (cf. Chapter 3) often leads scholars to choose certain dimensions of the concept 

and build their studies around these. Yet a popular distinction drawn when it comes to the 

operationalization of performance is between objective and subjective (i.e., perceptual) 

measures. Studies have shown that subjective and objective performance measures produce 

consistent findings with moderate to strong correlations, with the strongest correlations when 

comparing similar aspects of performance (Andrews et al., 2010; Andrews, Boyne, and Walker, 

                                                           
62 Several fit indices were used in the distinct papers: the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), 
the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the standardised root mean square residual (SRMR). 
Reliability was assessed using Raykov’s rho. Cronbach’s alpha is the most commonly used measure of internal 
consistency; however, the assumption about perfect essential tau equivalence is rarely not met due to the lack of 
perfect homogeneity in factor loadings (Bacon, Sauer, and Young, 1995), which causes alpha to be a lower bound 
of reliability (Cortina, 1993; Graham, 2006; Raykov, 1997a). In general, the extent of the underestimation of 
reliability depends on the number of items, leaving alpha more vulnerable to underestimation when there is only 
a small number of items (Raykov, 1997b). Because the measurements in this dissertation consist of a few items 
per latent variable, the accuracy of alpha is somewhat problematic. Raykov’s rho yields a more appropriate and 
adequate estimator of reliability and was therefore used for assessing the reliability of the measurements 
throughout the dissertation. 
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2011; Brewer 2006; Walker and Boyne, 2004, Wall et al., 2004). However, these findings also 

indicate that objective performance measures are often superior to subjective measures as 

they are decoupled from the individuals whose performance is being evaluated (Andrews, 

Boyne, and Walker, 2006; Meier and O’Toole, 2013). In recent decades, it has become broadly 

accepted that subjective measures can be prone to common source bias (CSB) (Podsakoff et 

al., 2013), which, due to overestimation, is believed to inflate correlations between variables 

and consequently result in biased findings (Favero and Bullock, 2015; Meier and O’Toole, 2013; 

Podsakoff et al., 2003). This has led to an almost intolerant view of surveys or self-reported 

measures as a study’s single data source (George and Pandey, 2017).  

However, several scholars claim that the concerns regarding CSB are exaggerated (Conway 

and Lance, 2010; Fuller et al., 2016; George and Pandey, 2017; Spector, 2006). George and 

Pandey (2017) criticize the broad picture of CSB as a universal plague of all self-reported, single 

data source measures and argue that the debate within public administration has to move 

beyond the ‘axiomatic and knee-jerk’ approach to a more balanced perspective on CSB (p. 248). 

They claim that the CSB view rests on a non-nuanced and rather limited foundation consisting 

of only four articles.63 Even though George and Pandey acknowledge the pioneering work these 

articles contribute to the field, they argue that these studies’ concern about the CSB threat 

draws upon selective evidence, with two studies conducted using Danish samples and the other 

two based on U.S. samples. Moreover, three out of four of the studies were carried out in a 

school setting, primarily pivoting around student test scores as performance measures, which 

cannot be generalized toward public administration research in general (p. 257). Moreover, 

George and Pandey contend that these studies use a narrow view of performance to 

demonstrate CSB in the samples and are characterized by a shortage of critical remarks 

regarding the potential absence or limited influence of CSB in certain situations (p. 254).  

In contrast, the management and psychology literatures, where CSB has long been a point 

of interest (Podsakoff et al., 2003), offer a far more nuanced perspective, with evidence that 

refutes the idea of CSB as inherent in self-reported measures (Brannick et al., 2010; Conway 

and Lance 2010; Fuller et al., 2016; Lance et al., 2010, Pace, 2010; Siemsen, Roth and Olivera 

2010; Spector, 2006). For instance, Fuller et al. (2016) are concerned about the extent to which 

63 The studies they refer to are: Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen (2016), Meier and O’Toole (2013), Favero and 
Bullock (2015), and Jakobsen and Jensen (2015). While the first two studies are concerned about the presence of 
CSB when measuring performance using surveys, the latter two focus on how to remedy and cope with CSB. 
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common method variance must be present before CSB turns into a methodological issue and 

suggest that it does not represent a serious threat to the validity of findings. In fact, using data 

simulation, their study illustrates that ‘[f]or typical reliabilities, common method variance 

would need to be on the order of 70% or more before substantial concern about inflated 

relationships would arise. At lower reliabilities, common method variance would need to be 

even higher to bias data’ (p. 3197). In a similar vein, Conway and Lance (2010) and Siemsen, 

Roth, and Olivera (2010) find that relationships between self-reported variables are not 

routinely upwardly biased due to the underlying CSB, but might also result in downwardly 

biased findings (i.e., deflated correlation) or non-significant correlations. 

Based on evidence from these literatures, George and Pandey (2017) furthermore argue 

that if CSB indeed is a universal inflator of correlations, this pattern should also be reflected in 

correlation matrices between variables derived from the same survey (i.e., all correlations have 

to be significant [Spector, 2006]). However, in a review of PSM studies published between 2007 

and 2015, this pattern is not supported. Out of 36 correlations, only 25 proved significant, with 

an average correlation below .30 per study (representing a small to moderate correlation). 

Other examples show similar patterns of a lack of significant correlations, which combined 

demonstrate that self-reported measures do not always result in inflated correlations 

(Moynihan and Pandey, 2005; Pandey, Wright, and Moynihan, 2008). Studies have also 

highlighted similar arguments by pointing towards the empirical scrutiny of CSB in the 

management and psychology literatures as a methodological myth and less a methodological 

artifact (Moynihan and Pandey, 2005; Pandey, Wright, and Moynihan, 2008). In other words, 

the use of self-reported measures is no guarantee of significant findings – and therefore, most 

importantly, not of false positives.  

Objective measures can also be biased. All data are registered by someone, including 

administrative data, which in turn can be manipulated (Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen, 

2016). Nevertheless, using objective data from an independent data source has been preferred 

for evaluating performance since such data is considered an effective way to avoid bias (Favero 

and Bullock, 2015). Given that most PSM research is rooted in designs solely relying on 

subjective measures, objective data measuring performance is greatly needed (Andersen, 

Heinesen, and Pedersen, 2014) to account for any potential risk of CSB and increase the internal 

validity of the conclusions.  
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However, objective outcome measures have been criticized for being too narrow to 

adequately capture both the complexity of tasks and the variety of goals in public service 

delivery (Andrews, Boyne, and Walker, 2011). One of the major puzzles, therefore, is how to 

secure meaningful quantitative and objective measures of performance. Subjective measures, 

by contrast, while more prone to CSB than objective measures (Meier and O´Toole, 2013; 

Podsakoff et al., 2013), not only tend to capture a broader spectrum of performance aspects 

but are also more comparable across different types of organizations (Lazear and Gibbs, 2009; 

van Loon et al., 2018). In addition, given employees’ perceptions of internal processes, self-

reported measures are considered a fruitful source of information (Brewer, 2006; Andrews et 

al., 2010). Andrews and colleagues (2010) argue that even though employees may be tempted 

to overestimate their performance, they ‘have a better all-round understanding of the 

challenges facing their organization’ and their perceptions ‘provide a more accurate insight into 

the measures of performance upon which organizational decisions are typically based’ (p. 109).  

Moreover, Brewer (2006) claims that because performance is a socially constructed 

concept, subjective measures also have their justifications since the definition of good 

performance lies in ‘the eye of the beholder’. In line with this view, the theoretical 

conceptualization of performance provided by Andersen, Boesen, and Pedersen (2016) (cf. 

Chapter 3) also emphasizes the importance of using subjective measures to capture both 

interior experiences and perceptions as well as performance dimensions relying on internal 

feelings such as user satisfaction.  

While the discussion continues, most scholars agree that both types of measures have their 

strengths and weaknesses. Subjective and objective measures provide important, but still 

limited, information about performance (serving different purposes) (Andrews, Boyne, and 

Walker, 2006; Andrews, Boyne, and Walker, 2011; Behn, 2003; Brewer, 2006), which 

demonstrates the usefulness of both measures to obtain a more comprehensive insight into 

the performance concept.  

6.4.4 Operationalization of performance in the dissertation  

In light of the view presented above, this dissertation considers both objective and subjective 

measures to be important pieces of the overall public performance puzzle. As mentioned in 

Section 6.2, the main intention of the dissertation was to include an objective performance 

measure in answering the research questions. However, while objective performance 
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measures may be considered the gold standard, they are often hard to come by or, 

alternatively, highly contested in a public sector context. In other words, it can be challenging 

to identify an objective measure of performance. Above all, it requires that the organizational 

mission can be converted into measurable performance indicators and goals (Grizzle, 1982). 

However, whether organizations have formally stated performance goals and the extent to 

which these can be translated into valid and observable performance indicators greatly varies 

(Andersen, Boesen, and Pedersen, 2016; Brewer, 2006). While some organizations can specify 

these measurable indicators relatively easily, other organizations experience difficulties in 

defining such measures (Brewer, 2006). A large amount of public administration research has, 

for instance, been conducted in school settings (e.g., Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen, 2014; 

Favero and Bullock, 2015; Lynggaard, Pedersen, and Andersen, 2018; O’Toole and Meier, 

2004), which has partly been because of the availability of objective performance indicators 

(student test scores).64 

However, vague goals are typically an integral facet of public organizations (Andersen, 

Boesen, and Pedersen, 2016; Heffron, 1989), and LTC is no exception. In contrast to the 

educational setting, LTC is not based on similar formally stated measurable goals. As mentioned 

in Section 5.2, the Danish Parliament (Folketinget) and the government are responsible for 

establishing policy goals and the overall principles constituting the long-term care system. 

Danish LTC's overall objective is dual: 1) increase the quality of life of persons in need of care, 

and 2) increase their ability to take care of themselves. According to the Social Service Act, the 

objectives are formulated as follows:  

…to offer a number of general services designed to serve as preventive measures at the 

same time and to satisfy needs resulting from impaired physical or mental function or 

special social problems. The purpose of the assistance provided under this Act is to 

improve the individual recipient's capability to be self-reliant, or to facilitate his/her daily 

life and enhance the quality of life.  

Thus, the Social Service Act does not set clear goals but constitutes the framework for the 

services to be provided by the municipalities and their obligations within this area. 

Nevertheless, it is stipulated in the Social Service Act that measures within social services and 

                                                           
64 Moreover, this setting also gives access to a large n (i.e., the large number of schools). 
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care should be of good quality. Providing LTC of good quality is also a recurring element in the 

dignity policies that each municipality has been obliged to develop since 2016. These policies 

must contain general principles to guarantee that elderly people in Denmark are provided with 

dignified care that increases their quality of life and, more specifically, considers how LTC can 

support self-determination; quality, interdisciplinarity, and consistency in care; proper food and 

nutrition; and a dignified death. In the specific municipal context in which this dissertation is 

based (Aarhus municipality), the policy, among other things, has been translated into a strategy 

called Keys to a better life (in Danish: Ledetråde til et bedre liv), containing five keys that give 

direction and set goals as a means to accommodate the overall principles of good quality and 

dignified care in both nursing homes and home care. These goals include ensuring enjoyment 

of life; promoting security and well-being among the elderly; and guaranteeing that the elderly 

always and in all situations make decisions for themselves. A common characteristic of the 

Social Service Act, the dignity policy, and their local implementation is that many of these goals 

are so vague that it is hard to ascertain their fulfillment. 

This goal ambiguity not only allows leeway for interpretation, but makes it challenging to 

find objective and measurable indicators reflecting such quality of life targets. Moreover, even 

if such measures exist, it can be difficult to find an objective measure of performance that can 

be isolated to employees’ individual effort, since the provision of LTC is primarily a product of 

joint work by employees in a team and across work shifts. As mentioned in Section 6.2, one 

formally stated objective and measurable goal is to reduce preventable hospitalizations, 

however, the level of analysis was, among other things, one of the methodological reasons why 

this performance measure was omitted as an objective goal in this dissertation. 

6.4.4.1 Subjective performance 

Given the methodological challenges outlined in Section 6.2, this dissertation's primary 

measure (used in all four articles) is a subjective and self-reported performance measure 

consisting of five items, reflecting individual in-role performance. To reduce item ambiguity, 

three of these were validated items used in previous studies of the PSM-performance 

relationship (van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink, 2017; Vandenabeele, 2009), whereas two 

items were developed specifically for this dissertation to capture performance behavior of 

particular relevance for care work in the LTC sector. Similar to the PSM measure, this measure 

was also captured on a 7-point Likert scale. The five performance items showed a good 
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goodness-of-fit statistic for a unidimensional construct (CFI = 0.990, TLI = 0.980, SRMR = 0.022), 

and the reliability scores display high internal consistency, with Raykov’s rho of 0.868. This self-

reported performance measure is supplemented with additional measures in some of the 

articles. These measures are presented below. 

6.4.4.2 Short-term absenteeism 

Concerning the theoretical conceptualizations of performance in Chapter 3, responsiveness is 

recognized as an important dimension of performance (Boyne, 2002; Jørgensen and Bozeman, 

2007). Responsiveness addresses not only user satisfaction but also the well-being and 

satisfaction of employees. In line with this, van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink (2015) also 

suggest that performance should encompass not just outcomes for the organization or society 

but should also include employees' well-being. This is also consistent with the performance 

approach observed within the HRM literature, where employee well-being, equivalent to 

organizational and societal dimensions, constitutes a vital performance dimension (Boselie, 

2010; Paauwe, 2009).  

HRM-studies have found that happy employees are also productive employees – not only 

in terms of high individual performance but also high organizational performance (see Taris and 

Schreurs, 2009), which underlines that employee well-being is not only crucial in itself for the 

individual employee but also ultimately has beneficial effects for the organization (and its 

users). Given that formally stated objective and measurable performance goals are close to 

unavailable in the LTC sector, employee absenteeism provides a significant surrogate for 

employees' well-being, reflecting performance beyond the traditional output-efficiency (e.g., 

hard indicators) balance and covering the public value of responsiveness.  

Absenteeism is a particularly crucial factor within LTC. Indeed, absenteeism in the LTC 

sector is significantly higher than in all other sectors – almost three times as high as it is for 

employees on average (Rostgaard, 2012). Absenteeism may affect the quality of service 

delivery and, in turn, ultimately the residents’ health and their quality of life. When LTC workers 

are absent, substitute workers need to be called in. However, if these substitute workers are 

not from within the nursing home, they will not necessarily be effective in promoting safe and 

high-quality care. Not only do they lack knowledge about the particular residents’ general 

states of health and their need for care, but substitutes are also typically less experienced and 

often less skilled or without a professional background (given the national shortage of LTC 
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workers). Even if the substitute workers are from within the nursing home, the employees who 

have to replace their absent co-worker temporarily may need more supervision if they are less 

familiar with the residents whom they have to care for or with the work or task assigned. 

Further, finding replacements to cover the absent employee at the last minute is tough for 

many organizations (and especially within LTC, which is characterized by general high work 

pressure and employee shortage). It may also be difficult for individual employees, placing 

additional burdens on co-workers, which in turn also may impact the co-workers' overall 

productivity and compromise service delivery. Thus, there are a number of negative 

consequences of absenteeism for employees, the team, and the organization, e.g., increased 

workload and coordination problems, undesired overtime, decreased productivity, and 

increased accidents (Goodman and Atkin, 1984). Multiple studies and meta-analyses have 

confirmed this by revealing a negative linkage between absenteeism and both organizational 

and individual performance (Bycio, 1992; Onikoyi et al., 2015; Tiwari, 2014; Viswesvaran, 2002).  

Absenteeism is often conceptualized as either ‘short-term’ or ‘long-term’. While long-term 

absenteeism reflects a work incapacity caused primarily by mental or physical illness, a 

significant proportion of short-term absences relate to factors other than health issues, such 

as general shirking or a simple lack of motivation to get out of bed and go to work on rainy days 

(AFOEM 1999; Wright and Pandey 2011). While the dissertation acknowledges the value of 

examining how PSM relates to long-term absenteeism, the focus here is on short-term 

absenteeism. Not only is short-term absenteeism vital in its own right, but the PSM-short-term 

absenteeism relationship may also contribute to understanding the relationship concerning 

long-term absenteeism. This argument is outlined in Article B. Using administrative data 

collected from the Department of Health and Care registers on individuals’ sickness absence, 

the measure reports the number of days of sick leave each care employee had in a period of 

12 months (January 1–December 31, 2017). Short-term absence from work was defined to be 

below 30 days. Research suggests that absenteeism lasting for a month or more is related 

mainly to health issues (long-term absenteeism) rather than other factors (Jakobsen, Kjeldsen, 

and Pallesen, 2016).65  

                                                           
65 There can of course be medium- and long-term sick leaves for reasons that are work-related (e.g., stress and 
burnout), but longer sickness absence can also often be related to chronic diseases or cancer, which hardly can 
be linked to workplace conditions. 
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6.4.4.3 Job satisfaction and intention to quit 

Performance in terms of job-specific employee well-being was also measured with job 

satisfaction and intention to quit as proxies. Job satisfaction refers to a ‘pleasurable or positive 

emotional state emerging as the result of appraisal of one’s job or job experiences’ (Locke, 

1976: 1304). The assumption is that happy employees who exhibit a high level of job 

satisfaction are more likely to approach their job tasks with enthusiasm and dedication, which 

in turn will be reflected in increased productivity. Even though some studies have cast doubt 

on the job satisfaction-performance relationship (see for instance Daily and Near, 2000; Mohr 

and Puck, 2007; Ryan, Schmitt, and Johnson, 1996), the majority of studies have demonstrated 

that job satisfaction plays an important role for both individual and organizational performance 

(Chandrasekar, 2011; Ostroff, 1992; Schneider et al., 2003; Schwab and Cummings, 1970; 

Wright and Cropanzano, 2000). Moreover, job satisfaction has also been used as a performance 

indicator in leadership evaluations (Muterera et al., 2018).66 Satisfied employees who possess 

positive feelings toward their job will not only put in more effort to fulfill their work tasks (Judge 

et al., 2001), but also demonstrate enhanced decision-making and problem-solving abilities 

(Brief and Weiss, 2002), increased creativity, and greater organizational citizenship behavior 

(i.e., extra-role performance) (Baas, Dreu, and Nijstad, 2011; Colquitt et al., 2011; Podsakoff et 

al., 2000; Williams and Anderson, 1991). In relation to the latter, this implies that satisfied 

employees are more likely to engage in work-related behaviors that go beyond their own tasks 
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66 While Daily and Near (2000), and Mohr and Puck (2007) do not find a significant correlation between job 
satisfaction and performance, Ryan, Schmitt, and Johnson (1996) have questioned the direction of the 
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Intention to quit is defined as an ‘individual’s own estimated probability (subjective) that 

they are permanently leaving the organization at some point in the near future’ (Vandenberg 

and Nelson, 1999: 1315). There is evidence that intention to quit is related to actual turnover 
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‘soft indicators’ like user satisfaction were introduced as a relevant means to evaluate public 
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which according to Andersen, Boesen, and Pedersen (2016) can relate to both the process and 

the product delivered by a public organization. Moreover, politicians may also adopt user 

satisfaction as a formal performance goal, which, while still an inherently subjective 

performance criterion, can be an important and necessary piece of the performance puzzle as 

it is hard to measure perceptions without subjective measures (Andersen, Boesen, and 

Pedersen, 2016). User satisfaction is an important dimension for measuring an organization's 

success, as it may affect the general support for the policy area and ultimately the legitimacy 

of the stakeholders.  

Using the Long-Term Care Resident Satisfaction Survey described in Section 6.3, the 

measure was based on four items, where residents were asked about their overall satisfaction 

with the nursing home, their satisfaction with staff, their satisfaction with meals, and the extent 

to which they felt the staff made an effort to make the nursing home home-like. It is important 

to note that because these scores cannot be linked to the individual employee, the analyses 

using this performance measure were conducted on the nursing home level.67 

A 5-point Likert scale was used, ranging from ‘Very unsatisfied’ (1) to ‘Very satisfied’ (5).68 

The psychometric properties of user satisfaction from the CFA look appropriate. While TLI is 

slightly below the threshold criteria of 0.9 (TLI = 0.895), the other fit indices showed a good fit 

(CFI = 0.965, SRMR = 0.043), and the construct showed high reliability (ρ = 0.836). 

An overview of the variables, data sources, and estimation strategies are displayed in Table 6.1. 

67 Even though this measure may have issues of sufficient variation in order to identify significant relationships 
similar to those presented by the measure of preventable hospitalization, user satisfaction has nevertheless been 
included. Not only is the variation in user satisfaction expected to be larger than the variation in preventable 
hospitalization, but the collection of these data is also not associated with the same high costs. 
68 Each of the conceptualizations of performance discussed here are expected to be related to the independent 
variables stated in each distinct paper. Since absenteeism and intention to quit are reversed, the dissertation 
expects negative relationship between the independent variables and these two dependent variables, 
respectively. 
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Table 6.1 Overview of variables, data sources, and estimation strategies. 

Independent 
variable(s) 

Dependent 
variable(s) 

Data source(s) Estimation strategy 

A PSM, ability, and 
opportunity 

Self-reported 
performance 

Employee survey Fixed effects 

B PSM and 
conscientiousness 

Self-reported 
performance, 
short-term 
absenteeism 

Employee survey 
and register data 

Fixed effects 

C Big Five personality 
traits and PSM 

Self-reported 
performance  

Employee survey Structural equation 
modeling 

D Transformational 
leadership, internal 
team environment, 
and PSM 

Performance, job 
satisfaction, 
intention to quit, 
user satisfaction, 
short-term 
absenteeism 

Employee survey, 
user satisfaction 
survey, and 
register data 

Structural equation 
modeling 
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PPAARRTT  IIIIII  --  FFIINNDDIINNGGSS  AANNDD  CCOONNCCLLUUSSIIOONN  

CChhaapptteerr  77  

MMaaiinn  ffiinnddiinnggss  

Building on the previous chapters, this chapter presents the findings from the analyses of the 

dissertation’s research questions. First, the findings from the analyses in Article A (Does Ability 

Make a Difference?) and Article B (The PSM and Conscientiousness Interplay) are outlined 

(RQ1). These articles converge towards the provision of new knowledge on how individual-level 

factors may influence the effect of individuals’ PSM on performance. The primary objective of 

Article A is to demonstrate how the PSM-performance relationship may be positively 

moderated by ability. However, building on prior efforts to clarify the relationship's context 

dependency, the article also investigates how the interplay will take off when opportunity 

(institutional context) is taken into account. Article B focuses strictly on moderation in relation 

to the personality trait of conscientiousness but takes a broader view of the outcomes by 

including absenteeism.  

Second, the findings from the analyses in Article C (Personality: A Neglected Factor?) and 

Article D (Leadership Matters, but So Do Co-Workers) are presented (RQ2). Although both 

articles address how to foster performance, they diverge in their theoretical outlook and 

framing. While Article C is based on the psychological literature focusing on how personality 

traits affects performance, Article D is framed from the perspective of management with an 

emphasis on both leadership and internal team environment in predicting job-related 

outcomes.  In addition, the articles seek to answer RQ2 relating to how PSM may act as an 

intermediary in these relationships. 

Hence, by tying together the individual articles, this chapter aims to provide a 

comprehensive examination of the research questions that constitute the heart of the 

dissertation and offer a general overview of the distinct articles' main findings. For a thorough 

presentation of the findings, the reader is advised to consult the full-length articles in Chapters 
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9-12. Each section below starts with an introduction to the estimation strategies applied in the

individual articles.

7.1 The role of ability and conscientiousness for the PSM-

performance relationship 
The analyses in both Articles A and B were conducted using nursing home fixed effects 

regression to account for the hierarchical structure of the data (i.e., the nesting of care workers 

in nursing homes). Technically speaking, when testing the article’s hypotheses by looking at 

only within-nursing home variations in employee characteristics and outcomes, the dissertation 

mitigates (albeit not fully eliminates) the threat of confounding due to selection bias and 

omitted variable bias. The nursing home fixed effects control for nursing home characteristics 

such as unobserved resident health conditions, staffing levels, the availability of hospitals in the 

area, and treatment styles of local physicians and hospitals. Thus, by yielding a more rigorous 

estimation strategy than normal strategies like traditional OLS regression, the analyses produce 

more robust results, which in turn contributes to improving the internal validity of the statistical 

findings (Wooldridge, 2013). See Article A for an explanation of the nursing home fixed effects 

estimation strategy. Figure 7.1 illustrates how Article A and Article B relate to each other and 

RQ1. 

Figure 7.1. Contributions of the articles related to Research Question 1.  
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Recalling that the primary goal of Article A and Article B was to determine the extent to which 

ability vis-á-vis the personality trait of conscientiousness plays a role in the PSM-performance 

relationship, the study demonstrates that both of these individual-level factors make an 

important difference. Surprisingly, however, the results did not reveal the expected synergetic 

interplay (i.e., more than the sum of the two factors) between PSM and these two factors in 

predicting performance. In contrast, the analyses show that the coefficient for the interaction 

term is negative. At first glance, the moderating impact of ability and conscientiousness, 

respectively, on the relationship between PSM and performance seems counterintuitive. The 

coefficient for the interactions shows that a one standard deviation increase in the interplay 

between PSM and ability decreases performance by 0.153 standard deviations (p = 0.000) and 

0.214 standard deviations (p = 0.000) in the relationship concerning the PSM and 

conscientiousness interplay.69  

By estimating the marginal effects of PSM on performance at different levels of ability and 

conscientiousness, respectively, the negative interaction effects suggest that PSM is positively 

associated with performance, but that the strength of this relationship decreases and 

ultimately disappears with increasing conscientiousness/ability. In other words, while higher 

PSM is related directly to higher performance, the analyses show that ability and 

conscientiousness, respectively, attenuate the PSM-performance relationship rather than 

strengthen it. Contrary to expectations, PSM and conscientiousness/ability appear to act more 

as substitutes than complements for each other in predicting performance. 

The literatures on the ‘dark side’ of conscientiousness (Boyce, Wood, and, Brown, 2010; 

Ferguson et al., 2014) and PSM (Schott and Ritz, 2018; van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink, 

69 A concern is that these interactions might be an artifact of a ceiling effect, which occurs when a high proportion 
of respondents have maximum or near maximum scores on the variables of interest caused by constraints from 
inherent limits in the measurements’ design. In this case, the variance is restricted as a result of a measurement 
boundary, which is a serious methodological issue (Uttl, 2005). In effect, the scores at the ceiling are censored 
because the true differences between respondents scoring the highest level on the measures is lost (i.e., the 
variance is not measured or estimated above a certain level). Measures capturing cognitive processes and topics 
where socially desirable responding is of special concern are especially likely to bear values indicating a ceiling 
effect. The FE regression is not capable of coping with ceiling effects; however, ignoring the presence of censoring 
can produce biased estimates, compromising the validity of the findings (Cox and Oakes, 1984). Because a high 
number of the employees reported high levels of PSM and performance (see Table 1 in Article A), a robustness 
check of the findings was carried out using Tobit regressions, which are capable of correct inference when a ceiling 
effect is present (McBee, 2010; van den Oord and van der Ark, 1997). The analyses found no evidence of the 
responses being censored, and the estimates are quite similar to the estimates obtained from the FE regressions, 
indicating that no ceiling effect exists. 
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2015) as introduced in Sections 2.2.2 and 4.2 provide a potential explanation for this surprising 

finding. This dissertation overall theorizes that both PSM and conscientiousness are positively 

associated with performance. Yet the combination of being both highly public service-

motivated and possessing high conscientiousness may reflect a ‘too much of a good thing’ 

effect (Pierce and Aguinis, 2013). This particular effect appears when ‘ordinarily beneficial 

antecedents reach inflection points after which their relations with desired outcomes cease to 

be linear and positive, instead yielding an overall curvilinear pattern’ (Pierce and Aguinis, 2013: 

316). Following this logic, high conscientiousness may constitute such an inflection point for 

the PSM-performance relationship. Previous studies concerning the downsides of 

conscientiousness have discovered that highly conscientious employees may exhibit a 

perfectionistic nature, which tends to echo a fear of failure and an over-preoccupation with 

details in relation to work tasks (Carter et al., 2014; van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne, 

2017). Such tendencies may inhibit the performance of high-PSM employees and thus translate 

into counterproductive or inefficient behavior at work and, ultimately, decreased performance.  

Another possible explanation concerns the self-reported nature of the performance 

measure. Individuals with a high level of conscientiousness may tend to systematically 

underestimate their own performance relative to less conscientious individuals. This tendency 

could explain why highly public service-motivated employees who are also highly conscientious 

report lower performance than their less conscientious counterparts do. Emphasizing this 

limitation of the data calls for added caution in interpretation and extrapolation of the findings, 

which will be discussed in Section 8.2. 

When the analysis in Article A includes opportunity in the equation to complete the AMO 

model, the interaction term for the three-way interaction of PSM, ability, and opportunity turns 

out to be significant and positive. This result appears prima facie to align with the theorized 

synergetic relationship. However, considering the negative interplay between PSM and ability, 

the three-way analysis results cannot be interpreted straightforwardly. 

First, the marginal effects show that opportunity70 acts as a driver behind the interactive 

relationship between PSM and ability in such a way that ability attenuates the PSM-

                                                           
70 As PSM, ability, and opportunity all are operationalized as continuous variables, the interpretation of the 
interaction between these three factors is difficult. Hence, the marginal effects of PSM on performance for 
different levels of ability and opportunity are estimated using a binary measure of opportunity (with the median 
value of the continuous measure as cut point). 
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performance relationship, but only for employees working in organizations with low 

opportunity (i.e., the two-way interaction between PSM and ability is only significant for 

employees working in organizations with low opportunity).  

Moreover, a pairwise comparison of the marginal means (i.e., comparison of the expected 

performance for employees high versus low on these factors) shows that employees low on all 

three factors have the lowest performance compared to employees who score high on either 

one or more of the factors (see the marginal means in Table A2 and pairwise comparisons in 

Table A3 in Appendix B in Article A [Does Ability Make a Difference?]). This corroborates the 

theoretical expectations from the AMO framework as highlighted in Section 4.1. Furthermore, 

the findings demonstrate that ability matters more than PSM and opportunity for performance 

at the bottom of the AMO continuum. However, at the opposite end of the continuum, the 

equivalent interactive relationship cannot be found. Opportunity only significantly influences 

performance when PSM and ability are both low. One conclusion that can be drawn from this 

finding is that a low level of PSM can be compensated for by a higher level of ability – and vice 

versa. However, at the high end (regardless of opportunity), ability is the only factor impacting 

performance. Ability has significant consequences for performance if it is decreased, while a 

decrease in PSM does not lead to a decline in performance. This implies that highly public 

service-motivated employees will perform better if they also display a high level of ability. In 

contrast, if the employees initially possess a high level of ability, they will not experience greater 

performance if they are also highly public service-motivated. Altogether, these findings 

demonstrate that ability is an important individual-level factor for both the PSM-performance 

relationship and performance in general. 

Returning to Article B, the study also investigates how PSM and conscientiousness interact 

in predicting short-term absenteeism. In contrast to the unexpected negative interaction 

concerning the impact on subjective performance, the analysis of the relationship between 

PSM and absenteeism shows that conscientiousness plays a negative moderating role, which is 

consistent with the theorized moderation in Section 4.2. The estimated association between 

PSM and short-term absenteeism is significant and negative at higher levels of 

conscientiousness, which supports the notion of a synergistic interaction – i.e., that the positive 

influences of PSM and conscientiousness on short-term absenteeism interact and mutually 

reinforce one other – where higher PSM appears associated with lower short-term 

absenteeism at moderate to higher levels of conscientiousness. This result is much more 
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intuitive. Being committed to helping others and benefiting society, high-PSM employees are 

less likely to be absent from work if they also exhibit a moderate to a high degree of 

conscientiousness. In other words, while higher PSM is associated directly with less short-term 

absenteeism, the strength of this relationship is more pronounced among more conscientious 

employees.  

7.2 The influence of personality traits, leadership, and team 

relations on performance 
In contrast to Article A and Article B, which aimed to provide insights into how distinct 

individual-level factors affect the strength or direction of the relationship between PSM and 

performance, Articles C and D endeavor to elucidate whether horizontal and vertical relations 

and personality traits affect performance, and if so, then to what extent PSM acts as the 

underlying mechanism transferring these effects. Figure 7.2 illustrates how Article C and Article 

D relate to each other and RQ2 (see the next page). To gain a deeper understanding of the 

direct relationship and the pathways of how these effects are transferred, both articles utilize 

structural equation modeling (SEM) as estimation strategy, which is targeted, in part, to analyze 

mediation. 

Overall, mediation involves both causality and a temporal ordering among the variables of 

interest (i.e., independent, mediator, and dependent), where the mediator is both considered 

as a cause (antecedent) and effect (Baron and Kenny, 1986). To apply mediational analyses, 

three conditions have to be fulfilled. First, the variation that appears in the independent 

variable accounts for variations in the mediator variable. Second, variations in the mediator 

variable account for variations in the dependent variable, and finally, when including both the 

mediator and independent variables in the analysis, the effect of the independent variable on 

the dependent variable either decreases or completely disappears (Baron and Kenny, 1986). 

When the independent variable no longer affects the dependent variable after the mediator is 

introduced it is called a full mediation. In contrast, when the relationship between the 

independent and dependent variable is reduced in absolute size but is still different from zero 

when the mediator is added, it reflects a partial mediation. 
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While a clear-cut distinction occurs between dependent and independent variables in 

standard regression analysis due to the a priori assignment of each variable as either a cause 

or an effect, such analysis is ill-suited for modeling mediational relationships (Kraemer et al., 

2001; MacKinnon and Fairchild, 2009). Despite similarities in appearance, structural equation 

modeling (SEM) differs significantly from regression and provides a more appropriate 

framework for performing mediation analyses (Gunzler et al., 2013). In fact, using strong priori 

theory, as presented in Chapters 2-4, SEM is a powerful technique for capturing complex and 

causal pathways by testing the relationships between the independent and dependent 

variables and the intermediate variable that is posited to mediate the relationship between 

these variables. The simultaneous nature of the indirect and direct effects, and the reciprocal 

role the mediator plays as both a cause for the outcome and an effect of the intervention, are 

more appropriately captured using structural equations than using regression analysis (Bollen 

and Pearl, 2013). This is so because SEM simplifies testing mediation hypotheses in a single 

analysis, as direct effects (the effect of one variable on another variable without mediation) 

and indirect effects (the effect that arises from the mediating variable) can be measured at the 

same time. This runs counter to standard regression procedure initially recommended by 

Baron and Kenny (1986), in which ad hoc methods must be applied to gain insights about  

indirect and direct effects. Moreover, another important advantage of SEM over standard 

regression methods is that it both provides model fit information regarding the consistency of 

the hypothesized mediational model with the data and an indication of the likelihood of the 

causality assumptions made when constructing the mediation model. The SEM strategy is 

explained more in detail in Articles C and D. 

7.2.1 The direct relationships 

In Article C, the initial puzzle was to investigate whether the Big Five personality traits affect 

performance in public organizations. The analyses yield support for the initial theorized 

relationships, stating that personality traits are significantly related to performance, with the 

exception of agreeableness. Consistent with the findings from a wide range of private sector 

studies, conscientiousness is positively related to performance, while neuroticism is negatively 

related to performance. This adds to the understanding of these traits as universal forecasters 

of performance (Barrick, Mount, and Judge, 2001; Hogan and Holland, 2003). Moreover, the 

personality traits of extraversion and openness to experience are positively related to 
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performance. Concerning extraversion, this finding indicates that confident employees who 

enjoy interaction with others and display a high degree of organizational citizenship behavior 

perform better than their counterparts who are low on this trait. This aligns well with the fact 

that working in nursing homes requires a crucial amount of teamwork and good interpersonal 

relationships. Moreover, as mentioned in Chapter 5, many LTC sectors – including the Danish 

one – are undergoing substantial changes related to both the organization and delivery of their 

services. Along these lines, a number of new initiatives have been implemented to 

accommodate the demographic transition toward increasing demands for LTC, which 

demonstrates the importance of employees being open to new ideas and information to 

ensure high performance.71  

Against expectations, however, agreeableness is not significantly related to performance. 

It seems puzzling that agreeable employees' altruistic and helpful natures do not enhance 

performance within this specific context. As mentioned in Section 4.2, agreeableness is, just 

like conscientiousness and extraversion, positively related to organizational citizenship 

behavior. While the latter two traits are more closely related to organization-targeted 

citizenship behavior, which is likely to support task performance, agreeableness aligns more 

closely to individual-targeted citizenship behavior, which is aimed at coworkers and strives to 

create harmonious and cooperative workplace environments (Ilies et al., 2009; Judge, Heller, 

and Mount, 2002). In turn, agreeable employees tend to support the performance of others, 

which potentially restricts the time available for engaging in behaviors related to their own task 

performance (Rubin, Diersdorff, and Bachrach, 2013). 

Article D argues that the literature should supplement research interest in vertical 

relations (leadership) with a more profound interest in horizontal relations, e.g., team 

relations, to gain a deeper understanding of factors affecting performance and performance-

related outcomes in public organizations. The findings clearly show the relevance of studying 

these two types of variables in the same study as they reveal heterogeneous effects across the 

distinct outcome measures. The analyses show that both transformational leadership and 

supportive team relations corroborate the expected theorized relationship with performance, 

job satisfaction, and intention to quit. In other words, the results partially corroborate what 

71 Yet the statistically significant relationship disappears when PSM is included in analyses. This may, however, be 
a consequence of loss of degrees of freedom due to the sample size rather than reflecting a true relationship. 
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was theorized as transformational leadership, and supportive team relations are important 

factors to enhance performance and job satisfaction and reduce employees’ intention to quit. 

In contrast, transformational leadership or supportive team relations affect neither sickness 

absence nor user satisfaction. Overall, the measurements for sickness absence and user 

satisfaction do not provide any significant results. However, concerning the latter, the article 

is cautious in drawing any firm conclusions based on this result as the variation in this variable 

is rather limited, as explained in Section 6.4.4.4.  

With respect to the ambition of illuminating the relative importance of vertical and 

horizontal relations regarding performance and a number of performance-related outcomes, 

Article D makes an important contribution to the field in highlighting their heterogeneous 

effects. The analyses clearly state that the importance of transformational leadership vis-à-vis 

team relations plays out differently depending on which performance-related outcome 

measures are investigated. While the relationship between team relations and performance is 

approximately twice the size of the relationship between transformational leadership and this 

outcome measure, transformational leadership has the strongest relationship with job 

satisfaction and intention to quit. 

7.2.2 The mediating role of PSM 

The aim was also to test the extent to which PSM mediates these relationships, and the results 

corroborate to some extent the theorizing in Article D. Concerning the relationship between 

transformational leadership and the distinct outcome measures, PSM only acts as a mediating 

mechanism with regard to subjective performance. Indeed, PSM fully mediates this 

relationship. In the same vein, the analyses find indirect effects when considering team 

relations, as the relationships with performance and job satisfaction are partially mediated 

through PSM. This indicates that team relations also work through mechanisms other than 

PSM, which supports the article's claim (also stated in Section 7.2.1) that public administration 

research should pay closer attention to horizontal relations in public organizations. When 

including mediation in the analyses, the relationships between transformational leadership vis-

à-vis team relations and performance are equally strong when looking at the part of the 

relationship that is mediated through PSM. 

Article C also aimed to provide evidence on whether PSM acts as an underlying mechanism 

through which personality traits affect performance. The analysis partially corroborates the 
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theoretical expectations, as the effects of conscientiousness and neuroticism on performance 

are partially mediated by PSM. While the latter trait decreases employees’ capabilities to enact 

pro-social behavior (i.e., they do not possess the capacity to empathize with the problems of 

others), the personality trait of conscientiousness fosters employees’ supportive attitudes 

towards society and their willingness to be dedicated to work for the benefit of others and thus 

their PSM. In contrast, the relationships between extraversion and openness to experience and 

performance do not work through this particular motivational mechanism. 
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CChhaapptteerr  88  

CCoonncclluussiioonn  

In the wake of a decade of fiscal austerity combined with new and increasing demands for 

public services, the search for ways to increase public service performance has gained 

immense political attention and is pivotal for public administration research. Moreover, the 

global coronavirus pandemic and the fiscal response to the pandemic’s economic fallout have 

in no way made the issue of performance in the public sector less relevant. PSM has long been 

considered a critical human resource for improving and increasing the efficiency of public 

service provision by both practitioners and scholars (Vandenabeele, Leisink, and Knies, 2013). 

Even though existing research has come a long way in clarifying the causes and consequences 

of PSM, it still has not found the final pieces of the puzzle. There are still some shortcomings 

regarding the conditioning factors for the PSM-performance relationship and how PSM acts as 

an underlying mechanism in transferring the effect of both individual-level and organizational-

level factors on performance. These shortcomings limit the opportunities to develop a 

coherent theoretical PSM framework and critically impede the possibility of making sound 

recommendations to practitioners concerning means to foster PSM and ultimately improve 

public service performance. To fill these gaps and add new pieces to the performance puzzle, 

the overall aim of this dissertation was to investigate how PSM unfolds in the provision of public 

services when taking employee ability and personality traits, as well as vertical leadership and 

horizontal team relations into account.  

In recent years, scholars have underlined the importance of looking into organizational 

contextual factors to investigate the impacts of PSM (Awan, Bel, Esteve, 2020; Lynggaard, 

Pedersen, and Andersen, 2018; van Loon, 2017; van Loon et al., 2018). In contrast, research 

has so far not – or only to a small extent – considered PSM alongside individual factors like 

ability and personality traits. By adopting an integrative approach and combining theoretical 

insights from other disciplines with PSM theory, new knowledge has been gained that is 

important for advancing public administration research concerned with how to improve 
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performance. More specifically, the dissertation was geared towards the following two 

research questions: 

RQ1: Do individual-level factors in terms of employee ability and conscientiousness moderate 

the effect of PSM on performance?  

RQ2: Does PSM mediate the effect of personality traits and vertical and horizontal relations on 

performance? 

The dissertation consists of four self-contained articles, each of which provides a number of 

contributions both individually and as part of the dissertation as a whole. While the individual 

articles can be read in their entirety in Chapters 9-12, the following section serves to compile 

the findings and provide an overview of their overarching contributions. In addition to 

answering how the dissertation contributes to and advances the state of scholarship on PSM 

and performance, the chapter discusses the limitations and implications of the findings and 

highlights the prominent venues of interest for future research. 

8.1 Theoretical contributions - What have we learned? 
As mentioned above, existing research concerning the PSM-performance relationship has 

primarily been concerned with the contingent effect of organizational characteristics and 

institutional context (Vandenabeele and van Loon, 2015), whereas insufficient attention has 

been devoted to the implications of individual predispositions and personal factors for highly 

public service-motivated employees’ effort and performance. These shortcomings limit the 

potential to make sound suggestions of theoretical and practical relevance for how to foster 

the potential of PSM and improve public service performance. To address this gap and answer 

RQ1, the dissertation integrates AMO theory and the Big Five Model to offer empirical evidence 

of the conditioning effects of employee abilities and the personality trait of conscientiousness 

on the PSM-performance relationship.  

Bringing in individual differences in terms of both personality traits and abilities to explore 

the relationship between PSM and performance adds important knowledge about the 

potential of PSM. First, the findings concerning RQ1 corroborate extant research indicating 

that PSM is positively associated with performance and reinforces the image of PSM as a crucial 

attribute for public service provision. However, the findings suggest that the relationship 
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between PSM and desired organizational outcomes is more nuanced and may not always be 

as important as Perry and Wise (1990) initially proposed. Article A suggests that ability plays a 

noteworthy role in the PSM-performance relationship. Surprisingly, however, ability seems to 

attenuate the PSM-performance relationship rather than strengthen it, whereby the strength 

of the relationship between PSM and performance is weaker at high levels of ability. In contrast 

to the theoretical expectation of a synergistic interplay between PSM and ability, this finding 

suggests that the return on high levels of employee PSM is greatest when ability is more 

limited. When including opportunity and thus considering whether a fit exists between the 

employee and the organization, the negative interplay only operates when opportunity is low. 

Article A also suggests that ability matters more than PSM for performance. While PSM and 

ability are substitutes when either one of these factors is low, ability is the only factor of 

importance if both PSM and ability are high. As pointed out in Section 7.1, when ability is 

lowered, it has a significant negative impact for performance, while a decrease in PSM does 

not affect the level of performance. In other words, the findings imply that performance is 

enhanced when highly public service-motivated employees also display a high level of ability, 

but that is not the case the other way around. 

In addition, Article B demonstrates that ability is not the only personal factor that matters 

for the PSM-performance relationship; conscientiousness is also important for that 

relationship. Here too, the effect of PSM tends to diminish with high levels of 

conscientiousness. In contrast to the negative interplay between PSM and conscientiousness 

in predicting performance, Article B suggests a complementary interplay when considering 

short-term absenteeism as a proxy for performance. In other words, while PSM is associated 

directly with less short-term absenteeism, the strength of this relationship is more pronounced 

among more conscientious LTC workers. As noted earlier, however, PSM is also marked by a 

dark side, which should be discussed in relation to this outcome. Previous research put forward 

that PSM may increase absenteeism in the long run (Jensen, Andersen, and Holten, 2019). This 

is so because highly public service-motivated employees are likely to display a great willingness 

to devote themselves to helping others at the cost of their own mental and physical well-being. 

As presenteeism may result in long-term sickness absenteeism, this dissertation cannot refute 

the possibility that high PSM and high conscientiousness may have unintended consequences 

by means of absenteeism due to illness in the long run. Along these lines, combining the dark 

side literatures of both PSM and conscientiousness may offer a potential explanation for the 
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negative interplay with regard to the effects on performance. As discussed in Section 7.1, the 

other side of the coin of being conscientious by nature and highly public service-motivated is 

fear of failure and unreasonable attention to detail, which can trigger employees to 

unconsciously sabotage their performance (van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne, 2017).  

While the above findings contribute to the understanding of PSM as a latent human 

resource whose particular value for performance improvements is conditioned by employees’ 

personality characteristics and abilities, research into the antecedents that can stimulate and 

foster employee PSM is also needed. This ambition speaks directly to the second research 

question, which was directed toward gaining a deeper insight into how PSM serves as an 

underlying mechanism transferring the effect of other important determinants of 

performance.  

First, the articles concerning RQ2 suggest the Big Five personality traits as an internal route 

to enhancing public service performance. The findings in Article C are in accordance with the 

immense body of research from neighboring disciplines demonstrating the importance of 

personality traits for performance in the private sector. The evidence in both Articles B and C 

illustrates that integrating personality theory into public administration is advantageous in 

predicting performance in public organizations. 

In addition, Article D shows that vertical relations in terms of transformational leadership 

matter for performance, but suggests that this focus should also be supplemented with 

interest in horizontal relations to gain a comprehensive insight into managerial practices that 

can bring about better performance. The findings demonstrate that transformational 

leadership and team relations are positively related to distinct performance-related measures 

(apart from user satisfaction and absenteeism). However, the relative importance of these two 

organizational factors plays out differently. While the relationship between team relations and 

performance is twice the size of that with transformational leadership, when it comes to the 

relationship with job satisfaction and intention to quit, transformational leadership has the 

strongest impact. It is intriguing that team relations have such a profound relationship with 

performance compared to job satisfaction. As discussed in Section 6.4.3, self-reported 

performance measures call for caution due to CSB, but the same applies for job satisfaction; 

ergo this cannot explain the difference in results. In contrast, it may relate to the particular 

empirical setting. LTC is marked by complex working situations both in professional and 

emotional terms, and it is beneficial that employees feel like they perform well against this 
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background. Good team relations may support this feeling given the work organization. In 

comparison, job satisfaction is not necessarily linked to specific work tasks and the ways these 

tasks are organized, but instead hinges upon external factors such as working hours and salary, 

as well as leadership. In other words, the findings reflect that transformational leadership may 

affect the perception of job satisfaction and intention to quit, whereas team relations may to 

a greater extent influence the way the work is actually done – or at least the perception of it. 

Evidence of PSM as the mediating link, however, is somewhat mixed. The findings (cf. 

Section 7.2.2) suggest that PSM partially mediates the effect of conscientiousness and 

neuroticism on performance. While the dutiful and responsible nature of conscientious 

employees fosters supportive job-related attitudes and behaviors for the benefit of others, 

neuroticism decreases employees’ capabilities to enact pro-social behavior given the tendency 

to be self-centered and lack empathy for others. These tendencies in turn affect performance 

in opposite directions. Although Article B illustrates that PSM and conscientiousness interact 

in predicting performance, the findings in Article C contribute to revealing that the relationship 

between these two psychological and behavioral factors is more complex. As stated above, the 

findings also emphasize that PSM is triggered by conscientiousness (i.e., conscientiousness is 

an antecedent of PSM) and that PSM acts as a motivational mechanism through which 

employees high on this personality trait display supportive attitudes and behaviors toward the 

goals of their organization. The findings not only provide valuable insights into the personality-

performance relationship by illuminating a link through which personality affects performance, 

but also contribute to the still emerging literature concerned with the psychological 

antecedents of PSM.  

Moreover, the findings reveal that the relationship between transformational leadership 

and performance is fully mediated by PSM, whereas PSM partially mediates the team relations-

performance relationship. In contrast, the relationships between transformational leadership 

and job satisfaction and intention to quit, respectively, do not work through PSM. Thus, the 

findings also highlight that both transformational leadership and team relations are 

antecedents of PSM. Managers can therefore cultivate their employees’ PSM by applying a 

transformational leadership strategy. By developing, sharing, and sustaining the organization's 

vision and infusing employees’ tasks with ideological meaning and purpose, transformational 

leaders elevate employee motivation to go beyond self-interest for the sake of organizational 
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negative interplay with regard to the effects on performance. As discussed in Section 7.1, the 

other side of the coin of being conscientious by nature and highly public service-motivated is 
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background. Good team relations may support this feeling given the work organization. In 
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goals. In addition, inclusion in a team and positive interactions with colleagues also enhance 

employees' PSM by fulfilling their desire to help others and contribute to society.  

8.2 Limitations 

8.2.1 Internal validity 

Nevertheless, this dissertation is not without its limitations. As already highlighted in the 

section presenting the data journey, one of the main weaknesses in this dissertation lies in the 

cross-sectional nature of the data, which leaves the findings across all four articles vulnerable 

to concerns about especially two types of endogeneity, manifested in simultaneity or reverse 

causality and omitted variable bias. 

The threats to internal validity that emanate from simultaneity or reverse causality and 

omitted variable bias imply that the analyses conducted in the articles fall short of meeting the 

criteria needed to establish solid causality. First, PSM, ability, personality traits, 

transformational leadership, performance, and all other variables of interest in this dissertation 

are measured at one point in time, making it impossible to clearly establish the temporal 

sequence of the variables empirically. While the findings provide evidence of correlations, they 

fail to provide the evidence necessary for identifying effect. This limitation does not completely 

invalidate the findings of the dissertation, but one must be careful in drawing causal inference 

from the dissertation’s articles. 

That being said, while the arguments in favor of interpreting all the findings in this 

dissertation as causal are mainly theoretical, as discussed in the first part of the dissertation, 

the likelihood of causality is strengthened in some of the articles due to the relationships 

investigated. As mentioned in Section 4.2, both genetic and environmental components 

contribute to both stability and change in personality. Even though people maintain the ability 

to change at all ages, most changes occur in the transition from adolescence to young 

adulthood, in tandem with increasing psychological maturity. Despite these mean-level 

changes, there appears to be substantial stability in personality traits, even over several 

decades (Bleidorn et al., 2019; Caspi and Roberts, 2001; Caspi, Roberts, and Shiner, 

2005). Based on this, the overarching stability in personality traits across the lifespan firmly 

anchors the causal relationship between personality traits and performance. This partly 

confirms the theoretically expected relationships in Article A (i.e., the direct relationships 
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between the Big Five personality traits and performance) and Article C (i.e., the relationship 

between the personality trait of conscientiousness and performance and short-term 

absenteeism, respectively).  

In addition, while some scholars suggest that PSM possesses steady trait-like qualities 

(Christensen, Paarlberg, and Perry, 2017), this dissertation argues (cf. Section 2.2.1) that PSM 

is primarily a result of and cultivated through different socialization processes and interactions 

with the organizationalcontext and therefore to a higher degree reflects dynamic qualities. 

Hence, since personality traits are genetically influenced and largely developed early in life, 

while PSM is a more dynamic state, temporal logic implies that personality traits may cause 

PSM and not the other way around. Moreover, as mentioned in Section 2.2.2, solid empirical 

evidence for PSM being a driver of performance exists (Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen, 

2014; Bellé, 2013), which may make the risk of reverse causality less salient. 

Furthermore, the estimation strategies applied in the articles contribute to addressing the 

concerns about omitted variable bias. The structural equation models utilized in Article C and 

Article D were estimated with cluster robust standard errors to account for heteroscedasticity 

across the ‘clusters’ of observations (nursing homes). In parallel, the nursing home fixed effect 

approach employed in Article A and Article B eliminates confounding due to selection or sorting 

between nursing homes. To account for confounding employee characteristics, all analyses 

were estimated, including the traditional control variables that previous studies have found 

significant (Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen, 2014; van Loon, 2017).  

Moreover, scholars have pointed at conscientiousness as a crucial omitted variable in 

many studies examining the PSM-performance relationship (Wright and Grant, 2010), which 

constitutes a key construct in two of the dissertation’s articles (B and C) and is included as a 

control variable in another (A). Even though other unobserved employee characteristics may 

still bias the estimates, the above certainly reduces the likelihood of omitted variable bias and 

offers, to some extent, a safeguard against drawing conclusions about relationships that are in 

fact artificial and therefore strengthens the internal validity of the findings.  

Although both the question of temporal ordering concerning the direction of causality and 

omitted variable bias were somewhat remedied by embedding the findings in a sound 

theoretical framework as well as by applying estimation strategies and adding variables that 

may control for other possible explanations, there may still be concern regarding internal 

validity. However, even though the data and design cannot be used to infer causality, rejecting 
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a causal interpretation of the articles’ findings solely with reference to potential endogeneity 

bias may do more harm than good (Angrist and Pischke, 2009).  

Another call for caution related to the cross-sectional design and the heavy reliance on 

subjective measures collected from the same survey is the risk CSB. The suspicion is that this 

bias derives from social desirability motives and response consistency concerns, which may 

compromise the internal validity of the findings (Meier and O’Toole, 2013; Podsakoff et al., 

2003). This issue was the subject of discussion in Section 6.4.3, which highlights that even 

though the general scholarly opinion has long been that CSB constitutes a ‘universal inflator of 

correlations’, some scholars have recently started questioning this opinion and argue that the 

concerns are exaggerated, as the bias does not necessarily lead to inflated correlations (George 

and Pandey, 2017). 

Yet, to counter the potential risk of CSB that emanates from the tendency to adhere to 

socially acceptable responses and response bias, several actions were taken in relation to both 

the survey design and data collection strategy (cf. Section 6.3). Moreover, a social desirability 

scale was included in the survey to control the bias that still might occur in the responses (i.e., 

response patterns that conform to social norms about appropriate behaviors and attitudes) 

(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Podsakoff, 2012). Although these precautions do not guard against 

CSB completely, they are likely to have limited the risk of this type of bias.  

As Favero and Bullock (2015) state, utilizing independent data sources for the independent 

and dependent variables is one of the best strategies to eliminate CSB. This strategy was 

adopted in Article B and Article D. Even though absenteeism is not shown to be a significant 

objective outcome measure in Article D, the same measure supports the hypotheses examined 

in Article B. Moreover, the reason why user satisfaction does not correlate with the 

independent variables in Article D may be a measurement artifact caused by the limited 

variation in the aggregate rather than a true finding.  

Regardless of the methodological discussion and precautions, this dissertation's attention 

is directed toward mediation and moderation relationships, making the findings less 

susceptible to CSB than findings reflecting more straightforward main effects (Awan, Esteve, 

van Witteloostuijn, 2020; Siemsen, Roth, and Oliveira, 2010). For instance, CSB is not a matter 

of concern in Articles A and B addressing RQ1 (i.e., investigating whether the PSM-performance 

relationship is contingent on ability and conscientiousness). Based on ample studies examining 

interaction models in samples with true and no true interaction effects, respectively, Jakobsen 

148



138 
 

a causal interpretation of the articles’ findings solely with reference to potential endogeneity 

bias may do more harm than good (Angrist and Pischke, 2009).  

Another call for caution related to the cross-sectional design and the heavy reliance on 

subjective measures collected from the same survey is the risk CSB. The suspicion is that this 

bias derives from social desirability motives and response consistency concerns, which may 

compromise the internal validity of the findings (Meier and O’Toole, 2013; Podsakoff et al., 

2003). This issue was the subject of discussion in Section 6.4.3, which highlights that even 

though the general scholarly opinion has long been that CSB constitutes a ‘universal inflator of 

correlations’, some scholars have recently started questioning this opinion and argue that the 

concerns are exaggerated, as the bias does not necessarily lead to inflated correlations (George 

and Pandey, 2017). 

Yet, to counter the potential risk of CSB that emanates from the tendency to adhere to 

socially acceptable responses and response bias, several actions were taken in relation to both 

the survey design and data collection strategy (cf. Section 6.3). Moreover, a social desirability 

scale was included in the survey to control the bias that still might occur in the responses (i.e., 

response patterns that conform to social norms about appropriate behaviors and attitudes) 

(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Podsakoff, 2012). Although these precautions do not guard against 

CSB completely, they are likely to have limited the risk of this type of bias.  

As Favero and Bullock (2015) state, utilizing independent data sources for the independent 

and dependent variables is one of the best strategies to eliminate CSB. This strategy was 

adopted in Article B and Article D. Even though absenteeism is not shown to be a significant 

objective outcome measure in Article D, the same measure supports the hypotheses examined 

in Article B. Moreover, the reason why user satisfaction does not correlate with the 

independent variables in Article D may be a measurement artifact caused by the limited 

variation in the aggregate rather than a true finding.  

Regardless of the methodological discussion and precautions, this dissertation's attention 

is directed toward mediation and moderation relationships, making the findings less 

susceptible to CSB than findings reflecting more straightforward main effects (Awan, Esteve, 

van Witteloostuijn, 2020; Siemsen, Roth, and Oliveira, 2010). For instance, CSB is not a matter 

of concern in Articles A and B addressing RQ1 (i.e., investigating whether the PSM-performance 

relationship is contingent on ability and conscientiousness). Based on ample studies examining 

interaction models in samples with true and no true interaction effects, respectively, Jakobsen 

139 
 

and Jensen (2015) argue that CSB does not produce false significant interaction effects. By 

contrast, in samples with true interaction effects, CSB is likely to attenuate these interactions 

(p. 16). In other words, using the same data source to examine how the PSM-performance 

relationship is moderated by ability and conscientiousness is relatively unproblematic. 

Although the articles' measures may be affected by CSB, the findings concerning the 

interaction effects are not influenced by its existence. If anything, CSB should make the 

analyses conservative (i.e., less efficient). The significant interactions thus strengthen 

confidence in the findings and provide evidence for the importance of both ability and 

conscientiousness for the relationship between PSM and performance. Having said that, while 

the findings may not be affected by CSB, the self-reported performance measure may call for 

caution in the interpretation of the findings in Article B about the negative interaction between 

PSM and conscientiousness in predicting performance. As mentioned in Section 7.1, the finding 

may reflect a methodological artifact caused by a possible tendency among high-

conscientiousness employees to systematically underrate their own performance relative to 

their less conscientious counterparts.  

8.2.2 External validity 

Along with internal validity concerns, the dissertation’s findings are also marked by caveats 

related to external validity. This dissertation’s choice of empirical setting may represent some 

potential limitations. All articles draw on one public service area in a single country, and even 

in a single municipality. Even though this ‘restriction’ to one occupation in one municipality 

certainly has some advantages from a methodological perspective in terms of keeping a 

number of variables constant, it may also limit the generalizability of the findings.  

First, one could ask whether the findings can be extrapolated to all public nursing homes 

in Denmark. As mentioned in Section 5.2, it is up to the Danish municipalities to decide on both 

the specific methods and service levels they want to apply, which is reflected in significant 

differences in the staff-to-resident ratio across municipalities (Hjelmar and Jensen, 2020). The 

composition of residents (i.e., how vulnerable and care-dependent residents are) cannot 

explain these differences alone. Across work shifts on weekdays, some municipalities have 

approximately twice as many residents per employee as others. The largest variations are on 

night shifts, where the ratio across different municipalities ranges from 13.6 residents per 

employee to 30.1 (Hjelmar and Jensen, 2020). Because the staff-to-resident ratio can be 
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considered to be an indicator of time pressure (or work overload) and thus the extent to which 

employees have adequate opportunities to meet residents’ needs (i.e., act upon their PSM), 

the differences may be an important intermediate factor in the PSM-performance relationship, 

which might thus limit the generalizability of the findings. However, because the staff-to-

resident ratio in Aarhus is approximately equal to the average ratio across all municipalities in 

Denmark (Hjelmar and Jensen, 2020: 28), there is no evidence to suggest that the findings from 

the randomized sample of nursing homes collected in Aarhus differ significantly from the 

average municipality with regard to nursing home staffing level.  

Having said that, despite previous studies have found that staffing levels are negatively 

related to work stress and job performance, and thus negatively related to both the quality of 

care and the well-being of residents (Hannan, Norman, and Redfern, 2001; Pekkarinen et al., 

2004), one should not overestimate the importance of work overload. Several studies, for 

example, have shown that individual capability (i.e., caseload per caseworker) only affects 

coping among frontline employees in some policy areas (Baviskar and Winter, 2017; Winter, 

2002; 2003), and moreover that frontline employees’ subjectively experienced work overload 

is far more important in explaining their use of coping strategies than more objective measures 

for capacity (Beer et al., 2008; Heinesen et al., 2004). 

Second, one could also ask whether the findings can be found in LTC contexts outside 

Denmark. On the one hand, the Danish LTC sector may not be representative of LTC in other 

western countries. Denmark is representative of the Scandinavian welfare model, which is also 

true in the area of LTC. Not only is the structure of care highly institutionalized, but the Danish 

sector is also very comprehensive, with the highest government spending as a share of GDP in 

Europe. Moreover, as emphasized in Section 5.2, LTC systems are a remarkably changeable 

policy area of welfare state development, and national differences in LTC provision are more 

striking than any other public service provision area (León, Ranci, and Rostgaard, 2014). 

However, on the other hand, LTC across countries is concerned with a similar objective: to 

increase the quality of life of persons in need of care through tasks such as providing basic care 

and helping them with activities of daily living. This, in turn, supports the generalizability of the 

findings outside Denmark.  

Although LTC workers are considered a low-skilled occupational group compared to other 

groups of public service providers such as nurses and teachers, Danish LTC workers overall hold 

a higher level of educational qualifications compared to their counterparts in other countries. 
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An OECD report (2020b) shows that less than half of OECD countries request that LTC workers 

hold a minimum level of education and a license or certificate showing that they have adequate 

abilities and skills. Even though Article A's findings do not support the theoretical expectation 

of a synergetic interplay between PSM and ability in predicting performance, they reveal that 

the factors act as substitutes. Due to the general lower education level among LTC workers in 

other countries, it is likely that the impact of PSM on performance is larger in those countries 

than in the empirical setting in this dissertation, where ability attenuates the relationship. 

In addition, for Article D, it is particularly important to note that the Danish context 

constitutes a most likely case for investigating the impact of transformational leadership vis-à-

vis team relations. Danish society is defined by a very low degree of power distance (Hofstede 

and Hofstede, 2005), and more specifically the nursing homes are characterized by a strong 

team organization and the greatest span of control in the Danish public sector 

(Ledelseskommisionen, 2017). Although the article's theoretical argument is expected to be 

broadly applicable to other LTC settings, one might find a smaller impact of team relations in 

contexts with a lower degree of team organization.  

However, on the other hand, most western countries are very like Denmark in another 

respect, namely that they are struggling to meet increasing demands for care as a result of 

demographic changes at the same time as they are facing problems concerning the LTC 

workforce (i.e., recruitment and retention, high turnover rates, and a widespread shortage of 

skilled workers). Furthermore, employees in other LTC contexts may also be widely 

characterized by relatively high levels of PSM and have a personal interest in working with the 

elderly and making a difference in their lives. This, in turn, supports and increases the likelihood 

that the findings of at least three out of the four articles in the dissertation also apply to LTC 

outside of Denmark. 

Finally, with respect to the external validity of the findings to organizational contexts 

providing other public services, the theoretical framework and arguments rest on the 

international PSM research. Although LTC constitutes both the theoretical and empirical point 

of departure for this dissertation, the arguments are formulated based on the theoretical gaps 

in the literature and aim to contribute to this rather than investigate Danish LTC provision in 

itself. In general, LTC employees and other frontline employees alike (such as police officers, 

teachers, and social workers) who are concerned with the provision of public services are 

typically characterized by some common features related to their work conditions (e.g., 
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mission and task responsibilities, considerable personal autonomy and employee discretion to 

make certain decisions related to the nature, quantity, and quality of the public services) 

(Brehm and Gates, 1997; Lipsky, 1980). Like LTC employees, other frontline employees are also 

expected to be fueled by a desire to do good for others and society, which implies that the 

findings may also be extrapolated to other public service areas. At the same time, however, 

because LTC employees are some of the least educated public providers, this potentially limits 

the generalizability of the findings in Article A to other public service jobs that require higher 

levels of specialized training and expertise, while the finding concerning the impact of team 

relations may not be as pronounced in public service areas where teamwork is less relevant.  

8.3 Suggestions for future research 
Based on the insights from this dissertation, there are several avenues for future research. The 

first avenue that the dissertation motivates and inspires relates to the limitations concerning 

internal validity. To establish firm conclusions and thus reinforce the dissertation's findings, 

scholars should be encouraged to examine both research questions using research designs 

with the capacity for causal identification. Viable designs involve the use of longitudinal data 

to capture changes in PSM, or field experiments that affect employees’ PSM. However, 

because PSM (and also personality) may change very little over time and field experiments are 

resource-demanding, survey experiments may be a suitable approach. For example, using an 

experimental vignette methodology in future research investigating the relationship between 

individuals’ PSM and personality in predicting performance would enable experimental 

manipulation of cues priming PSM, personality traits, or both. Moreover, while the findings in 

this dissertation can be considered state-of-the-art, it also highlights that future research 

should replicate the analyses and investigate whether the findings are robust when 

performance is measured using an independent data source or objective measures. While the 

dissertation includes a register-based data source by means of absenteeism, future research 

should continue to pay attention to the use of other independent performance measures as a 

safeguard against CSB. Even though the search for objective measures typically involves very 

narrow definitions of performance (Andrews, Boyne, and Walker, 2011), future research would 

especially benefit from the inclusion of objective task-related performance data. Besides 

eliminating CSB issues, such data also eliminate concerns about whether the findings reflect 

other methodological artifacts, as highlighted in relation to the findings in Article B (i.e., the 
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concern about whether conscientious employees systematically underrate their own 

performance, causing a negative interaction with PSM in predicting performance). New 

research should also strive to employ a user satisfaction survey that can be linked either 

individually to employees’ effort or to the team level to achieve sufficient variation in the user 

satisfaction measure to identify significant relationships. 

In addition, this dissertation indicates the need for research that tests the boundaries for 

extrapolating the dissertation’s findings. As mentioned, the Danish LTC sector's institutional 

configuration may entail that the findings are not fully generalizable to other LTC settings. For 

example, it would be valuable to replicate Article D's findings in LTC settings with less team 

organization. However, future research will not only benefit from examining how well the 

findings presented in this dissertation extend to LTC settings in other countries but also by 

applying the theoretical framework in other public service settings and in different cultural or 

national contexts. For example, by making stronger efforts to link personality psychology with 

PSM, future research should examine the findings in Article C concerning the relationship 

between personality and PSM in other sectors to improve our understanding of the deeper 

psychological roots of individuals’ motivation to serve the public. In summary, strengthening 

the internal and external validity of the findings could hold considerable potential to reinforce 

the conclusions drawn here and take further steps to unraveling how PSM unfolds in the 

provision of public services. 

Another way for future research to approach the findings in Article B is by applying a long-

term perspective. As mentioned above, the findings concerning the PSM-absenteeism 

relationship relate to a measure of short-term absenteeism. However, prior research suggests 

that presenteeism potentially increases long-term absenteeism (Jensen, Andersen, and Holten, 

2019). The dissertation, therefore, encourages future research to investigate whether the 

interplay between high PSM and high conscientiousness may have unintended consequences 

for absenteeism in the long run. Moreover, while Article B focuses solely on the interplay 

between PSM and conscientiousness, research should also theorize and empirically test how 

other personality traits may moderate the effects of PSM. In addition, even though Article D 

suggests that PSM acts as a mechanism through which management affects performance, 

there may be other potentially relevant mediators as well. Future research investigating this 

issue is also warranted to gain deeper insight into the mechanism through which vertical and 

horizontal relations can affect performance. It could, for instance, be valuable to explore how 
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factors like goal clarity (Conti and Kleiner, 1997), knowledge sharing (Lee et al., 2010), and self-

efficacy (Bandura, 1997) work as mediators for these relationships.  

Looking at PSM through the lens of the AMO framework has shown to be useful to explore 

the potential of both employees’ abilities and their desire to do good for others. In the same 

way as future studies should strive for objective performance measures, research could also 

capitalize on the use of more objective ability measures, such as job-specific ability tests or 

ability assessments. However, education and training can be employed not only to align 

employees’ abilities with their job requirements and improve performance; they can also be 

applied as a socialization mechanism that may raise employee awareness of the organization's 

mission and goals (Boon and Den Hartog, 2011). While this suggestion departs from the focus 

in this dissertation, future research could fruitfully benefit from highlighting how and whether 

employee abilities contribute to establishing a ‘good fit’ between employees and their 

organizations to realize the potential of PSM for performance and other relevant 

organizational goals. 

Moreover, as mentioned several times throughout the dissertation, public sector 

performance is complex and cannot be reduced to a single dimension. Indeed, performance is 

multidimensional. Moreover, using only a single measure may be inappropriate because it 

potentially dismisses other outcomes relevant to the organization. This concerns, in particular, 

whether the interests of the stakeholders reflect performance trade-offs (for instance, product 

focus – i.e., efficiency and effectiveness – and process focus – i.e., equity, integrity, and 

responsiveness). In practice, if managers are forced to undermine high performance on one 

performance dimension to pursue high performance on another, the attention paid by 

research to certain performance measures and consequent ignoring of other dimensions can 

be problematic (Mikkelsen, 2018; Moynihan et al., 2011). Since the outcome measures applied 

in this dissertation involve partial aspects of individual and organizational performance, it thus 

follows that the findings only relate to a subset of performance indicators. Future studies 

should therefore also strive to expand the set of performance measures examined and 

investigate how PSM unfolds in relation to other performance dimensions such as democracy 

or output in terms of quantity and quality, extra-role performance, or the abovementioned 

overarching focus on product and process (Andersen, Boesen, and Pedersen, 2016; Boyne, 

2002; Brewer and Selden, 2000). 
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Finally, the dissertation’s findings should also encourage further research to employ 

theoretical insights and empirical findings from other academic disciplines. For instance, while 

PSM matters for a wide array of public organizational outcomes, the effects may differ 

considerably, contingent on employees’ personality traits. Future research seeking to 

disentangle when and how individuals’ PSM and personality interact in predicting work-related 

outcomes will certainly benefit the PSM literature and advance the overall public 

administration research concerned with the sustainability of the policies and practices of public 

service provision through public sector improvements.  

8.4 Practical implications 
By developing closer connections to the psychological and management disciplines, this 

dissertation was not only an endeavor to bridge the gap theoretically and contribute to the 

existing research on PSM, but also to reflect on how the findings regarding how PSM unfolds 

may be of relevance to practice. The vigorous scholarly interest in PSM has primarily revolved 

around looking for new ways to increase public service performance and provide high-quality 

services at little or no extra cost. As outlined at the beginning of this dissertation, PSM could 

be seen as a means to mitigate principal-agent problems (Gailmard, 2010). Given their desire 

to benefit others, highly public service-motivated employees are more likely to follow the 

mission of their organization at the expense of personal interests and rewards since the 

accomplishment of their jobs provides these employees with a feeling of achievement and 

compensation for their effort.  

Thus, one of the most obvious practical implications arises from the second part of the 

dissertation regarding how managers may affect PSM and performance. The findings 

strengthen the perception of transformational leadership as a means to promote PSM and 

align employees’ views of what it means to do good and the organizational mission and goals. 

This underpins the practical relevance of transformational leadership, as managers can 

capitalize on articulating a clear vision for the organization. This may not only infuse employees' 

tasks with meaning and purpose but may, in turn, also elevate employee motivation to go 

beyond self-interest and act in accordance with the mission and goals of the organization.  

However, the findings also underline that leadership behavior exercised vertically by 

formal leaders is not the only high-impact strategy related to performance improvements. 

Managers should also be attentive to horizontal forms of organization like a supportive internal 
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team environment to sustain and foster organizational benefits. However, the findings 

illustrate that transformational leadership vis-à-vis team relations unfolds in different ways. 

While transformational leadership primarily affects performance-related outcomes reflecting 

the well-being of the employees (i.e., job satisfaction and intention to quit), team environment 

may comprise more functional effects, as indicated by its profound relationship with self-

reported performance. Put together, since the provision of public service tasks often is 

complex, demanding coordination and teamwork, managers should take the heterogeneous 

effects of both vertical leadership and horizontal relations into account – or should at least 

seek to work with distinct performance-related measures when embarking on management by 

objectives. 

Moreover, endeavors to gain deeper insights into the PSM-personality traits interplay are 

not only academically intriguing but also of practical importance and relevance. Scholars have 

long acknowledged the potential benefits of HR recruitment processes that actively attract and 

select job applicants with high PSM to improve the performance of the organization (Pedersen, 

2015; Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann, 2016). The findings in this dissertation also support PSM as 

a valid selection criterion for public service jobs. However, the effectiveness of thorough 

recruitment and selection processes may be widely improved by screening job applicants’ 

personality traits. Not only should personality traits be an integral part of these practices to 

capitalize on the positive relationships between the traits and performance, but also because 

some personality traits may significantly bolster the organizational benefits of having highly 

public service-motivated employees, while particular traits in other situations may serve as 

substitutes for high PSM in ensuring public service performance. The use of personality and 

psychological tests is not a new phenomenon, but has roots that go back to the early part of 

the 20th century (Gibby and Zickar, 2008). However, while these tests typically have been 

bound to evaluating the suitability of job applicants for positions within the private sector or 

management across both sectors, integrating these tests into the recruitment of frontline 

employees could also be a valuable route to revealing whether or not a job applicant fits a 

specific position.72  

                                                           
72 Although this dissertation recognizes that the existing personality test that is commonly used (e.g., the Myers-
Briggs Type Indicator) has been the subject of much criticism because it exhibits significant psychometric 
deficiencies (Al-Shawaf, 2021; Stein and Swan, 2019), this shortcoming concerns a measurement issue and 
therefore does not invalidate the potential benefits of paying attention to personality traits in the selection 
process for hiring public service employees. 
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Besides paying attention to hiring employees with the ‘right’ type of personality, the 

findings also highlight the importance of hiring employees with abilities that match the job 

requirements and valuing continued education and proper on-the-job training as a means of 

ensuring the delivery of high-quality public services. This finding is particularly of interest to 

the LTC sectors in many western countries. To cope with both shortages and high turnover, 

substitutes are often employed. However, these employees come at a higher cost and often 

do not have the relevant qualifications (Francesca et al., 2011). Working in LTC is more complex 

than often portrayed. LTC tasks go well beyond the provision of activities of daily living (ADL) 

and involve assignments such as monitoring care recipients' health status, implementing care 

plans, and medication administration. The absence of qualifications may, in particular, be 

problematic when the tasks go beyond basic care and require higher levels of expertise and 

knowledge. However, even though ADL support does not typically require a high level of 

training, basic tasks like eating or toileting may also be complex and require training when the 

care recipients have severe conditions such as dementia.  

As mentioned at the beginning of this dissertation, it may be far from rocket science to 

posit that employees must possess the necessary abilities and qualifications to carry out their 

work and ensure the quality of LTC provision. The story presented in the prologue speaks for 

itself. Although the Danish LTC sector has a developed training program for LTC workers (see 

Section 5.2), it nevertheless employs a significant proportion of unskilled workers. Moreover, 

as already stated, many OECD countries do not even require LTC workers to hold a minimum 

education level. Along these lines, a recently published OECD report (2020b) concludes that 

LTC sectors in most countries suffer from ability misfits. Many LTC workers do not have 

sufficient geriatric care knowledge, including abilities to manage chronic diseases and complex 

needs such as dementia and other tasks related to care after hospital discharges and 

management of emergencies or bereavement (p. 14). 

Even though the findings illustrate that PSM can compensate to some degree for a low 

level of ability, ability also has a significant impact on performance among employees 

displaying high levels of PSM – performance is improved by a higher level of ability and declines 

when it is lowered. Thus by bridging the ability gap, potential performance improvements can 

be made. Given both the increasing complexity of LTC recipients' conditions and the growing 

demand for care, the need for skilled workers is likely to intensify in the future. Apart from 

focusing on educational and training solutions, addressing these challenges requires a more 
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comprehensive approach to LTC, which also involves enhancing the attractiveness and the 

overall image of the sector in general (Francesca et al., 2011). 
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EEnngglliisshh  ssuummmmaarryy 

In the wake of a decade of fiscal austerity and tight public budgets combined with new and 

increasing demands for public services driven by an aging population, globalization, and 

immigration, the quest to improve public service performance is a central subject among public 

administration scholars and policymakers alike. Moreover, because of the current global 

coronavirus pandemic and the fiscal response to the pandemic’s economic fallout, the call to 

increase performance and the search for ways to secure high-quality and efficient provision of 

public services have greater urgency than ever. Since employees are pivotal in public service 

provision, scholars have long recognized employee motivation, and in particular public service 

motivation (PSM), as a critical human resource with the potential to address these challenges 

(Vandenabeele, Leisink, and Knies, 2013; Rainey and Steinbauer, 1999).  

PSM refers to individuals’ willingness and desire to do good for others and society through 

public service delivery (Perry and Hondeghem, 2008a). Even though research has come a long 

way in clarifying whether, and if so how managers can activate it as a nonfinancial tool and 

direct it toward organizational objectives, these research efforts have still not found the final 

pieces of the puzzle. While scholars have stressed the significance of looking into organizational 

contextual factors to illustrate how PSM unfolds as a currency of particular value for 

performance improvements (e.g., Awan, Bel, Esteve, 2020; Lynggaard, Pedersen, and 

Andersen, 2018; Van Loon, 2017; Van Loon et al., 2018), they have so far not – or only to a 

limited extent – considered PSM alongside individual-level factors in predicting performance. 

By bringing the individual into how PSM unfolds in the provision of public services, this 

dissertation seeks to add a new piece to the puzzle to understand how public organizations 

can activate and capitalize upon PSM in improving performance. This is done by elucidating 

how different individual-level factors – in terms of ability and the personality trait of 

conscientiousness – may facilitate and reinforce how PSM positively impacts performance. The 

dissertation adopts an integrative approach by utilizing theoretical insights and empirical 

findings regarding the individual perspective from human resource management and the 

adjacent fields of organizational behavior and industrial-organizational psychology. By 

developing closer connections to these disciplines, the dissertation first seeks to bridge the gap 
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theoretically and generate knowledge with practical value, illustrating the potential for 

performance improvements through PSM.  

However, PSM may not only be a direct route to higher performance but also a mechanism 

that underlies the positive effects of other important determinants of performance. Very little 

research attention has so far been directed at the mediating effects of PSM (Quratulain and 

Khan, 2015); still, knowledge on this subject is no less essential as it helps to unravel how public 

organizations can capitalize upon key processes involved in improving performance. Therefore, 

the second aim of this dissertation is to gain a deeper understanding of how attributes 

possessed by both the individual and management are reflected via PSM. While insights from 

neighboring disciplines have shown the importance of personality traits for performance in the 

private sector (Barrick and Mount, 1991; Hurtz and Donovan, 2000), knowledge about whether 

these individual differences also reflect an internal route to enhancing public sector 

performance is still lacking (for an exception, see Jiang, Wang, and Zhou, 2009). In addition to 

exploring these traits’ direct relationships with performance in a public sector context, this 

dissertation also uncovers how they exert their effects on performance by investigating the 

mediational influence of PSM. Along with the potential moderating effect of the personality 

trait of conscientiousness on the relationship between PSM and performance, the dissertation 

suggests that the relationship between traits, PSM, and performance may be more complex, 

as personality can also have indirect effects on performance via PSM. 

Moreover, the ‘leadership matters’ concept has also been echoed in the scholarly interest 

in this subject. Previous research has not only found leadership style, in terms of 

transformational leadership, to enhance performance (Jacobsen and Andersen 2015, Nielsen 

et al. 2019; Trottier, Van Wart, and Wang, 2008), but it has also been recognized as an essential 

cultivator of PSM (Bellé, 2014; Vandenabeele, 2014; Wright, Moynihan, and Pandey, 2012). 

Yet, no research has so far combined these two strands and examined the role of PSM as the 

process link between transformational leadership and performance. Aside from the potential 

benefits of leadership behavior exercised vertically by formal leaders, the broader leadership 

literature also highlights the importance of horizontal relations, such as a supportive internal 

team environment, for performance (Carson, Tesluk, and Marrone, 2007; Russo, 2012). This 

dissertation therefore challenges the relative importance of vertical relations by comparing 

their impact with that of horizontal relations, but it also explores whether their relationships 

with performance and performance-related outcomes are exercised through PSM. 
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To increase our knowledge of how PSM unfolds in the provision of public services, the 

dissertation empirically conducts four quantitative studies utilizing both survey and 

administrative data from the long-term care sector in Denmark. Bringing in individual 

differences in terms of both ability and the personality trait of conscientiousness as 

moderators in the relationship between PSM and performance adds important knowledge 

about the potential of PSM. Surprisingly, the dissertation does not find a synergetic interplay 

between PSM and these two individual-level factors in predicting performance. Instead, both 

ability and conscientiousness attenuate the PSM-performance relationship rather than 

strengthen it. This means that the return on high levels of employee PSM is greatest when 

ability and conscientiousness respectively are more limited, as they act as substitutes. 

However, the dissertation shows that PSM and conscientiousness act as complements when 

considering short-term absenteeism as a performance-related outcome measure.  

The dissertation also highlights the importance of paying attention to personality in the 

public sector. The dissertation finds that the Big Five personality traits reflect an internal route 

to enhancing public service performance, with the exception of agreeableness. While 

conscientiousness, extraversion, and openness to experience are positively related to 

performance, neuroticism is negatively related to performance. The dissertation also finds that 

PSM is an underlying mechanism through which the effects of conscientiousness and 

neuroticism on performance are partially mediated.  

Finally, the dissertation shows that the literature should supplement research interest in 

vertical relations (e.g., transformational leadership) with a more profound interest in 

horizontal relations (e.g., team relations) to gain comprehensive insight into managerial 

practices that can bring about better performance. The dissertation reveals the relevance of 

studying these two types of variables in the same study as they display heterogeneous effects 

across the distinct performance measures. While the relationship between team relations and 

self-perceived performance is twice the size of that between transformational leadership and 

self-perceived performance, when it comes to the relationships with job satisfaction and 

intention to quit, transformational leadership has the strongest impact. The dissertation 

furthermore finds that PSM acts as a mediating mechanism of several of these outcomes.  

By developing closer connections to neighboring disciplines, this dissertation endeavors 

not only to bridge the gap theoretically and contribute to the existing research on PSM, 

providing a more nuanced view on the benefits of PSM, but also to reflect on the relevance of 
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the findings regarding how PSM unfolds in order to provide high-quality public services at little 

or no extra cost. While the dissertation supports PSM as a valid selection criterion for public 

service jobs, it also shows that the effectiveness of thorough recruitment and selection 

processes may be widely improved by screening job applicants’ personality traits. Not only 

should personality traits be an integral part of these practices to capitalize on the positive 

relationships between the traits and performance, but also because some personality traits 

may significantly bolster the organizational benefits of having highly public service-motivated 

employees, while particular traits in other situations may serve as substitutes for low PSM in 

ensuring public service performance. Moreover, the dissertation strengthens the perception 

of transformational leadership as a means to stimulate employees’ willingness to ‘do good’ for 

others and thus affect their performance, job satisfaction, and intention to quit, but highlights 

that managers should also be attentive to horizontal forms of organization to sustain and foster 

organizational benefits.  
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DDaannsskk  rreessuumméé 

Spørgsmålet om, hvordan man kan forbedre performance ved leveringen af offentlige 

serviceydelser, er helt centralt for både forvaltningsforskere og politikere. Dette skyldes særligt 

to forhold – 1) de store offentlige nedskæringer og den hårde budgetdisciplin, der fulgte i 

kølvandet på den globale finanskrise, samt 2) et stadigt stigende krav til og behov for offentlige 

serviceydelser affødt af en aldrende befolkning, stigende globalisering og indvandring. I tillæg 

hertil kommer den nuværende coronakrise, som ligeledes har betydet øgede udgifter til 

offentligt forbrug. Alt sammen forhold, der understreger, at behovet for at finde måder at sikre 

en effektiv levering af offentlige serviceydelser, uden at dette går ud over kvaliteten, muligvis 

er større end nogensinde.  

De offentligt ansatte er en afgørende faktor i denne proces grundet deres centrale rolle i 

leveringen af serviceydelser. Forskere peger på, at en af nøglerne til at sikre bedre performance 

i offentlige serviceorganisationer – uden ekstra omkostninger – er medarbejdermotivation og 

især public service motivation (PSM) (Vandenabeele, Leisink og Knies, 2013; Rainey og 

Steinbauer, 1999). 

PSM refererer til den særlige drivkraft, der stammer fra ønsket om at gøre noget godt for 

andre mennesker og samfundet via leveringen af offentlige serviceydelser (Perry and 

Hondeghem, 2008a). Den eksisterende forskning er allerede kommet et godt stykke ad vejen i 

forhold til at afdække, om og hvordan offentlige ledere kan anvende PSM som et ikke-finansielt 

redskab til at understøtte og fremme den arbejdsindsats og de serviceydelser, som de 

offentligt ansatte leverer. Særligt understreger den eksisterende forskning betydningen af den 

organisatoriske kontekst og tilstedeværelsen af en række ”fit” mellem offentligt ansatte og 

deres arbejdsplads for udfoldelsen af PSM’s potentiale (se fx Awan, Bel, Esteve, 2020; 

Lynggaard, Pedersen og Andersen, 2018; Van Loon, 2017; Van Loon et al., 2018). Der er dog 

stadig væsentlige elementer vedrørende udfoldelsen af PSM som et værdifuldt redskab til 

performanceforbedringer, som forskere hidtil ikke – eller kun i begrænset omfang – har 

betragtet. Det gælder i særlig grad betydningen af PSM i samspil med andre individrelaterede 

faktorer, hvilket er kernen i denne afhandling.  
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Afhandlingen fokuserer først og fremmest på, hvordan og i hvilket omfang forskellige 

individrelaterede faktorer i form af de ansattes personlighed (samvittighedsfuldhed), og deres 

faglige evner, kan forstærke måderne, hvorpå de ansattes PSM afspejler sig positivt på deres 

performance.  

Ud over at offentligt ansattes grad af PSM knytter sig direkte til deres arbejdsindsats, kan 

PSM også udgøre en mellemkommende faktor, der medierer effekten af andre vigtige forhold 

for performance. Selvom der ikke tidligere har været rettet meget fokus mod de medierende 

virkninger af PSM (Quratulain and Khan, 2015a), er viden herom ikke desto mindre vigtig, idet 
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2009). Afhandlingen udfylder således et videnshul, der knytter sig til dels at belyse betydningen 

af personlighed for performanceforbedringer, dels hvorvidt og i hvilket omfang det er PSM, der 

faciliterer effekten af disse psykologiske dispositioner.  
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Nielsen et al. 2019; Trottier, Van Wart og Wang, 2008), men også for medarbejdernes PSM 

(Bellé, 2014; Vandenabeele, 2014; Wright, Moynihan og Pandey, 2012). Imidlertid har 

forvaltningsforskningen endnu ikke kombineret disse resultater og undersøgt, hvorvidt PSM 

medierer sammenhængen mellem transformationsledelse og performance. Ud over de 

fordele, der kan være forbundet med ledelsesadfærd, der udøves vertikalt af formelle ledere, 

fremhæver den bredere lederskabslitteratur også vigtigheden af horisontale relationer i form 

af bl.a. understøttende teamrelationer for medarbejdernes arbejdsindsats (Carson, Tesluk og 

Marrone, 2007; Russo, 2012). Med dette afsæt ser afhandlingen endvidere på den relative 

betydning af henholdsvis vertikale og horisontale relationer for medarbejdernes performance 

og en række andre performance-relaterede mål, samt om det er igennem medarbejdernes 

PSM, at disse relationers virkninger udøves. 

Fire kvantititative studier danner grundlaget for afhandlingens empiriske resultater. 
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registerdata blandt borgere og offentligt ansatte inden for ældreområet i Danmark. 

Afhandlingens resultater bekræfter, at PSM’s potentiale for at fremme den arbejdsindsats og 

de resultater, som de offentligt ansatte leverer, afhænger af en række individrelaterede 

faktorer. Men i modsætning til den teoretiske forventning peger resultaterne på, at 

betydningen af medarbejdernes PSM for deres performance er aftagende ved stigende faglige 

evner henholdsvis stigende grad af samvittighedsfuldhed. Med andre ord peger samspillet 

mellem PSM og disse individrelaterede faktorer på et substituerende forhold, hvilket betyder, 

at jo bedre medarbejderne føler sig klædt fagligt på til at udføre deres arbejdsopgaver, eller jo 

mere samvittighedsfulde (vedholdende, ansvarlig, hårdtarbejdende mv.) de føler sig, des 

mindre rolle spiller PSM for deres arbejdsindats og performance. Når analyserne udvides til at 

inkludere sygefravær (korttids) som et performance-relateret mål, peger afhandlingens 

resultater modsat på et synergistisk forhold mellem PSM og samvittighedsfuldhed. Med andre 

ord har offentligt ansatte, der både besidder en høj drivkraft for at gøre noget godt for andre 

og er meget samvittighedsfulde, mindre sygefravær end ansatte uden samme grad af 

henholdvis PSM og/eller samvittighedsfuldhed.  

Ud over vigtigheden af at være opmærksom på samspillet mellem de ansattes 

personlighed og PSM peger afhandlingens resultater endvidere på, at forvaltningsforskningen 

med fordel kan integrere personlighedstræk som væsentlige indikatorer til at forudsige 

performance. Samtlige fem personlighedstræk, på nær venlighed, viser sig at have betydning 

for performance. Mens samvittighedsfuldhed, ekstroversion og åbenhed hænger positivt 

sammen med performance, udgør neuroticisme en disposition af negativ karakter for 

performance. I forlængelse heraf peger resultaterne endvidere på, at PSM udgør en 

underliggende mekanisme, hvorigennem både samvittighedsfuldhed og neuroticisme delvist 

medieres. 

Sidst, men ikke mindst, viser afhandlingen, at forvaltningsforskere skal supplere deres 

viden om vertikale relationer med en større og mere indgående interesse for horisontale 

relationer for at opnå et mere nuanceret indblik i, hvilke ledelsesmæssige praksisser der kan 

skabe bedre performance. Afhandlingens resultater peger dels på en række heterogene 

effekter af henholdsvis transformationsledelse og teamrelationer på tværs af en række 

forskellige performance relevante mål, dels på, at den public service motiverede drivkraft 

blandt medarbejderne i flere tilfælde enten fuldstændigt eller delvist medierer disse 

sammenhænge.  
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Ved at koble den eksisterende PSM forskning med viden fra andre forskningsdiscipliner, 

blandt andet human ressource management og de psykologiske discipliner, bidrager denne 

afhandling til en udvidet og mere nuanceret forståelse af, hvornår og hvordan PSM afspejler 

sig positivt i ansattes arbejdsindsats og arbejdspræstationer. I forhold til de praktiske 

implikationer understøtter afhandlingen, at PSM udgør et vigtigt element i rekrutteringen af 

medarbejdere til offentlige service jobs. Afhandlingens resultater peger dog også på, at 

rekrutterings- og udvælgelsesprocessen kan kvalificeres ved at screene ansøgernes 

personlighed. Dette vil bidrage til at sikre, at medarbejderne har de rigtige personligheds-

profiler (både direkte og i samspil med PSM) i forhold til at styrke performance i den offentlige 

serviceproduktion. 

Endelig viser afhandlingen betydningen af transformationsledelse for at stimulere 

medarbejdernes PSM og derigennem være med til at påvirke medarbejdernes performance, 

jobtilfredshed og fastholdelse i jobbet, men fremhæver ligeledes, at offentlige ledere også skal 

være opmærksomme på horisontale organisationsformer for at opretholde og fremme disse 

organisatoriske fordele. 
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CChhaapptteerr  99  

AArrttiiccllee  AA  

DDooeess  AAbbiilliittyy  MMaakkee  aa  DDiiffffeerreennccee??  IInntteeggrraattiinngg  tthhee  AAbbiilliittyy--MMoottiivvaattiioonn--OOppppoorrttuunniittyy  

FFrraammeewwoorrkk  iinnttoo  tthhee  RReellaattiioonnsshhiipp  bbeettwweeeenn  PPuubblliicc  SSeerrvviiccee  MMoottiivvaattiioonn  aanndd  

PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  

Heidi Hesselberg Lauritzen 

AABBSSTTRRAACCTT  

While numerous studies have focused on either the direct relationship between public service 
motivation (PSM) and performance or how it is contingent on context (including opportunity), 
no attention has been given to the moderating role of ability in the PSM-performance 
relationship. Drawing on ability-motivation-opportunity (AMO) theory, which suggests that three 
factors—ability, motivation, and opportunity—shape employee behavior and predict the 
performance of organizations, the study has two objectives. Using organization fixed effects 
models on cross-sectional survey data of 427 long-term care employees working in Danish 
nursing homes, the study first analyzes how PSM and ability interact in predicting performance 
and, second, expands its focus to the full AMO model and investigates the three-way interaction 
by incorporating opportunity into the analytic function. Although the findings reveal that ability 
attenuates the PSM-performance relationship when opportunity is low, the findings also 
suggests that ability is important when performance is to be improved. 

IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN  

A persistent question within public administration research is how performance in public 

organizations can be improved (Behn, 1995; Moynihan & Pandey, 2010). To address this issue, 

the theory on public service motivation (PSM) has received considerable attention as a 

potentially quite important determinant. This theory suggests that highly public service 

motivated individuals, who possess an inner drive to work hard in to serve the public interest, 

perform better than individuals without this particular type of motivation (Perry & Wise, 1990). 

Although several studies (Andersen, Heinesen, & Pedersen, 2014; Bellé, 2013; Naff & Crum, 

1999) have provided empirical evidence supporting a positive association between PSM and 
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performance, others have either failed to verify the hypothesis empirically (Alonso & Lewis, 

2001; Ritz, 2009) or found that the behavioral impact of PSM on performance depends on the 

presence of certain underlying, context-dependent mechanisms (Leisink & Steijn, 2009).  

The relationship between PSM and performance thus appears to be more complex than 

the original proposition, and the inconsistent findings call for further investigation to refine 

and deepen our understanding of when and how PSM can improve performance. Recent 

studies (Bright, 2007; Leisink & Steijn, 2009; van Loon, Kjeldsen, Andersen, Vandenabeele, & 

Leisink, 2018) show that the behavioral consequences of PSM, to some extent, depend on the 

degree to which an organizational environment provides adequate opportunities to contribute 

to society and thereby serve the public interest. Opportunity, unquestionably, is important for 

the understanding of the PSM-performance relationship. This study, however, proposes that 

new insights may be gained by expanding the focus and turning attention to the ability level of 

the employees..  

Although ability has not received any scholarly attention in context of the PSM-

performance relationship, relevant research exists. An extensive literature from industrial-

organizational psychology and other closely related fields (Maier, 1955; Vroom, 1964) suggests 

that ability and motivation are joint determinants of performance. Moreover, public 

administration scholars (Leisink & Steijn, 2009; Rainey, 2014; van Loon et al., 2018) also point 

to the importance of ability, suggesting that employee PSM is not sufficient in itself to enhance 

performance but, rather, is moderated by employee abilities.  

The main objective of this investigation is to refine the theoretical framework of PSM 

by explicating the role of ability in order to determine under what conditions PSM is positively 

related to performance. To facilitate an understanding of the interrelationship between ability 

and PSM, the study draws on the logic from ability-motivation-opportunity (AMO) theory 

(Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg, & Kalleberg, 2000). According to this theory, performance is 

enhanced through an interactive relationship between ability (A), motivation (M), and 

opportunity (O). This model has typically been used to open the so called “black box” of human 

resource management (HRM) by explaining the effectiveness of implementing HR practices 

that stimulate the abilities, motivation, and opportunities of employees in order to adopt 

discretionary behaviors that enhance performance (Marin-Garcia & Tomas, 2016). The current 

study, however, applies the framework in a different way, using it to clarify how the AMO 

factors are interrelated in predicting performance (cf. Bos-Nehles, Riemsdijk, & Looise, 2013). 
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More specifically, the objectives of the investigation are twofold. First, the study investigates 

whether, and if so, ability moderates the PSM-performance relationship (i.e. two-way 

interaction). Second, drawing on the findings from existing research demonstrating how the 

PSM-performance relationship depends on opportunity, this study further examines how the 

two-way interaction between ability and PSM differs across the level of opportunity (i.e. 

examines the three-way interaction between PSM, ability and opportunity). The theoretical 

contribution of this study to the existing literature thus lies in the integration of the AMO 

framework into public administration research. This addresses issues pertaining to the PSM-

performance relationship, through the conceptualization of ability as a moderating factor. 

Using a cross-sectional survey collected among public employees working with long-term care 

(LTC) (N = 427), the empirical study of these objectives is undertaken using nursing home fixed 

effects regression models.  

TTHHEEOORREETTIICCAALL  FFRRAAMMEEWWOORRKK  

TThhee  AAMMOO  MMooddeell  aanndd  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  

The AMO model (Appelbaum et al., 2000) has gained considerable support and is widely 

accepted in the HRM literature as serving to explain the effectiveness of high-performance 

work practices (Boselie, 2010). The model, however, is also an important lens to use in 

examining the interdependency of the three factors—ability, motivation, and opportunity to 

participate—in predicting work-related performance. According to the theory, employees will 

only perform well when they have: “the ability (A) to perform (they can do the job because they 

possess the necessary knowledge, skills and aptitudes)”;“the motivation (M) to perform (they 

will do the job because they feel adequately interested and incentivized”; and “the opportunity 

(O) to perform (their work structure and its environment provides the necessary support and

avenues for expression” (Boxall & Purcell, 2011, p. 5). Put somewhat differently, on this view, 

A, M, and O must all be present, to some degree, for employees to perform well.  

Classic work-performance theories (Blumberg & Pringle, 1982; Maier, 1955; Vroom, 

1964) propose an interactive relationship between the AMO factors and several scholars have 

adopted this view, arguing that performance is defined by the function P = f(A x M x O). From 

this perspective, none of the three factors—ability, motivation or opportunity—in itself, is 

sufficient to enhance performance (Marin-Garcia, 2016; Siemsen, Roth, & Balasubramanian, 

2018). One may thus characterize this relationship as interactive, in which each of the three 
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factors reinforces the other two. This implies that a low level of any one of the factors, for 

example, ability, would be expected to result in a poorer performance than if ability is high. It 

thus follows that, in extreme situations, the absence of one or more of the factors implies that 

performance becomes unfeasible (Marin-Garcia &Thomas, 2016; Vroom, 1964).  

Other scholars (Bos-Nehles et al., 2013; Boxall & Purcell, 2011; Cummings & Schwab, 

1973) suggest that performance should be defined by an additive model that does not 

encapsulate the potential complementarity across the AMO factors, i.e. where P = f(A + M + 

O). Cummings and Schwab (1973, p. 46) acknowledge that, at the extreme of either ability or 

motivation, some interaction must take place in order to expect successful performance, but 

add: “[s]omeone with no ability to complete a task cannot successfully perform no matter how 

highly motivated he/[she] may be to do so. Likewise, at least some modest amount of 

motivation is required regardless of one’s ability to do the task. It is, however, much less clear 

that the notion of interaction contributes to the predictability of employee performance in 

applied settings where employees may be assumed to possess some minimal amount of ability 

and motivation.” According to this straightforward combination of the AMO factors, then, each 

factor is thus independently related to performance.  

Even though there is no theoretical consensus on the exact relationship between the 

three AMO factors, the model as originally proposed (the interactive function) will constitute 

the theoretical framework of this study. First, in the broader HRM-literature a gap exists in 

research confirming the interactive approach (Demortier, Delobbe, & El Akremi, 2014; Siemsen 

et al., 2008). Only a few studies have validated the interactive three-factor model empirically 

(Kim, Pathak, & Werner, 2015; Obeidat, Bray, & Mitchell, 2010), as research has mostly been 

restricted to investigations of two-way interactions (Gould-Williams & Gatenby, 2010; Marin-

Garcia & Tomas, 2016). Moreover, the interactive approach offers some fruitful considerations 

about this interrelationship and, in fact, can provide an important basis for the theoretical 

integration of ability into the public administration literature as a whole and, more specifically, 

into the PSM literature.  

PPSSMM  aanndd  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  

In the public administration literature, scholars have long acknowledged the importance of 

motivation for successfully performance. Public service motivation (PSM), or the motive to 

”deliver . . . service to people with the purpose of doing good for others and society” (Perry & 
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Hondeghem, 2008, p. vii) has become the prominent motivational concept. As a counterweight 

to the motivation of self-interest grounded in rational-choice theories, PSM emphasizes 

altruistic and prosocially-oriented work behavior, reflecting that public employees are often 

motivated by higher-order drives towards the realization of values and goals in line with the 

public interest. This latter point has proved to be a highly prevalent driver among employees 

working in public organizations (Crewson, 1997; Perry & Hondeghem, 2008).  

The reason PSM has attracted increasing scholarly interest is the theoretically expected 

link between PSM and performance. The theory suggests that employees who are highly public 

service motivated feel a strong drive to serve others and society, and thus are more likely to 

be committed to their organization than others who do not possess this kind of motivation. It 

follows, then, that these employees are expected to have a willingness to go the extra mile in 

their job which consequently leads to a higher performance compared to employees without 

the same level of PSM (Andersen et al., 2014; Vandenabeele, 2009). Since Perry and Wise 

(1990) hypothesized a positive relationship between PSM and performance for employees in 

public organizations, an extensive body of research has emerged to verify the proposition 

empirically.  

Although several studies (Andersen et al., 2014; Bellé, 2013; Naff & Crum, 1999) have 

provided empirical evidence which supports a positive relationship between PSM and 

performance, other studies have failed to find consistent support to verify the proposition 

(Alonso & Lewis, 2001; Petrovsky & Ritz, 2014; Ritz, 2009). However, the proposition relies on 

a central assumption that public service motivated employees will put in more effort and work 

harder, but only to that extent they perceive that their values and goals correspond to those 

of the organization (Andersen et al., 2014; Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005). Thus, 

following the notion on a contextual embeddedness of PSM, person-environment fit theory 

has been widely used to illustrate that if the work environment does not provide the adequate 

opportunities to realize employees drive to do something good for society and others, PSM will 

not necessarily result in high performance (Bright, 2007; Leisink & Steijn, 2009; van Loon et al., 

2018).  

While several studies have shed light on the relationship between PSM and 

opportunity, ability has largely been ignored by public administration scholars. Nevertheless, 

another central assumption may be that the willingness of highly public service-motivated 

employees to serve others and society will only translate into high performance if they also 
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possess the abilities necessary to meet the requirements of their job. This assumption will be 

elaborated on in the next section. 

IInntteeggrraattiinngg  tthhee  AAMMOO  FFrraammeewwoorrkk  iinnttoo  tthhee  PPSSMM--PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  RReellaattiioonnsshhiipp  

Bringing in the AMO-model can be a fruitful approach in generating theoretical expectations 

about how ability conditions the PSM-performance relationship. Based on the arguments 

presented above, this study proposes that ability is an indispensable requirement for ensuring 

performance. PSM is an important driver, but without the necessary abilities, performance 

cannot be guaranteed. If employees lack the necessary abilities to carry out their job, they 

cannot be expected to perform well, no matter how public service-motivated they are. As a 

matter of fact, being highly public service motivated with no abilities may—at worst—result in 

a non-intended sabotaging behavior that is counterproductive for performance. In other 

words, the relationship between PSM and performance is expected to differ across employees 

with different levels of ability. Thus, the following hypothesis is formulated: 

HH11::  Ability moderates the PSM-performance relationship, so that the relationship will be 

stronger among employees with a high level of ability. 

Moreover, following the recent organizational trend and the evidence from previous studies 

demonstrating the importance of opportunity for the PSM-performance relationship, the study 

further considers this factor. In addition to the interactive relationship between PSM and 

ability, the study also examines the existence of a three-way interaction among PSM, ability 

and opportunity, an approach that is in line with the theoretical underpinning of the AMO 

framework. Even though employees are highly public service motivated to “go the extra mile” 

and have the right abilities to do their job, this will only translate into high performance when 

the employees are provided with the necessary opportunities. In fact, if the work environment 

does not offer the adequate opportunities for the employees to act upon their PSM and ability 

in practice, both PSM and ability might become meaningless. At the same time the interactive 

relationship also implies that in the absence of the necessary abilities even highly public service 

motivated employees with the right opportunities to apply their motivation, are likely to make 

blunders, which in turn also will lead to poor performance (Kim et al., 2015). 

Along these lines, the combination of the three factors is expected to create a 

synergetic effect, which leads to the following hypothesis: 
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HH22::  Ability and opportunity moderate the PSM-performance relationship, such that the 

relationship will be strongest among employees with a high level of ability and who have 

the opportunity to do their job.  

TTHHEE  EEMMPPIIRRIICCAALL  SSEETTTTIINNGG::  PPUUBBLLIICC  NNUURRSSIINNGG  HHOOMMEESS  IINN  DDEENNMMAARRKK  

The theoretical expectations are investigated within the context of Danish nursing homes, 

which are part of the national long-term care (LTC) system. Overall, this system has a highly 

institutionalized structure and is characterized as one of the most—if not the most—universal 

and comprehensive system in the world (Kvist, 2018). LTC is generally provided free of charge, 

the expenditure is financed by general taxation supported by a system of central government 

block grants and equalization schemes. While the Danish Central government is responsible 

for the overall principles constituting the LTC system (i.e. the Social Service Act), the system is 

organized at the local level, where 98 municipalities are responsible for delivery of the services. 

Given the extended self-rule principle for local government in Denmark, it is up to the 

municipalities to decide on the specific methods and service levels they wish to apply, including 

evaluating whether a citizen should be offered care within the framework of the Act on Social 

Services (Ministry of Health, 2017).  

The Danish LTC system constitutes an important case for analyzing the interrelationship 

among PSM, ability, and opportunity in predicting performance. LTC systems have not gained 

much attention as primary empirical settings in public administration research. However, as 

seen in many other countries, Denmark is facing the challenges of an aging population.1 

Although the health of the elderly has improved significantly (Danish Health Authority, 2019), 

this is not likely to offset a higher demand for LTC caused by population aging. Moreover, the 

Danish LTC system also faces an employment challenge. Not only are many LTC workers retiring 

at the same time as there is a growing need for care, but a second issue lies in the fact that 

caring for the elderly is associated with low status and a struggle to gain credibility. As a result 

of this employment challenge, 8% of the Danish LTC workers has not received and training and 

are working as unskilled workers (Danielsen, 2018). This sector thus faces massive problems 

with recruitment and retention of skilled employees with good qualifications (Csonka & Boll, 

2000).  In turn, this dual pressure makes LTC an important empirical area to look at through a 

public administration lens in order to shed light on what determines performance-related 
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behavior with the aim of maintaining the scope and quality of LTC as well as improving 

performance. 

DDAATTAA  AANNDD  MMEETTHHOODD  

DDaattaa  CCoolllleeccttiioonn  

The empirical investigation of the abovementioned hypotheses is based on a web survey 

distributed to employees working in 19 randomly selected public nursing homes in the second 

largest municipality, Aarhus, Denmark. The survey was administered in collaboration with the 

municipality’s Department of Health and Care. Several things were done to improve the 

response rate and reduce the potential for common source bias (CSB) (Fan & Yan, 2010; 

Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). A letter signed by the municipal officials was 

sent out to all nursing home managers to inform them about the survey. Concurrently, a 

meeting was held with the local shop steward from the trade union FOA – Fag og Arbejde, 

which organizes the majority of employees working within the social services and health care 

domains, in order to promote and gain support for the survey to employees working in the 

nursing homes. The employees were informed through several channels (e.g., posters, letters, 

and personal emails) with a special emphasis on the confidentially of responses. Thereafter, 

the employees received a personal email invitation containing a link to the survey and a cover 

letter both describing the survey procedure and also providing assurances of truly 

confidentiality. Before the deadline for responding to the survey, a prenotification letter was 

sent out electronically; additionally, those who failed to respond received two email reminders 

(van Mol, 2017). Moreover, to encourage responses from employees who either favored a 

written questionnaire or were inaccessible through email, non-respondents also received a 

paper-based version of the questionnaire (Schaefer & Dillman, 1998).  

In total, 736 nursing home employees were invited to participate in the survey and 498 

questionnaires were completed. After discarding incomplete responses, a total of 427 

respondents remained, representing a response rate of 58%. In order to gauge the 

representativeness of the final sample, demographic variables (age, gender and educational 

background) were compared for the respondents and the nonrespondents. A chi-square 

analysis did not indicate a significant difference between attributes of the two groups.  
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RReesseeaarrcchh  DDeessiiggnn  

To examine whether an interactive relationship exists between PSM, ability and opportunity in 

predicting performance, this study applied nursing home fixed effect regression models to 

account for the presence of a hierarchical order in the collected data (where the employees 

are embedded within the nursing homes). The major advantage of this estimation method is 

that it avoids the methodological challenge of selection, which causes a potential bias that 

basic OLS regression fails to address. Including nursing homes fixed effects assists in controlling 

for unobserved heterogeneity and eliminates the potential the threat of omitted variable bias 

caused by confounding nursing home characteristics. Thus, the fixed effect estimator soaks up 

systematic between-nursing home variation in the dependent or the independent variables by 

holding constant (fixing) the average effect of any observable or unobservable predictors such 

as differences in quality, resident composition (health and care needs) as well as sorting of 

employees regarding their level of motivation, ability etc. (Wooldridge, 2013). By these means 

the analysis was narrowed to a particular dimension within the data; remaining was the within-

nursing home variation (employee characteristics), as was salient to estimating how much 

variation in performance can be explained by the interactive relationship. 

MMeeaassuurreess  

PSM.  PSM  was measured using a shortened version of original scale developed by Perry (1996). 

The attraction to policymaking dimension was excluded due to a theoretical expectation of a 

weak correlation between the rational motive and performance among employees working in 

LTC. Following  Andersen et al. (2011) argument regarding a negative association with 

“patriotism” from Perry’s item labeled PSM8 in a Danish context, the item “To me, patriotism 

includes seeing to the welfare of others,” relating to the compassion dimension, was reworded 

to “For me, considering the welfare of others is one of the most important values.” This slightly 

modified and shortened version has been validated by a number of studies (Andersen et al., 

2014; Pedersen, & Andersen, 2018). The wording and descriptive statistics for PSM, as well as 

all other variables included in the study, are presented in Table A1 in Appendix A. 

Ability.  Ability is a concept that, while frequently used in research, has been defined 

and operationalized in various ways (Marin-Garcia & Tomas, 2016).  In this study, focus is on 

individual perceptions of ability and how they correspond to organizational demands (i.e. the 

demands-abilities fit, see Caldwell & O’Reilly, 1990; Caplan, 1987). The variable ability was thus 
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measured using two items adapted from Lauver and Kristof-Brown’s (2001) study assessing 

employees’ perception of whether they possessed the requisite abilities to meet the demands 

of their job (“My abilities fit the demands of this job” and “I have the right skills and abilities 

for doing this job”).  

Opportunity. Consistent with previous research examining the context-dependency of 

the PSM-performance relationship, opportunity was assessed using four items adapted from 

O’Reilly and Chatman (1986) and Porter, Steers, Mowday, and Boulian (1974) which capture 

the congruence between individual values and goals and organizational values and goals. Items 

included: “I find that my values and the organization’s values are very similar,” “What this 

organization stands for is important to me,” “If the values of this organization were different, I 

would not be as attached to this organization,” and “The reason I prefer this organization over 

others is because of what it stands for, its values.” Moreover, this measurement makes it 

possible to account for opportunity in the nursing home fixed effect regression, as is it 

operationalized as an employee characteristic (within-nursing home variation), in contrast to 

an organizational measurement, as the fixed effect estimator soaks up systematic between-

nursing home variation by holding constant (fixing) the average effect of any observable or 

unobservable predictor (Wooldridge, 2013).   

Performance. Because public sector performance is a concept that comprises many 

different dimensions, no single measure can capture the complex characteristics of 

performance in public organizations (Boyne, 2002). Depending on the priorities of 

stakeholders, multiple goals exist in public organizations; thus, no consensus exists on how to 

accurately measure performance (Brewer 2006). This study used a subjective measure of 

performance that consisted of five items. Three of the items (“I deliver high-quality work,” “I 

think I am a good employee,” and “I think I am performing well within this organization”) were 

validated and commonly used in previous studies of the relationship between PSM and 

performance (Vandenabeele, 2009; van Loon, Vandenabeele, & Leisink, 2017) while two items 

(“I give the residents the help that they need” and “I am good at acting and responding 

effectively if the residents have acute health problems”) were created specifically for this study 

in order to capture certain employee behaviors that are relevant in the given context. 

Control variables. Several control variables were included in the study, beyond that 

considered in the fixed effects approach, to account for confounding employee characteristics. 

The included control variables: age, gender, and tenure were selected on the basis of previous 
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studies (Andersen et al., 2014; van Loon, 2017). To eliminate a potential spurious relationship 

between PSM and performance, stemming from the fact that the personality trait of 

conscientiousness simultaneously might account for variation in both the independent and 

dependent variables (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Wright & Grant, 2010), the study included 

conscientiousness as a control variable. Moreover, because the overall research design does 

not control for social desirability, which is one of the most common sources of bias, a validated 

five-item measure developed by Hays et al. (1989) was also included as a control variable. This 

mitigated the potential for contamination of self-reported responses. The issue of CSB and 

social desirability bias will be addressed below in the final section. 

RREESSUULLTTSS  

Before estimating the fixed effect regressions, the psychometric properties of the latent 

constructs (PSM, ability, opportunity, and performance) were assessed using confirmatory 

factor analysis. The fit indices are summarized in Table 1, and the measurement validation is 

listed in Appendix A.  

TTaabbllee  11..  Fit Indices and reliability for the latent constructs  

TTLLII  CCFFII  RRMMSSEEAA  RRaayykkoovv’’ss  rrhhoo  

PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  0.980 0.990 0.072 0.868 

PPSSMM  0.916 0.949 0.092 0.788 

AAbbiilliittyy††  - - - 0.870 

OOppppoorrttuunniittyy  0.998 0.994 0.003 0.758 

Note: TLI = Tucker-Lewis index, CFI = the comparative fit index, RMSEA = the root mean square error of 
approximation. 
† As the number of items is insufficient to proceed to a CFA, the goodness-of-fit statistic is not assessed. 

Table 2 provides the correlation matrix between the variables included in this study. The table 

shows that the explanatory variables are significantly correlated to performance at the 0.001 

level (PSM: r = 0.435, ability: r = 0.620, opportunity: r = 0.420). Of the control variables, only 

social desirability (r = 0.197, p < 0.001) and conscientiousness are positively correlated to 

performance (r = 0.489, p < 0.001). Furthermore, conscientiousness is also positively correlated 

to PSM. Even though the variables are only weakly correlated (r = 0.211, p < 0.001) (Cohen, 

1988), illustrating that conscientiousness and PSM can be differentiated from each other, there 
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is some overlap between the variables. This supports the notion that conscientiousness should 

be included as a control variable to remove the potential spurious relationship between the 

variables of interest. 

TTaabbllee  22..  Correlation Table 

11  22  33  44  55  66  77  88  

PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  - 

PPSSMM  .435*** -

AAbbiilliittyy  .620*** .335*** -

  OOppppoorrttuunniittyy  .420*** .335*** -.457*** -

GGeennddeerr  -.059 -.018 -.004 -.044 - 

AAggee  -.015 .021 -.063 .065 .038 - 

TTeennuurree  -.013 -.066 -.116* .014 -.118* .569*** - 

SSoocciiaall  ddeessiirraabbiilliittyy  .197*** .099* .129** .131** .008 -.106* -.123* - 

CCoonnsscciieennttiioouussnneessss  .489*** .211*** .294*** .240*** -.077 .102* .109* .060 
Ɨ p < .1; * p < .5; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 

Table 3 contains a series of FE regressions with the results of the hypothesis tests. Model I 

displays the PSM-performance relationship without any interaction.  Model II includes an 

interaction term for PSM and ability, which tests whether ability moderates the PSM-

performance relationship (H1), while Model III includes the interaction term capturing the 

three-way interaction between PSM, ability, and opportunity (H2).  

The variables PSM, ability, and opportunity show positive and significant coefficients in 

all models, which indicates that higher employee PSM, ability, and opportunity, respectively, 

are associated with higher performance. Because the measures are generated by the predicted 

factor scores, the measures are standardized (mean = 0, standard deviation = 1); it is thus 

possible to assess the relative importance of each of the independent variables with respect 

to performance. A one standard deviation increase in PSM increases performance with a 0.206 

standard deviation, while ability and opportunity respectively increase performance with a 

0.426 and 0.088 standard deviation. Hence, ceteris paribus, ability has the strongest 

relationship to performance.2  
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TTaabbllee  33..  Fixed effects regression analyses of the PSM-performance relationship  
DDeeppeennddeenntt  vvaarriiaabbllee::  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  
Model I Model II Model III 

PSM .206 
(.041) 

*** .202 
(.027) 

*** .170 
(.028) 

*** 

Ability .426 
(.071) 

*** .357 
(.068) 

*** .365 
(.059) 

*** 

PSM x Ability -.153 
(.017) 

*** -.094 
(.030) 

** 

PSM x Opportunity -.063 
(.034) 

Ɨ 

Ability x Opportunity .046 
(.060) 

PSM x Ability x Opportunity .041 
(.023) 

Ɨ 

Opportunity .088 
(.037) 

* .101
(.035)

* .081
(.037)

* 

Gender (female=0) -.206 
(.136) 

-.182
(.130)

-.200
(.127)

Age -.005 
(.002) 

-.007
(.002)

** -.007
(.002)

** 

Tenure -.033 
(.025) 

-.007
(.023)

-.012
(.024)

Social desirability .076 
(.041) 

* .118
(.039)

** .122
(.036)

** 

Conscientiousness .321 
(.037) 

*** .300
(.037)

*** .303
(.248)

*** 

N (employees) 413 413 413
N (nursing homes) 19 19 19

Ɨ p < .1; * p < .5; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 

TThhee  rreellaattiioonnsshhiipp  BBeettwweeeenn  PPSSMM  aanndd  AAbbiilliittyy  iinn  PPrreeddiiccttiinngg  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  

In support of H1, Model II displays a significant interaction between PSM and ability in both 

models, which indicates that ability moderates the PSM-performance relationship. However, 

against the theoretical expectation, the coefficient is negative. Because it can be difficult to 

evaluate this result using only the estimate provided in Table 3 (Brambor et al., 2006), the 

interaction is visualized by estimating the marginal effects of PSM on performance at different 

levels of ability. Figure 1 reveals that ability attenuates the relationship between PSM and 

performance. This implies that the PSM-performance relationship is stronger for employees 

with lower ability than for employees with higher ability. 
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FFiigguurree  11..  Marginal effects of PSM on performance conditioned by ability 
Note: Figure 1 shows the marginal effects plot with a 95% confidence band 

Even though this finding does not support H1, the figure shows that PSM is positively and 

significantly related to performance for all levels of ability, except at the highest levels. To get 

a better grasp of the substantive finding, Figure 2 compares the expected performance for a 

highly public service motivated employee with a low level of ability (the bottom third) versus 

an employee with a high level of ability (the top third). In line with Figure 1, Figure 2 shows that 

PSM matters more for performance, when ability is low. A pairwise comparison of the marginal 

means shows a statistically significant difference in expected performance between employees 

with low PSM and low ability, and employees with high PSM and low ability (0.42, p = 0.000), 

while no significant difference exists between employees with low PSM and high ability, and 

employees with high PSM and high ability (0.28, p = 0.407) (see the marginal means in Table 

A2 and pairwise comparisons in Table A3 in Appendix B). Moreover, no significant difference 

in expected performance exists between employees with a high level of PSM and a low level 

of ability and employees with a low level of PSM and a high level of ability (-0.27, p = 0.329), 

which indicates that a low level in PSM can be compensated for by a higher level in ability—

and vice versa. 

In line with the direct relationships presented in Model I, the figure also illustrates that 

ability matters more for performance than PSM. While employees with low levels of both PSM 

and ability have an expected performance of -0.07 (on the predicted scale ranging from -5.99–

1.44), highly public service-motivated employees with a low level of ability have an expected 
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relative performance of 0.20 (as mentioned above, the difference of 0.42 points in 

performance is significant, p = 0.000). 

  

  

FFiigguurree  22..  Marginal means of performance by PSM and ability 
Note: Figure 2 shows the marginal means plot and the vertical lines represent 95% confidence bands at the 
different levels of PSM and ability. 
  

In contrast, employees who display a low level of PSM and a high level of ability have an 

expected performance of 0.32, which gives a significant difference of 0.69 (p = 0.000). In 

addition, the expected performance for employees displaying both a high PSM and a high level 

of ability is 0.97 points higher (p = 0.000) than for employees that score low on both factors. 

Moreover, the expected performance differs significantly from that of highly public service-

motivated employees who score low on ability (a difference of 0.54 points, p = 0.000). In other 

words, highly public service-motivated employees can perform even better if they also display 

a high level of ability. In contrast, if the employees possess a high level of ability, they will not 

experience a higher performance if they also display a high PSM compared to those who score 

low on PSM.  

  

TThhee  RReellaattiioonnsshhiipp  bbeettwweeeenn  PPSSMM,,  AAbbiilliittyy,,  aanndd  OOppppoorrttuunniittyy  iinn  PPrreeddiiccttiinngg  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  

In Model III, the interaction term coefficient for the three-way interaction of PSM, ability, and 

opportunity turns out to be significant and positive, although the relationship is only significant 

at the 0.1 level (p = 0.096). Apparently, at first sight, the result confirms H2.3 However, one 
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should keep in mind the negative two-way interaction between PSM and ability. It can be 

difficult to interpret an interaction between three continuous variables. Therefore, the 

marginal effects of PSM on performance for different levels of ability and opportunity is 

computed using a binary measure of opportunity (with the median value of the continuous 

measure as cut point). Figure 3 shows that opportunity can be considered as a driver behind 

the interactive relationship between PSM and ability in such a way that ability moderates the 

PSM-performance relationship but only for employees working in organizations with low 

opportunity (i.e. the two-way interaction between PSM and ability is only significant for 

employees working in organizations with low opportunity).  

  

FFiigguurree  33..  Marginal effects of PSM on performance conditioned by ability and opportunity  
Note: Figure 3 shows the marginal effects plots with a 95% confidence band. The dotted line shows the marginal 
effects of a one-unit increase in PSM on performance at different levels of ability for employees working in 
organizations with low opportunity. The fully drawn line shows the marginal effects for employees in organizations 
with high opportunity. 
 

Again, in order to get a better substantial understanding of the interplay between PSM, ability, 

and opportunity in predicting performance, Figure 4 displays the expected performance 

conditioned by the three factors (see the marginal means in Table A4 and pairwise comparison 

in Table A5 in Appendix B). The figure shows that employees, who are low on all three factors, 

do have the lowest expected performance compared to employees who are high on either one 

or more of the factors. However, opportunity only plays a role when PSM and ability both are 

low. When employees score high on either PSM or ability alone or high on both, they will have 

the same expected performance, regardless of the level of opportunity. In addition, Figure 4 
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confirms the results in Figure 2. Not only does ability matter more than PSM and opportunity 

at the bottom of the AMO continuum (a difference of 1.00 points for high vs. low ability, 

compared to a difference of 0.58 points for PSM and 0.53 points for opportunity), but at the 

high end only ability matters for performance. When PSM is high (regardless of opportunity), 

employees who also display a high level of ability will have an expected performance that is 

significantly higher than that for employees who score low on ability, while a change in PSM 

will not result in a significant difference in expected performance when ability is high. These 

findings are discussed in the next section. 

 

  

FFiigguurree  44..  Marginal means of performance by PSM, ability, and opportunity 
Note: Figure 4 shows the marginal means plots and the vertical lines represent 95%  
confidence bands at the different levels of PSM, ability, and opportunity. 
  

DDIISSCCUUSSSSIIOONN  AANNDD  CCOONNCCLLUUSSIIOONN  

The main goal of the study was the theoretical integration of the AMO framework into public 

administration research. More specifically, the study sought to determine the extent to which 

ability plays a role in the PSM-performance relationship. By opening the black box of HRM, the 

study demonstrates that ability makes an important difference. In line with H1, the findings 

suggest that ability moderates the relationship between PSM and performance. Surprisingly, 

however, the negative interaction term between ability and PSM demonstrates that ability 

attenuates the PSM-performance relationship rather than strengthening it. PSM appears to 

have the strongest association with performance when ability is more limited. Still, including 
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opportunity in the equation to complete the AMO model (i.e. H2) this relationship appears only 

to exist when opportunity is low. For employees who perceive they have the opportunities 

required to do their job in accordance with their values, ability does not moderate the PSM-

performance relationship.  

The findings partially support H2. Employees with a low level of all three factors have 

the lowest performance compared to employees who score high on either one or more of the 

factors, which corroborates the theoretical expectations from the AMO-framework. The 

findings also demonstrate that ability matters more than PSM and opportunity for 

performance at the bottom of the AMO continuum. At the opposite and high end of the AMO 

continuum, the equivalent interactive relationship cannot be found. While opportunity only 

has a significant impact on performance when PSM and ability are both low, one conclusion 

that can be drawn is that a low level in PSM can be compensated for by a higher level in ability—

and vice versa. In other words, instead of the expected complementary relationship between 

ability and PSM, the two factors act as substitutes. However, at the high end (regardless of 

opportunity) ability is the only factor that has an impact on performance. Ability has significant 

consequences for performance if it is lowered, while it does not affect the level of performance 

if PSM is lowered. In turn, this means that highly public service-motivated employees will have 

a higher performance if they also display a high level of ability. In contrast, if the employees 

initially possess a high level of ability, they will not experience a higher performance if they are 

also highly public service-motivated. Taken together, these findings clearly show the 

importance of ability, not only for the PSM-performance relationship, but also for performance 

in general. The findings are therefore of special interest in the empirical context of the Danish 

LTC system, which is facing a substantial shortage of skilled workers. By bridging the skills gap, 

performance improvements can thus be made. Although PSM can compensate to some extent 

for the low or lack of abilities, the findings suggest that the performance of highly public 

service-motivated employees can be improved, if the employees also possess the necessary 

abilities to meet the requirements of their job. 

The study does not come without limitations, however. One of the main weaknesses is 

the cross-sectional design combined with the use of a single data source, which might result in 

CSB and endogeneity, both of which pose a threat to internal validity. Firstly, causal 

relationships cannot be unequivocally proven with this design due to the risks of endogeneity, 

such as reverse causality or omitted variable bias. However, the fixed effects approach helps 

217 

remedy concerns about omitted variable bias, as it eliminates any systematic between-nursing 

home variation, such as sorting bias (e.g., that highly public service-motivated employees work 

in nursing homes with the most dependent residents). Moreover, the analyses have been 

carried out including the most relevant employee characteristics that previous studies 

emphasize as controls. In particular, the control variable conscientiousness is an important step 

toward eliminating the likelihood of omitted variable bias in this type of study, which, in turn, 

strengthens the internal validity of the findings (Wright & Grant, 2010).  

Secondly, like most empirical studies based on a single data source, this study might be 

prone to CSB (Favero & Bullock, 2015; Jakobsen & Jensen, 2015; Meier & O’Toole, 2013; 

Podsakoff et al., 2003). Several precautions were taken to counter the risk that stems from the 

tendency to adhere to socially acceptable responses, such as guaranteeing employees 

anonymity in the survey and inclusion of a social desirability scale in the analyses (to control 

for the bias that might still be present in the responses; cf. Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 

2012). Although the common view is that CSB is a “universal inflator of correlations,” some 

scholars have recently begun to argue that common-method variance does not always result 

in inflated correlations. If it does, however, the CSB should be weighed against the concerns 

that follow from the use of a multisource approach (George & Pandey, 2017). Despite this 

methodological debate and the precautions taken, CSB might not be a large concern in this 

study, where the interest is the interrelationship between the AMO factors. Based on the 

findings from previous comprehensive studies investigating interaction models in data where 

common method variance exists, Jakobsen and Jensen (2015) argue that common method 

variance does not produce false significant interactions effects. Instead, it tends to attenuate 

true interactions effects. This means that even though the measures might be influenced by 

this bias, the validity of the findings is not affected by their presence—which, in turn, gives 

strong evidence for the existence of the interaction effects.  

In terms of generalization to other empirical contexts than Danish nursing homes, there 

is no strong empirical evidence suggesting that the investigated context differs from the LTC 

context in other countries. Despite differences in terms of division of labor, scope and type of 

activities, and regulation across countries, most western countries are struggling with similar 

problems concerning the LTC workforce, such as recruiting and retaining, high turnover rates, 

undervaluing in status and pay, and a general shortage of skilled workers (see Francesca et al., 

2011). However, there is no reason to expect that the investigated setting differs from 
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organizations providing other core public services. Application of the theoretical framework in 

other public service settings would be very valuable, however.  

Although the findings should be interpreted and extrapolated with these limitations in 

mind, this study makes noteworthy theoretical and practical contributions. Turning to the 

theoretical side, the findings add to the growing body of literature investigating the behavioral 

outcomes of PSM. By incorporating the AMO framework into public administration research, 

the study makes some critical contributions to the literature that has arisen around the PSM-

performance issue. The study provides new evidence that PSM is positively—but not 

unconditionally—related to performance. Although the findings to some extent support an 

interactive relationship between the AMO factors, they do not corroborate/confirm the idea 

of a full synergetic relationship among the three factors in predicting performance. Still, they 

suggest a conditional relationship. The study does not rule out the potential of PSM to improve 

performance, however, but suggests that the relationship also depends on both ability and 

opportunity. In terms of the theoretical expectations to the AMO model, some interaction 

takes place at the high and low end of the continuum, but the findings also illustrate a 

substitution relationship between ability and PSM. Thus, neither the interactive nor the 

additive approach fully covers the relationship between the AMO factors in determining 

performance, and future research may benefit from these findings, opting for a combinative 

approach (Marin-Garcia & Tomas, 2016). 

In terms of the practical contributions, the findings have important implications for 

future practice. In many countries, the LTC policy approaches are largely piecemeal, 

responding to immediate policy issues rather than being developed in a comprehensive and 

integrated fashion to secure sustainable and effective decisions (Francesca, Jérôme, & Frits, 

2011). However, as a consequence of growing demand from aging baby boomers and a 

shrinking LTC workforce, LTC represents a major challenges in these countries. To deal with 

shortages and high turnover, many western countries employ external workers. Not only do 

the external workers often come at a higher cost, they also often lack the relevant 

qualifications (Francesca et al., 2011). In light of the findings of this study combined with the 

increasing complexity of LTC recipients’ statuses, the demand for skilled workers is obviously 

increasing. Facing up to these challenges requires a more comprehensive approach of LTC 

focusing both on the recruitment and retention of skilled LTC workers, by improving the 
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attractiveness and the image of the sector, continued education, and (on-the-job) training 

targeted at improving qualification levels and developing career options as well as a general 

focus on improving the working conditions (Francesca et al., 2011).  

This study should be used as a springboard for new research avenues. Further 

investigations need to be carried out to validate its findings. To deal with endogeneity, this 

study encourages scholars to strive for longitudinal or experimental research designs in future 

studies, in order to establish firm conclusions about the behavioral implications of the interplay 

between PSM and ability to perform. Moreover, even though the use of objective performance 

measures has been criticized for being too narrow to capture both the complexity and the 

variety of goals in public service delivery adequately (Andrews; Boyne, & Walker, 2011), 

scholars should also devote themselves to studies using an independent data source, such as 

administrative register data, to measure performance (Favero & Bullock, 2015). Moreover, 

other or multiple measurements of ability and opportunity should also be taken into 

consideration. Finally, it could be advantageous to replicate the study in different public service 

contexts. In summary, strengthening the internal, external, and construct validity of this study 

could hold considerable potential to reinforce the conclusions obtained and take further steps 

to unlock the so-called “black box” of HRM in public administration research. 
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EENNDDNNOOTTEESS  

1. In Denmark, the share of the population aged over 65 years increased from 15% in 1980 to 20%
in 2019, and is expected to continue to increase, reaching 25% in 2060 (Statistics Denmark
2019). The growth in the share of the population aged 80 years and over will be more dramatic,
increasing from 4% in 2019 to 10% in 2060. The pace of population aging will be faster in many
other western countries (Francesca et al. 2011)

2.  This is also the case, when the model is estimated without control variables.
3. A concern is that the interaction might be an artifact of a ceiling effect, as a relatively large

number of the employees reported high levels of PSM and performance (Uttl 2005; see Table
A.1 in Appendix A). A robustness check of the findings was carried out using Tobit regressions,
which is capable of correct inference when a ceiling effect is present (van den Oord and van
der Ark 1997). The models showed no evidence of the responses being censored, and the
estimates are quite similar to the estimates obtained from the FE-regressions, indicating that
no ceiling effect exists.
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AAPPPPEENNDDIIXX  AA  

TTaabbllee  AA11..  Descriptive Statistics of Measures and Items 

MMeeaassuurreess  FFLL  OObbss..  MMeeaann  SSDD  MMiinn  MMaaxx  
PPuubblliicc  sseerrvviiccee  mmoottiivvaattiioonn 
(CFI = 0.949; TLI = 0.916; RMSEA = 0.092; 
ρ = 0.78) 

427 0.00 1.00 -4.50 2.23 

Commitment to the public interest 427 0.00 1.00 -4.81 1.31 
I would prefer seeing public officials do 
what is best for the community as a 
whole even if it harmed my own 
interests†
Meaningful public service is very 
important to me 

0.894 

It is important for me to contribute to 
the common good 

0.894 

Compassion 427 0.00 1.00 -4.52 1.59 
For me, considering the welfare of 
others is one of the most important 
values 

0.787 

It is difficult for me to contain my 
feelings when I see people in distress 

0.785 

I am often reminded by daily events 
about how dependent we are on one 
another 

0.785 

Self-sacrifice 427 0.00 1.00 -2.75 2.62 
I feel people should give back to society 
more than they get from it 

0.779 

I am willing to risk personal loss to help 
society 

0.883 

I believe in putting duty before self 0.833 
AAbbiilliittyy 414 0.00 1.00 -4.68 1.32 

My abilities fit the demands of this job 
I have the right skills and abilities for 
doing this job 

OOppppoorrttuunniittyy    
(CFI = 0.994; TLI = 0.998; RMSEA = 0.034; 
ρ = 0.758) 

418 0.00 1.00 -2.82 2.11 

I find that my values and the 
organization’s values are very similar 

0.849 

What this organization stands for is 
important to me 

0.842 

If the values of this organization were 
different, I would not be as attached to 
this organization 

0.797 
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The reason I prefer this organization to 
others is because of what it stands for, 
its values 

0.850 

PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  
(CFI = 0.990; TLI = 0.980; RMSEA = 0.072; 
ρ = 0.868) 

417 0.00 1.00 -5.99 1.44 

I deliver high quality work  0.759 
I think I am a good employee  0.885 
I think I am performing well within this 
organization  

0.865 

I give the residents the help that they 
need  

0.728 

I am good at acting and responding 
effectively if the residents have acute 
health problems  

0.847 

SSoocciiaall  ddeessiirraabbiilliittyy  415 0.86 0.95 0 5 
I am always courteous, even to people 
who are disagreeable 
I sometimes feel resentful when I don’t 
get my way 
No matter who I’m talking to, I’m 
always a good listener 
I sometimes try to get even rather than 
forgive and forget 
There have been occasions when I took 
advantage of someone 

CCoonnsscciieennttiioouussnneessss  420 5.73 0.96 2.5 7 
I see myself as someone who… 
…tends to be lazy (reversed) 
…does a thorough job 
GGeennddeerr  (female = 0) 426 0.07 2.56 0 1 
AAggee 426 44.19 11.84 21 67 
TTeennuurree‡ 427 4.33 1.43 1 6 

Note: ρ = Raykov’s rho, FL = factor loadings, Obs. = observation, SD = standard deviation.  
Responses to all constructs were measured using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (fully 
disagree) to 7 (fully agree), except for the social desirability construct, which was measured 
using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Not at all true) to 5 (Exactly true). 
† This item was deleted from the final PSM scale. 
‡ Tenure was measured with the following six categories: 1: Under 1 year, 2: 1-2 years, 3: 3-5 
years, 4: 6-9 years, 5: 10-19 years, 6: 20 years or more. 
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MMeeaassuurreemmeenntt  vvaalliiddaattiioonn  

To assess the discriminant validity of the constructs, factor analyses using STATA 14.2 were 

performed for each construct separately. The validation of the constructs was conducted in 

two stages. In the first stage, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to test whether the 

measured items reflect the theoretically latent constructs (Fayers and Machin 2016; Kline 

2010). The fit of the constructs was assessed using the following fit indices: the comparative 

fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), and the root mean square error of approximation 

(RMSEA). Moreover, Raykov’s rho was used to assess the reliability of the constructs. In the 

second stage, principal component analysis (PCA) was used to follow up on a poor-fitting CFA 

model (Schmitt 2011), where the factor loadings were used post hoc as a criterion to achieve 

an acceptable fit of the model. All the final items and their factor loadings, including the 

goodness-of-fit statistics, are listed in Table A1 in the Appendix. 

Based on the results of the initial CFA, the goodness-of-fit statistic for the three-

dimensional PSM construct showed significant item loadings but no good fit with the data (CFI 

= 0.896; TLI = 0.844; RMSEA = 0.115). To achieve an acceptable fit, the PCA showed that one 

item from the commitment to the public interest scale (“I would prefer seeing public officials 

do what is best for the community as a whole even is it harmed my interests”) had to be 

dropped (CFI = 0.949; TLI = 0.916; RMSEA = 0.092). To measure internal consistency, Raykov’s 

rho showed the PSM measures to be a reliable construct (with a value greater than the 

traditional threshold criteria of 0.7, ρ = 0.788). 

As the number of items representing ability was insufficient to proceed to a CFA, the 

goodness-of-fit statistic was not assessed. However, the reliability coefficient showed a good 

reliability (ρ = 0.870). The items representing opportunity showed an excellent fit (CFI = 0.994; 

TLI = 0.998; RMSEA = 0.003); the overall measure was also reliable (ρ = 0.758). Finally, the self-

reported performance measure showed an excellent goodness-of-fit statistic for a 

unidimensional construct (CFI = 0.990, TLI = 0.980, RMSEA = 0.072) as well a high internal 

consistency (ρ = 0.868). 
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AAPPPPEENNDDIIXX  BB 

TTaabbllee  AA22..  Marginal means of performance, conditioned by PSM and ability  

PPSSMM  AAbbiilliittyy      MMaarrggiinn    SSttdd..  EErrrroorr      [[9955  %%  CCoonnff..  IInntteerrvvaall]]  

Low Low -0.60 0.07 -0.73 -0.46

Low High 0.40 0.20 0.01 0.80

High Low -0.02 0.10 -0.22 0.19

High High 0.59 0.18 0.23 0.94

TTaabbllee  AA33..  Pairwise comparison of marginal means of performance, conditioned by PSM and 

ability  

PPSSMM#AAbbiilliittyy           CCoonnttrraasstt  
Low High vs. Low Low 0.69 

(0.16) 
*** 

High Low vs. Low Low 0.42 
(0.09) 

*** 

High High vs. Low Low 0.97 
(0.12) 

*** 

High Low vs. Low High -0.27
(0.16)

High High vs. Low High 0.28
(0.18)

High High vs High Low 0.54
(0.12)

*** 

Ɨ p < .1; * p < .5; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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TTaabbllee  AA44..  Marginal means of performance, conditioned by PSM, ability, and opportunity  

PPSSMM  AAbbiilliittyy  OOppppoorrttuunniittyy      MMaarrggiinn    SSttdd..  EErrrroorr  [[9955  %%  

CCoonnff..  IInntteerrvvaall]]  

Low Low Low -0.60 0.07 -0.73 -0.49

Low Low High -0.07 0.10 -0.26 0.13

Low High Low 0.40 0.20 0.01 0.80

Low High High 0.32 0.20 -0.08 0.72

High Low Low -0.02 0.10 -0.22 0.19

High Low High 0.20 0.09 0.02 0.38

High High Low 0.59 0.18 0.23 0.94

High High High 0.68 0.10 0.49 0.88

TTaabbllee  AA55..  Pairwise comparison of marginal means of performance, conditioned by PSM, ability, 
and opportunity (only significant differences)  

PPSSMM#AAbbiilliittyy##OOppppoorrttuunniittyy     CCoonnttrraasstt  
Low Low High vs. Low Low Low 0.53 

(0.12) 
*** 

Low High Low vs. Low Low Low 1.00 
(0.21) 

*** 

Low High High vs. Low Low Low 0.91 
(0.21) 

*** 

High Low Low vs. vs. Low Low Low 0.58 
(0.13) 

*** 

High Low High vs. Low Low Low 0.80 
(0.12) 

*** 

High High Low vs. Low Low Low 1.18 
(0.19) 

*** 

High High High vs. Low Low Low 1.28 
(0.12) 

*** 

High High Low vs. Low Low High 0.65 
(0.21) 

* 

High High High vs. Low Low High 0.75 
(0.14) 

*** 

High High Low vs. High Low Low 0.60 
(0.21) 

Ɨ 

High High High vs. High Low Low 0.70 
(0.15) 

*** 

High High High vs. High Low High 0.48 
(0.13) 

** 

Ɨ p < .1; * p < .5; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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ABSTRACT
How may we understand the relationships between public service motiv-
ation (PSM), personality traits, and public organizational outcomes? Do
organizational outcomes relate to interaction associations between PSM
and personality traits? Using a mix of survey data and administrative data
from a sample of nursing home care workers in Denmark (n¼ 427), this
article explores the interplay between PSM and the personality trait of con-
scientiousness in relation to two organizational outcomes: performance
and short-run absenteeism. We find that PSM is associated with higher per-
formance and less absenteeism and that conscientiousness is a significant
moderator of both relationships—although in distinct ways. The associ-
ation between PSM and less absenteeism is greater at higher levels of con-
scientiousness. In contrast, the positive association between PSM and
performance attenuates to zero at high levels of conscientiousness.
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Introduction

Public service motivation (PSM)—“an individual’s orientation to delivering services to people
with the purpose of doing good for others and society” (Perry and Hondeghem 2008:vii)—is a
latent currency of particular value to public service organizations. Research shows that many pub-
lic employees are highly motivated by PSM (Anderfuhren-Biget et al. 2010; Leisink and Steijn
2008) and that PSM matters to public organizational outcomes. For example, PSM is positively
associated with organizational commitment and citizenship behavior (Gould-Williams, Mostafa,
and Bottomley 2015), job satisfaction and turnover intentions (Bright 2008; Taylor 2014), and
performance (Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen 2014; Bell�e 2013; Leisink and Steijn 2009;
Pedersen 2015; Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann 2016; Vandenabeele 2009).

Still, an expanded understanding of the relationships between PSM and outcomes is needed.
Some scholars call for research attention to context; e.g., the mediating and moderating role of
person–organization and person–job fit (Bright 2007; Leisink and Steijn 2009; van Loon et al.
2018). Others call for more research on whether and how PSM relates to other constructs; i.e.,
other types of motivation (Anderfuhren-Biget et al. 2010; Andrews 2016; Georgellis, Iossa, and
Tabvuma 2011; Jacobsen 2011) and personality traits (Jang 2012; Pandey and Stazyk 2008; van
Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne 2017).

This article provides new insights into the interplay between PSM and personality traits.
Although PSM has been the subject of considerable research attention (Ritz et al. 2016), public
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administration research into how personality traits relate to public organizational outcomes is still
in its infancy. Studies suggest that personality traits are predictive of organizational citizenship
behavior and job satisfaction (Cooper et al. 2013; 2014), collaborative behavior (Esteve, van
Witteloostuijn, and Boyne 2015), and performance (Jiang, Wang, and Zhou 2009). Moreover,
some research has explored the connections between personality traits and PSM (Hamidullah,
Van Ryzin, and Li 2016; Jang 2012; van Witteloostuijn et al. 2017). However, we know little about
how PSM and its effects on outcomes are influenced by personality.

Are PSM and personality traits related to organizational outcomes with the same strengths of
association? Are the consequences of PSM and personality traits best understood as the product
of interplay; i.e., an interactive relationship in which personality traits moderate the associations
between PSM and organizational outcomes? Exploring these questions, this article contrasts the
extent to which PSM and conscientiousness are associated with two public organizational out-
comes: performance and short-run absenteeism. Moreover, we examine how conscientiousness
may moderate the extent to which higher-PSM employees report higher performance and exhibit
less short-run absenteeism than lower-PSM employees.

Research guides our focus on the personality trait of conscientiousness. As we elaborate later,
conscientiousness is a largely universal predictor of organizational outcomes across contexts
(Barrick and Mount 1991; Cooper et al. 2013) and is considered as the most effective and consist-
ent personality trait for predicting job performance (Barrick and Mount 1991; Salgado 1997).

In terms of theory, we merge the PSM literature with insights from personality traits research
to derive a set of hypotheses. By our theorizing and empirical testing, we aim to add both to
knowledge about PSM–outcome relationships and the broader endeavor to map how PSM relates
to personality traits in general. Are PSM and conscientiousness positively associated with
performance and with lower short-run absenteeism? Are interactive effects at play; i.e., does con-
scientiousness moderate the extent to which PSM relates to higher performance and less short-
run absenteeism?

We contribute to answering these questions using survey data from a sample of public care
workers in Denmark (n¼ 427) that we merge with administrative data. The survey data provide
measures of PSM, conscientiousness, and self-reported performance, while the administrative data
contain information on actual sickness absence and demographic characteristics. We test our
hypotheses using nursing home fixed-effects regression. While eliminating confounding due to
selection or sorting among nursing homes, we recognize the limitations of our data in terms of
the internal validity. We return to discuss the strengths and weaknesses of our research design.

The article proceeds by discussing the theoretical framework. We then describe the data and
research design. Next, we present our empirical analyses and results. Finally, we discuss our find-
ings and outline the implications for future research and practice.

Theory

Public service motivation

Research into PSM and its consequences for organizational outcomes has increased substantially
over the last two decades (Ritz et al. 2016). Indeed, how PSM affects performance has been the
subject of much attention. In line with the founding notion that “public service motivation is
positively related to individual performance” (Perry and Wise 1990:370), PSM is widely concep-
tualized as a driving force of action for many public service employees—a force of action that
may translate into higher levels of performance at work. Driven by an inherent interest in doing
good for others and society, public-service-motivated employees are theorized to exert greater
work effort, be more attentive to the needs of their service users, and be more likely to engage in
behaviors serving broader societal interests (Andersen et al. 2014; Vandenabeele 2009).
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In terms of self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci 2000), PSM can be conceptualized as
particular types of identified or integrated regulation (Pedersen 2015)—autonomous forms of
motivations that, relative to more controlled forms of motivation, are associated with higher levels
of task performance due to the satisfaction of basic psychological needs for competence, auton-
omy, and relatedness (Ryan and Deci 2017). In terms of goal-setting theory (Locke and Latham
2002), PSM may translate into self-imposed work goals relating to the interests of the service
users and society—work goals that are both clear and difficult to achieve (require effort), and
which, therefore, are conducive for task performance. Moreover, PSM may be intimately related
to higher acceptance of and commitment to organizational service performance goals and thus be
an important factor for the extent to which clear and difficult organizational service performance
goals lead to higher performance.

Empirical research broadly supports the existence of a positive PSM–performance relationship
(Ritz et al. 2016; Vandenabeele, Ritz, and Neumann 2018). Some studies do detect null-findings
or find inconclusive results (Alonso and Lewis 2001; Jin, McDonald, and Park 2018), whereas
other scholars highlight how the PSM–performance link is conditioned by the extent to which
the work environment (i.e., the organization and job) provides the necessary opportunities for the
employees to act upon their PSM (Bright 2007; Gould-Williams et al. 2015; Leisink and Steijn
2009; van Loon et al. 2018). Nevertheless, meta-analyses support the general presence of a posi-
tive PSM–performance relationship (Awan, Bel, and Esteve 2020; Warren and Chen 2013).

A caveat is that these meta-analytical findings are based on a substantial share of PSM studies
that use observational cross-sectional data and/or measurement of PSM and performance in the
same survey, research design features which may question the validity of these studies’ empirical
findings (Podsakoff et al. 2003; Meier and O’Toole 2013; Petrovsky and Ritz 2014; Wright and
Grant 2010). However, extant PSM studies examining the PSM–performance link using experi-
mental or quasi-experimental approaches do find evidence of a positive effect of PSM on per-
formance (Andersen et al. 2014; Bell�e 2013; Pedersen 2015).

Based on these insights, and in line with extant PSM theory and research, we therefore theor-
ize the following:

H1: PSM is positively related to public employee performance.

PSM may relate directly to important public organizational outcomes other than performance,
such as organizational commitment and job satisfaction (Bright 2008; Taylor 2008; Vandenabeele
2009), and absenteeism (Jensen, Andersen, and Holten 2019; Koumenta 2015; Wright and Pandey
2011). Focusing on the latter, absenteeism refers to an individual employee’s behavioral pattern of
absence from a duty or obligation (Jensen et al. 2019; Silpa and Masthanamma 2015), which may
increase service costs and decrease performance (Viswesvaran 2002; Wright and Pandey 2011).

Absenteeism is often distinguished conceptually as either “short-term” or “long-term.” Long-
term absenteeism reflects a work incapacity caused primarily by mental or physical illness,
whereas a significant proportion of instances of short-term absence relates to factors other than
health issues (AFOEM 1999; Wright and Pandey 2011); e.g., general shirking preferences or a
simple lack of motivation to get out of bed and go to work on rainy days. Although we recognize
the value of examining how PSM relates to long-term absenteeism, this article focuses on short-
term absenteeism. Understanding how PSM influences short-run absenteeism is important in its
own right. Moreover, as we elaborate later, the relationship between PSM and short-run absentee-
ism may assist our understanding of the relationship between PSM and long-run absenteeism.

In contrast to the study of the PSM–performance relationship, only limited research has exam-
ined the association between PSM and absenteeism, and the empirical findings are mixed. While
some studies do not observe a link (Edwards 2017; Wright, Hassan, and Christensen 2017),
Koumenta (2015) finds that PSM relates negatively to absence frequency but positively to absence
duration. In contrast to the latter result, Wright and Pandey (2011) find a negative relationship
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between PSM and absence duration when taking account of mission valence and job satisfaction
as intermediate variables.

Jensen et al. (2019) suggest that the mixed findings are a consequence of the neglect of the
intermediate role of “presenteeism” (working while sick) in the PSM–absenteeism relationship. In
line with the literature on the “dark side” of PSM (Giauque et al. 2012; Gould-Williams et al.
2015; Schott and Ritz 2018; van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink 2015), they theorize that
higher-PSM employees are more willing to sacrifice themselves in helping others and benefitting
society at the expense of their own mental and physical well-being. Therefore, PSM may reduce
short-run absenteeism (cause presenteeism) but increase long-run sickness absenteeism. However,
Gross, Thaler, and Winter (2019) do not find support for this notion. While finding that particu-
lar PSM dimensions are negatively associated with absenteeism, they do not detect any relation-
ship between PSM and presenteeism.

Thus, we theorize that PSM may make employees less likely to call in sick at work because of
shirking inclinations, flashes of lacking work motivation, or symptoms of milder illnesses (e.g.,
minor fatigue or physical discomforts). In particular, we expect the following:

H2: PSM is negatively related to short-run absenteeism.

Conscientiousness

More than 80 years ago, Merton’s (1940) study of the bureaucratic personality introduced the concept
of personality to the public administration literature. However, public administration personality
research remains surprisingly limited. Contrasting scholarly attention to the motivational construct of
PSM, the psychological dimension of personality has received attention in the field of public adminis-
tration only recently. The emerging research, however, suggests that personality, either independently
or alongside PSM, may affect a range of distinct outcomes, such as politicians’ leadership behavior
(Nørgaard, Andersen, and Boye 2018), organizational citizenship behavior, job satisfaction, and deci-
sion-making processes (Cooper et al. 2013; 2014; Filiz and Battaglio 2017), collaborative behavior
(Esteve et al. 2015), managerial hiring practices (Bromberg and Charbonneau 2020), attraction to pub-
lic sector organizations and sector differences (Carpenter, Doverspike, and Miguel 2012; Cooper
2020), and performance (Jiang et al. 2009). Yet, research exploring the interplay between PSM and
personality traits in predicting public organizational outcomes is needed.

Since the 1990s, the Big Five (also known as the Five-Factor Model) has dominated the psy-
chological literature on personality. Being widely accepted as a predominant approach for under-
standing the overall structure of personality, the Big Five comprises five personality traits:
agreeableness, extraversion, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness to experience (Costa
and McCrae 1992; Goldberg 1990). Among these traits, conscientiousness is considered a largely
universal predictor of organizational outcomes across contexts (Barrick and Mount 1991; Cooper
et al. 2013). Conscientiousness is identified as the most important and consistently strongest pre-
dictor of performance across various measures, including task performance and contextual per-
formance (Barrick and Mount 1991; Barrick, Mount, and Judge 2001; Jiang et al. 2009; Neal et al.
2012; Salgado 1997). These insights guide our focus on conscientiousness, although we recognize
the need for more public administration research on other traits and their associations with PSM.

Similar to other personality traits, conscientiousness is conceived as a continuum ranging from
low to high levels of the trait. Key facets include the tendency to be organized, responsible, reli-
able, diligent, achievement/goal oriented, to exhibit self-control, and follow rules (Ashton and Lee
2001; Costa and McCrae 1992). Therefore, because the trait reflects personal characteristics, that
are salient attributes for accomplishing work tasks in most jobs, conscientiousness is both theor-
ized and empirically identified to affect performance. As conscientious individuals tend to be
goal-oriented, hardworking, and set high expectations for themselves, they are more likely to exert
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greater effort toward achieving organizational performance goals. Similarly, conscientious individ-
uals tend to be persistent, responsible, and reliable—characteristics that may also make them
work in a way that is more committed, focused, and persistent toward the achievement of organ-
izational performance goals (Barrick et al. 2001; Salgado 1997).

Thus, we expect that conscientious employees are more likely to engage in their work with
greater care, persistence, thoroughness, and ambition than their less conscientious peers, who will
tend to be more disorganized, undisciplined, and likely to engage in impulsive behaviors (Barrick
and Mount 1991; Hurtz and Donovan 2000). Therefore, we theorize that highly conscientious
employees will exhibit higher performance than their less conscientious peers. In particular, we
derive the following hypothesis:

H3: Conscientiousness is positively related to performance.

Conscientiousness has been linked to work outcomes other than performance (Hogan and
Ones 1997; Roberts et al. 2009). Although few studies have examined the role of personality traits
in absenteeism at work, the findings indicate a negative association. Judge, Martocchio, and
Thoresen (1997) find that conscientiousness is positively related to honesty and integrity and,
therefore, to fewer inclinations for being absent from work. Similarly, Vlasveld et al. (2013) argue
that the negative relationship between conscientiousness and absenteeism reflects that conscien-
tious individuals exhibit higher responsibility, planning, and persistence.

On this basis, in situations where job performance depends upon work attendance (i.e., low
absenteeism), we expect that conscientiousness is linked to lower levels of absenteeism.
Conscientious employees are less likely to be absent from work because of predispositions for
being self-disciplined, reliable, and displaying a sense of duty and obligation—factors which, in
turn, may result in a higher level of work commitment and, thus, in lower absenteeism (relative
to comparable but less conscientious employees) (Vlasveld et al. 2013). In particular, we derive
the following hypothesis:

H4: Conscientiousness is negatively related to short-run absenteeism.

PSM and conscientiousness interplay

Only limited research has examined the relationship between PSM and conscientiousness
(Hamidullah et al. 2016; Jang 2012; van Witteloostuijn et al. 2017), and this article is, to the best of
our knowledge, the first to explore the potential associations of PSM–conscientiousness interactions to
public organizational outcomes. Based on the preceding theory discussion, we theorize that the per-
sonality trait of conscientiousness may moderate the extents to which higher-PSM employees report
higher performance and exhibit less short-run absenteeism than lower-PSM employees.

Conscientious employees are expectedly more diligent and exhibit a greater sense of responsi-
bility toward others, making them, in turn, more likely to act upon and in line with their PSM.
PSM may thus be associated with performance to a greater extent when the employees are more
(relative to less) conscientious. We submit that high-PSM employees who are also conscientious,
due to their conscientiousness-related meticulous and organized demeanors, invest greater work
effort in PSM-fueled provision of public services, which, in turn, further promotes these employ-
ees’ prosocial behaviors and performance (relative to their less-conscientious peers). Similarly, we
theorize that the association between PSM and short-run absenteeism is more pronounced for
employees who are more conscientious. The honest and reliable demeanors of the more conscien-
tious employees facilitate greater room to act upon and in line with their PSM, resulting, there-
fore, in extra low levels of short-run absenteeism. We thus expect that PSM and
conscientiousness have synergetic interaction effects on performance and short-run absenteeism:
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H5: The positive relationship between PSM and performance is stronger for employees displaying greater
(vs. lesser) levels of conscientiousness.

H6: The negative relationship between PSM and short-run absenteeism is stronger for employees displaying
greater (vs. lesser) levels of conscientiousness.

Data and methods

Data collection

We test our hypotheses using a sample of public service employees in the Danish long-term care
(LTC) sector. Specifically, we look at care workers employed at nursing homes for the elderly.
The Danish LTC sector is highly institutionalized (Kvist 2018). The central government sets the
overall policy goals and guiding administrative principles, while the municipalities are responsible
for the administration and performance of local nursing home services (Ministry of Health 2017).

Across welfare societies, the LTC sector represents a high-cost policy area employing a signifi-
cant proportion of frontline service workers (Statistics Denmark 2018; Worm 2015). Moreover,
general population aging trends entail that both costs and demands for LTC services are unlikely
to decrease (Kvist 2018). Still, surprisingly little PSM research uses data from the LTC sector, and
the sector has also not received much attention in the general field of public administration (for
a few exceptions see Amirkhanyan, Meier, and O’Toole 2017; Amirkhanyan et al. 2018; Kjeldsen
2012; Thomsen and Jensen 2020). With our empirical focus, we begin to elucidate how PSM
might help alleviate the challenges facing the policy area of LTC.

We draw on two data sources—survey data and administrative data—relating to individual
care workers. We received an employee list from the Department of Health and Care at Aarhus
municipality containing information about all care workers employed at nursing homes for the
elderly in Aarhus municipality (names, workplace, email address, and unique personal ID num-
ber). Using this information, we conducted an electronic survey among care workers at 19 ran-
domly selected nursing homes for the elderly in May 2017. The survey was administered in
cooperation with the Department of Health and Care, and various actions were taken to maxi-
mize response rates, such as guaranteeing response anonymity (Fan and Yan 2010).

We recognize how our research design does not safeguard against omitted variable bias and
common source bias. We later discuss these issues and what we did to minimize them.

The survey was distributed to 736 care workers, and we received 427 usable responses (58 per-
cent response rate). Respondents were primarily female (93 percent), with an average age of
44 years and an average of 10–19 years of work experience in the LTC sector. We merged the sur-
vey data with administrative data from the Department of Health and Care containing informa-
tion on each individual employee’s sickness absence and demographic characteristics (age, gender,
educational background, tenure). In the administrative data, employees were identified by name
and personal ID number, which enabled us to link this data with the survey data.

Non-response bias was tested by comparing survey respondents and non-respondents using
the administrative data (i.e., age, gender, educational background). Chi-square tests revealed no
differences between the two groups (at p < .05), thus minimizing concerns about the representa-
tiveness of the sample. The tests appear in the Appendix, Table A1.

Estimation

We analyze the data using nursing home fixed-effects regressions that account for the hierarchical
structure of the data (i.e., the nesting of care workers in nursing homes). Thus, by testing our
hypotheses, looking at only within-nursing home variations in employee characteristics and
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outcomes, we eliminate the risk of confounding due to selection or sorting among nursing
homes. All standard errors are clustered at the nursing home level.

Measures

PSM
We measured PSM using nine items from Perry’s (1996) scale, capturing the PSM dimensions of
“commitment to the public interest,” “compassion,” and “self-sacrifice.” Responses were captured
on a 7-point Likert scale. The items were tested using both confirmatory and principal compo-
nent factor analysis. One of the “commitment” items exhibited a low factor loading and was
therefore dropped (“I would prefer seeing public officials do what is best for the community as a
whole even if it harmed my interests”). Raykov’s rho shows acceptable internal consistency for all
three PSM dimensions (CPI: q¼ 0.775; COM: q¼ 0.670; SS: q¼ 0.795). We computed a PSM
index using the predicted factor scores. Our PSM measure is thus weighted by the factor loadings
and standardized (mean ¼ 0; standard deviation ¼ 1).

Conscientiousness
We measured conscientiousness using the two conscientiousness items from the BFI-10
(Rammstedt and John 2007), an abbreviated version of the Big Five Inventory (BFI-44) (John and
Srivastava 1999). Responses were captured on a 7-point Likert scale. Because the BFI-10 conscien-
tiousness subscale consists of only two items, estimation of fit indices is not meaningful.
However, Raykov’s rho was 0.704, and previous tests of the validity and reliability of the BFI-10
support acceptable psychometric properties and high internal consistency (Rammstedt and John
2007). Our conscientiousness measure represents the mean sum of the two items (mean ¼ 5.75;
standard deviation ¼ .96).

Performance
We measured self-reported performance using five items. Three of the items are used in previous
studies of the PSM–performance relationship (van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink 2017;
Vandenabeele 2009). The other two items were developed for the purpose of this study and cap-
ture performance behavior of particular relevance for care work in the LTC sector. Responses
were captured on a 7-point Likert scale. The five items showed acceptable goodness-of-fit statis-
tics for a unidimensional scale and high reliability (q¼ 0.868). Similar to the PSM measure, our
performance measure was computed using the predicted factor scores and is thus weighted by
the factor loadings and standardized (mean ¼ 0; standard deviation ¼ 1).

Short-run absenteeism
Using administrative data on the individual respondents’ sickness absence, our measure reports
the care workers’ number of days of sick leave in a period of 12months (January 1–December 31,
2017). Defining short-term absence from work to be below 30 days, we excluded respondents
above this threshold from the measure. Research suggests that absenteeism lasting for a month or
more is related mainly to health issues (long-run absenteeism) rather than to other factors
(Jakobsen, Kjeldsen, and Pallesen 2016; Janssen et al. 2003). The mean number of days of sickness
absence was 5.65 (standard deviation ¼ 4.97).
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Controls
Although eliminating the risk of omitted variable bias due to selection or sorting among nursing
homes, the nursing home fixed-effects estimator does not account for confounders within nursing
homes. Thus, our analyses include controls for employee gender, age, and tenure (Andersen et al.
2014; Bright 2007). Moreover, we use the SDRS-5, a validated measure for social desirability (Hays,
Hayashi, and Stewart 1989), to minimize concerns about confounding due to social desirability bias.

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for all measures (observation counts, means, standard devi-
ations, and score ranges). Constitutive items, goodness-of-fit statistics, and factor loadings appear
in the Appendix (Table A2).

Results

Table 2 shows the bivariate correlations across measures. Both PSM and conscientiousness are posi-
tively related to performance (at p < .001) (r¼ 0.435 for PSM and 0.489 for conscientiousness).
Moreover, PSM is negatively but weakly related to sickness absence (r ¼ �0.113 at p < .05),
whereas PSM and conscientiousness are positively but weakly correlated (r¼ 0.211, at p < .001).

PSM, conscientiousness, and performance

Table 3 shows the results of nursing home fixed-effects regressions with performance as the
dependent variable. Models 1a and 1b show the direct associations for both PSM and conscien-
tiousness, respectively, without and with control for social desirability. Models 2a and 2b show
the estimated interaction between PSM and conscientiousness, respectively, without and with con-
trol for social desirability.

Regarding the direct performance relationships, we find evidence in line with hypotheses 1
and 3. Both PSM and conscientiousness are positively associated with performance in models 1a
and 1b (at p < .001). A one standard deviation increase in PSM is associated with an increase in
self-reported performance of about .35 of a standard deviation. Similarly, a one standard

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Obs. Mean S.D. Min Max

Performance 417 0.00 1.00 �5.99 1.44
Short-run absenteeism 367 4.65 4.97 0 23
PSM 427 0.00 1.00 �4.50 2.23
Conscientiousness 420 5.75 0.96 2.5 7
Gender (0¼ female) 426 0.07 2.56 0 1
Age 426 44.18 11.84 21 67
Tenure 427 4.32 1.43 1 6
Social desirability 415 0.86 0.95 0 5

Table 2. Correlation matrix.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Performance –
Short-run absenteeism 0.006 –
PSM 0.435��� �0.113� –
Conscientiousness 0.489��� 0.0143 0.211��� –
Gender (0¼ female) �0.059 0.005 �0.018 �0.077 –
Age �0.015 0.039 0.021 0.102� 0.038 –
Tenure �0.013 �0.029 �0.067 0.109� �0.118� 0.569�� –
Social desirability 0.197��� 0.087 0.099� 0.060 0.008 �0.106� �0.123�
�p < .05, ��p < .01, ���p < .001.
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deviation increase in conscientiousness is associated with a higher self-reported performance of
about .45 of a standard deviation.

Moreover, models 2a and 2b reveal an interaction between PSM and conscientiousness (at p <

.001), thus supporting that conscientiousness moderates the strength of the PSM–performance
relationship. However, in contrast to the theoretical expectation of hypothesis 5, the interaction
term coefficient is negative (and not positive), thus suggesting that the positive association
between PSM and performance is weaker for employees who are more (vs. less) conscientious. A
one standard deviation increase in conscientiousness is associated with a lower marginal effect of
a one standard deviation increase in PSM on performance of about .22 of a standard deviation in
performance.

Figure 1 provides a graphical illustration of this interplay, showing the estimated marginal
effects of PSM on performance (y-axis) at different levels of conscientiousness (x-axis). We see
how PSM is associated positively with performance, but that the strength of this relationship
decreases and goes toward zero with increasing conscientiousness. Contrary to expectations, PSM
and conscientiousness appear to act more as substitutes than as complements for each other in
predicting performance.

PSM, conscientiousness, and short-run absenteeism

Table 4 shows the results of the nursing home fixed-effect regressions with short-run absenteeism
as the dependent variable. Models 1a and 1b show the direct PSM and conscientiousness associa-
tions (without and with control for social desirability), while models 2a and 2b test for
PSM–conscientiousness interaction (without and with control for social desirability).

The estimates of models 1a and 1b align with the hypothesis 2 expectation: higher PSM is
associated with less short-run absenteeism (although only at p < .1 in model 1a). A one standard
deviation increase in PSM is associated with a decrease in short-run absenteeism of about
.61 days. Considering the average short-run absenteeism per respondent (i.e., 4.65 days), this
amounts to a difference in short-run absenteeism of about 13 percent. In contrast, however, we
do not find support for hypothesis 4 regarding a negative relationship between conscientiousness
and short-run absenteeism (at p < .01).

Table 3. Fixed-effects regression with performance as dependent variable. Coefficients and standard errors (in parentheses).

Model 1a Model 1b Model 2a Model 2b

PSM 0.367��� 0.353��� 1.568��� 1.591���
(0.060) (0.064) (0.259) (0.253)

Conscientiousness 0.441��� 0.431��� 0.420��� 0.409���
(0.041) (0.044) (0.040) (0.044)

PSM x conscientiousness – – �0.207��� �0.214���
(0.043) (0.041)

Gender (0¼ female) �0.140 �0.156 �0.201 �0.223†

(0.156) (0.145) (0.136) (0.128)
Age �0.007� �0.006� �0.009�� �0.008†

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Tenure �0.003 0.006 0.010 0.020

(0.031) (0.033) (0.032) (0.033)
Social desirability – 0.128� – 0.138��

(0.054) (0.047)
N (employees) 415 415 415 415
N (nursing homes) 19 19 19 19

†p < .1, �p < .05, ��p < .01, ���p < .001.
Standard errors clustered at the nursing home level.
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Moreover, models 2a and 2b support—although with considerable uncertainty—the presence
of the expected interaction between PSM and conscientiousness. The interaction term coefficient
is insignificant in model 2a (at p < .1), but significant and negative in model 2b (although only
at p < .1).

Providing a graphical illustration of this interplay, Figure 2 shows the estimated marginal
effects of PSM on short-run absenteeism (y-axis) at different levels of conscientiousness (x-axis).
In line with hypothesis 6, we see how the estimated association between PSM and short-run
absenteeism is significant and negative at higher levels of conscientiousness. A one standard devi-
ation increase in conscientiousness is associated with a change in the marginal effect of a one
standard deviation increase in PSM on short-run absenteeism of about .43 fewer days of

Figure 1. Marginal effects of PSM on performance by conscientiousness.

Table 4. Fixed-effects regression with short-run absenteeism as dependent variable. Coefficients and standard errors (in
parentheses).

Model 1a Model 1b Model 2a Model 2b

PSM �0.579� �0.605� 1.712 1.785
(0.275) (0.282) (1.374) (1.377)

Conscientiousness 0.242 0.212 0.173 0.138
(0.277) (0.272) (0.281) (0.274)

PSM x conscientiousness – – �0.395 �0.412†

(0.234) (0.231)
Gender (0¼ female) �0.543 �0.534 �0.625 �0.619

(1.237) (1.189) (1.262) (1.219)
Age �0.001 0.002 �0.002 �0.000

(0.032) (0.031) (0.031) (0.029)
Tenure �0.129 �0.099 �0.112 �0.081

(0.243) (0.245) (0.241) (0.243)
Social desirability – 0.389 – 0.411

(0.309) (0.311)
N (employees) 357 357 357 357
N (nursing homes) 19 19 19 19

†p < .1, �p < .05, ��p < .01, ���p < .001.
Standard errors clustered at the nursing home level.
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absenteeism. Considering the average short-run absenteeism per respondent (4.65 days), this
amounts to a drop in short-run absenteeism of about 9 percent.

Thus, supporting the notion of a synergistic interaction—i.e., that the positive influences of
PSM and conscientiousness on short-run absenteeism interact and mutually reinforce one other—
higher PSM appears associated with lower short-run absenteeism at higher levels of
conscientiousness.

Discussion

How are PSM and conscientiousness associated with public organizational outcomes? May the
consequences of PSM and conscientiousness be understood as the product of interplay—i.e., an
interactive relationship in which conscientiousness moderates the associations between PSM and
organizational outcomes?

In line with extant research, our findings support that PSM and conscientiousness are posi-
tively associated with performance (hypotheses 1 and 3) and that PSM is associated with lower
short-run absenteeism (hypothesis 2). However, contrary to expectations (hypothesis 4), conscien-
tiousness does not appear directly related to short-run absenteeism. Our failure to reject the null
for the conscientiousness-absenteeism relationship has multiple potential interpretations. For
example, besides overt falsification of theory or lack of statistical power, our finding could be an
artifact of our particular empirical setting (i.e., the absenteeism among the Danish nursing home
caseworkers that we examine could be largely directly affected by other factors than conscien-
tiousness; e.g., their PSM).

Moreover, we find indications that both PSM and conscientiousness relate to performance and
short-run absenteeism in terms of an interplay effect. With regard to short-run absenteeism, our
estimates are marked by considerable uncertainty, but they support the presence of a synergistic
interaction (hypothesis 6). Being committed to helping others and society, high-PSM employees
are less likely to be absent from work if they also exhibit higher conscientiousness. While higher
PSM is associated directly with less short-run absenteeism, the strength of this relationship is
more pronounced among care workers who are more conscientious. Importantly, this finding
relates to a measure of short-run absenteeism. As presenteeism may increase long-run sickness

Figure 2. Marginal effects of PSM on short-run absenteeism by conscientiousness.
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absenteeism (Jensen et al. 2019), high PSM with high conscientiousness may have unwanted con-
sequences in the form of long-run absenteeism due to illness.

We also find support for an interaction between PSM and conscientiousness with regard to
performance. However, the strength of association between PSM and performance is weaker at
higher levels of conscientiousness. Thus, performance is associated with PSM–conscientiousness
interplay, but in contrast to the expectation of synergistic interaction (hypothesis 5), high-PSM
employees who are highly conscientious report lower performance than their lower-conscientious
counterparts.

Studies on the “dark sides” of conscientiousness and PSM provide one potential explanation for
this finding (Boyce, Wood, and Brown 2010; Ferguson et al. 2014; Schott and Ritz 2018; van Loon
et al. 2015). Research shows that extreme scores on personality traits such as conscientiousness may
become disruptive when taken too far (Costa and Widiger 2002; Le et al. 2011). Conscientious
employees tend to perform well through goal orientation, commitment, and persistence. However,
at a certain threshold of high conscientiousness, further increases in conscientiousness may not
result in higher performance. Rather, excessive conscientiousness may echo pathological tendencies
(e.g., being inflexible and compulsive perfectionists), which may lead to lower performance (Pierce
and Aguinis 2013). Overly high levels of PSM may also lead to detrimental outcomes. Highly pub-
lic-service-motivated employees may, for instance, exercise their commitment beyond reasonable
boundaries. These employees are likely to engage in overtime work and take on extra tasks to do
good for others and society, which in the long run may be considered as an additional job demand
and cause employee stress and burnout, affecting their performance (Schott and Ritz 2018). This so-
called “too-much-of-a-good-thing” (TMGT) effect (Le et al. 2011; Pierce and Aguinis 2013) occurs
when “ordinarily beneficial antecedents reach inflection points after which their relations with
desired outcomes cease to be linear and positive instead, yielding an overall curvilinear pattern” (p.
316). As a meta-theoretical principle, the TMGT effect provides a potential answer for inconsistent,
paradoxical, and counter-theoretical findings that are derived on assumptions about linear and
monotonic variable relationships (Pierce and Aguinis 2013). Although our findings support theoret-
ical expectations that both conscientiousness and PSM are monotonically and positively related to
performance, the combination of high conscientiousness and high PSM may be “too much of a
good thing,” translate into counterproductive (inefficient) behavior at work and, thus, lead to an
unexpected drop in performance.

In line with the TMGT logic, high conscientiousness may constitute an inflection point (or
threshold) for the PSM–performance relationship (and vice versa). For example, a highly con-
scientious nursing home care worker with high PSM may be over-preoccupied with the health of
the nursing home residents. Fueled by a desire to do good for the residents, conscientiousness-
based tendencies for a fear of failure, deliberation, orderliness, and cautiousness may lead the
care worker to “waste” time on being overly meticulous, detail-oriented, and thorough (Carter
et al. 2014; Mount, Oh, and Burns 2008; van Witteloostuijn et al. 2017). He or she may, for
instance, be working in a manner that is too attached to rules and routines, which may prevent
the care worker from making urgent decisions and reacting fast to unexpected changes in the
resident’s health conditions. The care worker may also excessively focus on and recheck the resi-
dent’s health and vital signs in order to avoid mistakes at the expense of other performance-
related aspects of their work; e.g., inconsequential conversations and everyday chit-chat with each
resident that promotes their quality of life in terms of increased well-being and reduced loneli-
ness. Having said that, another potential explanation relates to limitations imposed by the self-
reported nature of our performance measure. Related to a general concern about potential com-
mon source bias arising from social desirability motives (Meier and O’Toole 2013; Podsakoff,
MacKenzie, and Podsakoff 2012), highly conscientious people may tend to systematically under-
rate their own performance relative to less conscientious people—a tendency which could explain
why high-PSM employees who are highly conscientious report lower performance than their

12 H. H. LAURITZEN AND M. J. PEDERSEN

254



lower-conscientious counterparts do. Emphasizing the limitations of our data, this notion calls for
added caution in interpretation and extrapolation of our results for performance. In general, our
findings must be inferred and extrapolated with attention to the limitations imposed by our data.
Given the observational cross-sectional nature of our data, our findings are correlational and not
marked by high levels of internal validity. Although issues relating to the data and research design
may confound our results, some design features may reduce some concerns related to selection
and omitted variable bias. The nursing home fixed effects eliminate confounding due to selection
or sorting between nursing homes (e.g., differences in staffing levels or residents’ health). Also,
for minimizing confounding due to unobserved employee characteristics, we control for variables
identified in previous studies as significant predictors of PSM, performance, and absenteeism.

Moreover, we took a number of actions in the attempts to minimize the risk of common
source confounding. Besides considerations of survey layout and length, we followed Podsakoff
et al.’s (2003) design recommendations concerning operationalization of constructs and respond-
ent anonymity. First, we measured PSM and conscientiousness using previously used and vali-
dated scales. Similarly, our performance measure comprises three generic performance items used
in previous studies, and two items capturing a substantive understanding of what constitutes as
individual performance at nursing homes (i.e., “I give the residents the help they need” and “I
am good at acting and responding effectively if the residents have acute health problems”).
Speaking to the validity of our performance measure, the two context-specific items appear to
measure the same aspect of performance as the more generic items do (i.e., the factor loadings
for the five performance items show that they are all associated with the same latent performance
construct, see Table A2 in the Appendix).

Second, the two conscientiousness items’ wording was balanced (one was reversed) to account
for acquiescence (Jakobsen and Jensen 2015). Third, all survey respondents were guaranteed ano-
nymity (i.e., that the survey data would not be shared with their nursing home manager or any
other third parties, and that their responses would be disclosed only at an aggregate level, not
allowing for identification of any individual respondents or nursing homes). Fourth, the survey
cover letter explicated how an external person outside of their organization ran the data collection
process—a strategy that may reduce the presence of social desirability bias in survey responses
(Podsakoff et al. 2003). Finally, in line with Podsakoff et al. (2012), we also attempt to control for
respondents’ inclinations to respond in a socially desirable manner using the SDRS-5, a validated
measure for social desirability (Hays et al. 1989).

Conclusion

Knowledge about both the relative importance of and the interplay between PSM and personality
traits is needed. Such insights are important n scholarly terms and for managerial behavior and
practices in public organizations. While PSM may represent a latent public organizational
resource, the effectiveness of organizational efforts to foster and maintain high levels of PSM may
be conditioned by the employees’ personality characteristics. Using survey data and administrative
data from a sample of public care workers in the LTC sector, this article explores and begins to
unravel how PSM and the personality trait of conscientiousness relate to two public organiza-
tional outcomes: performance and short-run absenteeism.

Despite methodological caveats, this article highlights the importance of gaining a greater
understanding of the interplay between PSM and personality traits. While our study is correl-
ational and non-causal, our examinations fail robustly to reject the notion that conscientiousness
affects the associations between PSM and organizational outcomes. PSM may be directly related
to performance and absenteeism, but both the strength and direction of these relationships may
depend on the employees’ conscientiousness.
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Thus, our findings encourage and call for further research seeking to merge the PSM and the per-
sonality traits literatures. While PSM matters for a range of public organizational outcomes, the effects
may differ widely, conditional on the employees’ personality traits. We hope our work may represent
a first-generation explorative study of how public organizational outcomes are shaped by both PSM
and personality traits. Future research should examine the intricacies of when and how individuals’
PSM and personality interact in predicting their behavior at work, ideally using research designs for
causal identification and considering personality traits other than conscientiousness.

This article focuses exclusively on PSM-conscientiousness interplay, but research is needed that
both theorizes and empirically tests how other personality traits—e.g., agreeableness, extraversion,
neuroticism, and openness to experience—may moderate the effects of PSM in public services set-
tings. Besides attention to a variety of personality traits, future research should examine PSM-per-
sonality traits interplay in other public services settings and contexts, and they should aim to do so
using research designs with the capacity for causal identification. Viable approaches include field
experiments that affect employees’ PSM (Bell�e 2013) or use of panel data capturing changes in
PSM, personality traits, and outcomes. Having said that, we are well aware that field experiments
are resource-demanding and that individual’s PSM and personality may change only a little over
time. Therefore, survey experimentation may be a more feasible next step forward. For example,
research could expose survey respondents to vignettes involving experimental manipulation of cues
priming PSM, conscientiousness, or both.

Such endeavors toward an expanded understanding of the PSM–personality traits interplay are
not only academically intriguing but also have practical impact and importance. For ensuring and
stimulating organizational performance and low levels of absenteeism, public managers should be
cognizant of their employees’ PSM and personality traits. For example, scholars have emphasized
the potential benefits of HR recruitment processes that actively seek to attract and select job appli-
cants with high PSM (Pedersen 2015; Ritz et al. 2016). Although perhaps a good idea, the effective-
ness of such practices may be improved by also considering the job applicants’ personality traits.

We recognize how existing personality tests that are commonly used both in the private sector
and in government agencies—e.g., the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator—may be flawed and fail to pro-
vide valid and reliable measures of personality (Al-Shawaf 2021). However, we suggest that this short-
coming concerns a measurement issue and does not invalidate the potential benefits of attention to
personality traits in public hiring and retention. As demonstrated by PSM research, employee PSM
can be considered as an organizational resource for performance in public agencies—but attention to
personality traits may also be advisable and warranted. Some traits may significantly boost the organ-
izational benefits of having employees with high levels of PSM. In other cases, particular traits may
serve as substitutes for high PSM in ensuring the performance of public services.
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Appendix

Table A-1. Chi-squared tests of non-response bias.

Characteristic
Respondents

% (n)
Non-respondents

% (n) p value

Gender 0.836
Female 93.0 (396) 92.6 (286)
Male 7.0 (30) 7.4 (23)
Age 0.252

<40 38.0 (162) 36.3 (112)
40-50 15.5 (66) 20.0 (62)
� 50 46.5 (198) 43.7 (135)

Education� 0.091
Short 47.3 (202) 44.3 (137)
Long 30.9 (132) 38.2 (118)
Other 21.8 (93) 17.5 (54)
� Nursing home care workers in Denmark typically hold a “short” or “long” education consisting of 2 years and 2 months or 3
years 9 months and 3 weeks of theoretical and practical training, which characterizes the first two categories. The category
“other” consists of different groups, such as care workers without any formal received training (unskilled workers).

Table A-2. Items, Goodness-of-Fit Statistics, and Factor Loadings.

Measures Factor loadings

Performance
(CFI ¼ 0.990; TLI ¼ 0.980; RMSEA ¼ 0.072; q ¼ 0.868)
I deliver high quality work .7591
I think I am a good employee .8848
I think I am performing well within this organization .8650
I give the residents the help that they need .7275
I am good at acting and responding effectively if the residents have acute health problems .8472
Public service motivation
(CFI ¼ 0.949; TLI ¼ 0.916; RMSEA ¼ 0.092; q ¼ 0.78)
Commitment to the public interest
Meaningful public service is very important to me .8941
It is important for me to contribute to the common good .8941
Compassion
For me, considering the welfare of others is one of the most important values .7869
It is difficult for me to contain my feelings when I see people in distress .7846
I am often reminded by daily events about how dependent we are on one another .7853
Self-sacrifice
I feel people should give back to society more than they get from it .7789
I am willing to risk personal loss to help society .8834
I believe in putting duty before self .8326
Conscientiousness
I see myself as someone who tends to be lazy (reversed) n/a
I see myself as someone who does a thorough job n/a
Social desirability
I am always courteous, even to people who are disagreeable n/a
I sometimes feel resentful when I don’t get my way n/a
No matter who I’m talking to, I’m always a good listener n/a
I sometimes try to get even rather than forgive and forget n/a
There have been occasions when I took advantage of someone n/a
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CChhaapptteerr  1111  

AArrttiiccllee  CC  

PPeerrssoonnaalliittyy::  AA  NNeegglleecctteedd  FFaaccttoorr??  EExxaammiinniinngg  tthhee  RReellaattiioonnsshhiipp  aammoonngg  PPeerrssoonnaalliittyy,,  

PPuubblliicc  SSeerrvviiccee  MMoottiivvaattiioonn,,  aanndd  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  iinn  PPuubblliicc  OOrrggaanniizzaattiioonnss  

Heidi Hesselberg Lauritzen 

AABBSSTTRRAACCTT  

Personality refers to an individual’s characteristic patterns of thought, emotion, and behavior. 
Despite a significant amount of evidence demonstrating that personality is important to 
performance in private-sector settings, public administration scholars have not paid much 
attention to the relationship in public organizations. Using survey data on employees working 
in the Danish public sector, structural equation models show how employees’ personality (the 
Big Five personality traits) affects their performance. The article also explores the underlying 
motivational mechanism through which personality affects performance by studying the 
mediating role of public service motivation (PSM). The findings suggest that conscientiousness, 
extraversion, neuroticism, and openness to experience are related to performance in the 
public sector. Moreover, the findings illustrate that PSM partially mediates the personality–
performance relationship regarding the traits of conscientiousness and neuroticism.  

 

IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN  

Personality refers to a disposition to behave in a particular way that becomes relatively stable 

early in life and is only to a limited extent susceptible to environmental circumstances or 

situational specificity over time (Bleidorn et al. 2019; Caspi, Roberts, and Shiner 2005; Funder 

1997). Personality is essential in understanding, predicting, and influencing human behavior 

(Ozer and Benet-Martínez 2006), and evidence suggests that personality is an important 

determinant in a wide range of job-related attitudes and behaviors, such as job satisfaction 

(Judge and Bono 2001), job choice (Ackerman and Beier 2003; Mount et al. 2005), and job 

performance (Barrick and Mount 1991; Hurtz and Donovan 2000; Salgado 1997). 

Yet, among the many studies demonstrating how personality is associated with job-

related outcomes, public administration scholars have not paid much attention to personality 
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as a potentially fundamental determinant of outcomes in the public sector sector (Kelman 

2007; Wright 2015). Cooper et al. (2013) even go so far as to claim that the field of public 

administration has omitted or even neglected the importance of personality. The majority of 

studies stem from the psychology and general management literatures and have been carried 

out using samples from the private sector. One could ask the obvious question: should we 

expect personality to influence performance in the public sector differently than has been 

established in the private sector? Although a considerable amount of research exists on public- 

and private-sector differences in relation to several organizational and work-related attitudes 

and behaviors, the literature is not conclusive. This is likely to be related to the lack of adequate 

comparisons due to sector-specific differences in job content and work context (Boyne 2002; 

Hansen and Kjeldsen 2018). In line with this, it is hardly surprising that frontline public-sector 

employees such as school teachers and social health care workers may not behave in the same 

way as private-sector employees working in sales and marketing. However, even when job 

content and industry/work context is taken into account, behavioral differences still exist 

between the sectors (see, for instance, Andersen, Pallesen, and Pedersen 2011). Therefore, 

the findings from the existing research are not necessarily generalizable, and the potential for 

cross-sector inference remains doubtful. 

Recently, a few public administration studies have examined the behavioral outcomes 

of personality in the public arena by investigating how personality is linked to job satisfaction 

and organizational citizenship behavior (Cooper et al. 2013, 2014), managerial decision-making 

(Filiz and Battaglio 2017), collaborative behavior (Esteve, van Witteloostuijn, and Boyne 2015), 

political leadership (Nørgaard, Andersen, and Boye 2018), and managerial hiring practices 

(Bromberg and Charbonneau 2020). However, public administration research demonstrating 

the linkage between personality and public-sector performance is still lacking. One exception 

is the study conducted by Jiang, Wang, and Zhou (2009), who examine how two of the main 

personality traits affect task and contextual performance among Chinese local -government 

officials. Although their study partially supports the findings from the private sector, it also 

provides evidence indicating that personality might have the opposite effect on performance 

compared to the private sector. Therefore, more empirical knowledge is needed to determine 

whether and, if so, how personality plays a role in public-sector performance. 

Moreover, despite the long-standing interest in personality within the psychology and 

management literatures, little is known about the underlying mechanisms through which 
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personality affects performance. According to a general scholarly consensus that motivation 

acts as an important mediator in the personality–performance relationship (Judge and Ilies 

2002; Kanfer 1991). Only a small number of studies has been conducted, but the findings 

support the existence of a motivational mediator effect. For example, Barrick, Stewart, and 

Piotrowski (2002) support this view by investigating cognitive-motivational work orientations, 

namely striving for success and accomplishment, while Halim et al. (2013) look at achievement 

motivation as mediators in the personality–performance relationship. Following these findings, 

the present article further aims to consider the role of a fundamental motivational construct 

that is central to public administration literature: public service motivation (PSM). In contrast 

to the absence of the role of personality, PSM has received considerable attention as an 

important factor in fostering performance (Brewer 2010; Perry, Hondeghem, and Wise 2010; 

Petrovsky 2009; Ritz 2009). Although less developed, a few studies have examined personality 

as a potentially fundamental antecedent of PSM (Jang 2012; van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and 

Boyne 2017). However, no study has yet combined these two areas of research and considered 

the possible mediating mechanism of PSM on the personality–performance relationship.  

Using structural equation modeling (SEM) on a survey of employees working in the 

Danish long-term care sector, the main objective of this study is to fill the knowledge gap on 

whether personality is an important determinant for performance in public organizations by 

scrutinizing the direct linkage between personality and performance and the indirect effect 

through PSM. Insight into whether personality is a fruitful factor for enhancing performance in 

public organizations will not only have theoretical advantages for research by bridging the gap 

between the personality literature and the field of public administration; it will also provide 

practical implications by demonstrating the benefits of using personality testing among 

frontline job applications, which, in turn, could lead to more effective personnel selection 

practices. 

TTHHEEOORREETTIICCAALL  FFRRAAMMEEWWOORRKK  

TThhee  HHiissttoorryy  ooff  PPeerrssoonnaalliittyy  RReesseeaarrcchh  aanndd  tthhee  BBiigg  FFiivvee  MMooddeell  

The way personality has been defined has changed over the years (Winter and Barenbaum 

1999), and there is still no single definition (Feist, Feist, and Roberts 2013). However, Funder 

(1997) argues that personality is “an individual’s characteristic patterns of thought, emotion, 

and behavior, together with the psychological mechanisms – hidden or not – behind those 
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patterns” (2), which conveys a more or less consensual view of personality (Saucier and 

Goldberg 2003).  

Since the work of Allport in the 1930s, there has been an ongoing scientific debate 

about the actual number of personality traits (see, for instance, Allport and Odbert 1936; Boyle 

2008; Cattell 1947; Eysenck 1947, 1994). However, the Big Five Model (or the Five-Factor 

Model) of personality has emerged as the predominant and most important psychological 

approach to the overall structure of personality (Rothmann and Coetzer 2003). The Big Five 

Model consists of five fundamental traits of personality labeled Agreeableness, Extraversion, 

Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and Openness to Experience (McCrae and John 1992).  

Agreeable individuals are described as sympathetic, cooperative, trusting, and 

altruistic, as well as kind, generous, and fair. Extraverted individuals tend to be sociable, 

confident, and assertive, and they enjoy interaction with others. Conscientious individuals have 

a tendency to be reliable, organized, determined, and responsible. In addition, high 

conscientiousness is also characterized by diligence, self-discipline, and adherence to norms 

and rules. Neurotic individuals are, in general, more likely to experience negative emotions 

such as fear, anger, and insecurity, and they tend to be self-centered and lack empathy for 

others less able to control their emotions in interaction with others (Costa and McCrae 1992, 

1995; Diefendorff, Croyle, and Gosserand 2005). Openness to experience reflects an 

individual’s creativity, preference for novelty, and variety. Moreover, this trait describes 

intellectual curiosity and engagement within idea-related endeavors (Ashton and Lee 2007; 

McCrae and John 1992). 

Although the Big Five Model has achieved widespread approval, the model has been 

exposed to considerable critique, where the validity of the model has been questioned. For 

instance, Eysenck (1994) challenges the number of traits, arguing that the model consists of 

too many traits, while other researchers such as Almagor, Tellegen, and Waller (1995) and 

Ashton and Lee (2007) argue that the model consists of an incomplete number of traits and 

thus does not encompass all aspects of human personality. Other researchers have pointed to 

some methodological issues. For instance, Block (1995) has criticized the use of factor analysis 

for not being sufficient and appropriate in conceptualizing personality.  Moreover, a common 

criticism is the atheoretical nature of the five traits. The fact that the Big Five Model is merely 

based on empirical findings rather than on an underlying theory implies that the causes behind 

the traits are unknown (Block, 2010).  
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Several theoretical and empirical refinements have been made in order to support the 

Big Five Model (Barrick, Mount, and Judge 2001; Salgado 1997), and an immense number of 

studies replicate the Big Five Model by means of different factor methods, instruments, 

approaches, and languages (Costa and McCrae 1995; Goldberg and Saucier 1995). Although 

the Big Five Model is not considered to be a theory per se (Cooper et al. 2014; Mondak 2010), 

it provides a taxonomy that facilitates and organizes the accumulation of empirical findings of 

personality into a single systematic framework (John and Srivastava 1999). Moreover, not only 

do the five traits reflect genetic inheritance and temporal stability; each trait also exhibits more 

or less evidence of universality because of the generalizability across gender, cultures, and 

different age groups (Barrick, Mount, and Judge 2001; Costa and McCrae 1992).  

 

TThhee  BBiigg  FFiivvee  MMooddeell  ooff  PPeerrssoonnaalliittyy  aanndd  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  

Over the last 25 years, several primary studies and meta-analyses within the fields of industrial-

organizational psychology and management have been conducted, examining the relationship 

between the Big Five personality traits and performance (Barrick and Mount 1991; Barrick, 

Mount, and Judge 2001; Hough 1992; Hurtz and Donovan 2000; Salgado 1997). Generally, 

conscientiousness has been found to be the most valid predictor of performance acr oss 

different occupational groups and criteria (Barrick and Mount 1991; Salgado 1997). This finding 

is also echoed in the single public-sector study investigating the personality–performance 

relationship, where Jiang, Wang, and Zhou (2009) show that conscientiousness is positively 

related to both task and contextual performance among government employees in China. 

Similarly, a linkage between neuroticism and job performance has also been found in relation 

to nearly all kind of jobs (Salgado 1997).  

The three other personality traits are considered to be “contingent predictors” of job 

performance, as they depend on the occupational group and type of criterion (Barrick and 

Mount 1991; Barrick, Mount, and Judge 2001; Mount, Barrick, and Stewart 1998). Extraversion 

has been found to be a valid predictor of job performance in occupations where teamwork and 

interpersonal requirements, such as good negotiation skills and competitive behavior, appear 

to be vital parts of the job (Hogan and Holland 2003; Salgado 1997). 

In contrast, when the job requires a substantial cooperative interaction as well as a 

significant degree of teamwork, customer service, and prosocial behavior, agreeableness is 

likely to contribute to job performance (Hogan and Holland 2003; Judge et al. 1999). Contrary 
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to these findings, Jiang, Wang, and Zhou (2009) find that agreeableness is counterproductive 

and, in turn, negatively related to task performance and not related to contextual performance 

in the public-sector setting. However, one should not necessarily expect agreeableness to have 

the opposite effect in public organizations, as the scholars acknowledge that their findings 

might reflect the Chinese organizational culture and leadership style rather than real 

differences between the public and private sectors. 

Finally, openness to experience is an important predictor for training proficiency 

(Barrick and Mount 1991; Salgado 1997). Barrick, Mount, and Judge (2001) argue that 

individuals who display a high degree of intellectual curiosity and tend to be creative and 

imaginative are more likely to benefit from training sessions, as they are open to new ideas 

and information.  

The immense literature investigating the relationship between the Big Five personality 

traits and job performance predominantly concerns investigations that have been carried out 

in the private sector. Given the public–private sector differences regarding both employees 

and their work context (Boyne 2002), the findings are not necessarily 1:1 transferable to a 

public-sector setting. The current literature is nevertheless fruitful to set up hypotheses, which 

can then be tested for validity in the public sector. This leads to the following two hypotheses: 

HHyyppootthheessiiss  11aa:: Conscientiousness, Agreeableness, Extraversion, and Openness to 

Experience are positively associated with job performance in public organizations.  
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and Pedersen 2014), this study only highlights the particular research that contributes to 

underline the importance of PSM as a potential mediator. 

Since Perry and Wise (1990) in their seminal work on PSM stated a positive relationship 

between PSM and performance for employees in public organizations (370), a substantial body 

of research has empirically demonstrated a positive direct linkage between PSM and 

performance (Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen 2014; Bellé 2013; Bright 2007; Kim 2006; 

Leisink and Steijn 2009; Naff and Crum 1999; Vandenabeele 2009). However, while these 

studies only establish a positive relationship between PSM and performance, they fail to 

address causality adequately (due to reliance on self-reporting and cross-sectional data). Using 

a randomized field experiment, Bellé (2013) nevertheless provides the evidence necessary for 

causal inference, showing how PSM among nurses in a public hospital affects their voluntary 
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relationship for core public service delivery/provision (thus suffering weak external validity), 

Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen (2014) solidify the PSM–performance relationship, as they 
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design and objective performance measure. 

Even though the empirical scrutiny of antecedents of PSM also is an important field of 

research within public administration literature, little is known about how PSM is influenced 

by personality (see see Hamidullah, Van Ryzin, and Li 2016; Jang 2012; van Witteloostuijn, 

Esteve, and Boyne 2017). While Jang (2012) investigates the psychological antecedents of PSM 

looking at each of the four dimensions (i.e., commitment to the public interest, compassion, 

attraction to policy-making, and self-sacrifice) of PSM, van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne 

(2017) distinguish the influence of personality on the affective and nonaffective 

subcomponents of PSM and overall PSM, whereas Hamidullah, Van Ryzin, and Li (2016) look at 

the relationship between the five traits and two distinct overall PSM scales. Despite a few 

ambiguous findings, these studies demonstrate a linkage between the Big Five personality 

traits and PSM, which this study deploys as a catalyst to theorizing how PSM  expects to serve 

as an underlying mechanism of the relationship between personality and performance.. 

Although this current study does not seek to dissect the PSM construct, these studies can still 

be used to elaborate on why one should expect PSM to serve as an underlying mechanism 

transferring the relationship between personality and performance. Despite a few ambiguous 

findings, these studies demonstrate a linkage between the Big Five personality traits and PSM.  
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Jang (2012) shows how conscientiousness is positively linked to two of the four PSM 

dimensions (commitment to the public interest and self-sacrifice). In contrast, however, van 

Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne (2017) find that conscientiousness is negatively related to 

affective PSM (compassion and self-sacrifice), while this personality trait does not affect PSM 

in the aggregate. As a possible explanation, they point attention to the still emerging literature 

on the dark side of conscientiousness (Boyce, Wood, and Brown 2010; Ferguson et al. 2014), 

which posits that conscientious employees often display a fear of failure and a preoccupation 

with details in relation to their tasks that might inhibit a prosocial and helping nature.  

Nevertheless, dutiful behavior and a sense of responsibility towards others capture 

fundamental characteristics of the core personality trait of conscientiousness (Hough 1992; 

Jang 2012). Moreover, serving the society comprises coping with a high degree of complexity 

and thoroughness (van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne 2017). Therefore, conscientious 

employees, who are meticulous of nature and detail-oriented, may display supportive attitudes 

towards their society to a higher degree and be dedicated to working to the benefit of others. 

Moreover, conscientiousness is positively linked to organizational citizenship behavior (Cooper 

et al. 2013; Organ and Ryan 1995), which, in turn, has strong organizational synergies with PSM 

(Gould-Williams et al. 2013; Kim 2006). Notwithstanding the contradictory findings of van 

Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne (2017), all this indicates that conscientiousness would be 

positively related to PSM.  

The core personality trait of neuroticism refers to employees who, to a lesser extent, 

are able to manage their feelings and expressions (i.e., lack of emotional labor) in the 

interaction with others (Gopinath 2011). The studies of both Jang (2012) and van 

Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne (2017) report that neuroticism is negatively linked to PSM.1 

Neurotic employees do not possess the capacity to empathize with problems of other 

individuals, which may result in a lack of capability to facilitate pro-social behavior in order to 

help them (Batson et al. 1981). As such, it is expected that neuroticism would be negatively 

related to PSM. 

While van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne (2017) report a positive relationship 

between extraversion and overall PSM, Jang (2012) only finds a positive linkage regarding the 

dimension of attraction to policy-making. Yet, Jang also shows that self-sacrifice is negatively 

affected by extraversion and argues that this finding can be explained by the fact that 

extraverted employees to a higher degree are driven by their rational motives rather than a 
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willingness to risk personal interests and rewards for the sake of the society and others. 

However, according to Cooper et al. (2013), extraverted employees prefer interpersonal 

relationships and tend to exhibit a high degree of organizational citizenship behavior, which 

may be expressed through beneficial behavior toward their organization. Consequently, in line 

with the findings of van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne (2017), it can be suggested that 

extraverted employees are inclined to also serve society and pursue the common good, 

because they either feel an attachment to the problems or have the purpose of receiving the 

personal acknowledgement that follows. 

The personality trait of agreeableness may to a higher degree be driven by affective 

motives that reflect altruistic behaviors favoring the common good (Graziano et al. 2007; John 

and Srivastava 1999). Although van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne (2017) do not find any 

significant linkage between agreeableness and PSM in the aggregate, they do find that 

agreeableness is positively linked with the affective PSM motives of compassion and self -

sacrifice, which also is partly reflected in Jang’s (2012) study. Hence, the co-operative and 

helpful nature of agreeable employees may tend to echo a general concern for social harmony 

and a willingness to accept compromises in terms of their own interest to the benefit of other 

people. Therefore, agreeableness is expected to be positively related to PSM. 

Finally, the personality trait of openness to experience corresponds to intellectual 

curiosity and inclination to engage in idea-related behavior. The findings of Jang (2012) and 

van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and Boyne (2017) show that this trait is positively linked to PSM. 

Not only are employees exhibiting this particular trait more likely to benefit from training 

sessions as they are open to new ideas and information, they are also inclined to engage in 

hard work and to invest a considerable amount of effort in their work with the aim of solving  

societal problems (Ashton and Lee 2001; Barrick, Mount, and Judge 2001). Therefore, being 

prone to new ideas and experiences that are considered improvements in favor of the society 

is expected to be positively related to PSM. 

Based on the expectations that conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and 

openness to experience are positively related to PSM and neuroticism is negatively related to 

PSM combined with the existing research demonstrating that PSM is positively related to 

performance, this study suggests that PSM acts as a mediator of the relationship between the 

Big Five personality traits and performance. Employees who display a high degree of 

conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, or openness to experience are likely to show 
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more supportive attitudes towards their society and desire working to the benefit of others 

than employees low on these traits. Highly public service-motivated employees, in turn, are 

likely to invest more effort in their job, which will lead to higher performance compared to 

employees who do not display the same high PSM. In contrast, employees who display high 

neuroticism are not capable of facilitating pro-social behavior to the same degree as 

employees low on neuroticism, which, in turn, implies that these employees will have a lower 

performance due to their low PSM. 

Taken together, the effect of the Big Five personality traits on performance is likely to 

be reflected via PSM. However, because no study has looked at the mediating mechanism of 

PSM on the personality–performance relationship, a compelling justification does not exist for 

whether PSM will partially or fully mediate the relationship between personality and 

performance. The study therefore posits the following hypothesis: 

HHyyppootthheessiiss  22:: PSM (fully or partially) mediates the relationship between the Big Five personality 

traits and performance.   

 

The hypothesized relationships are illustrated in Figure 1. 

 

FFiigguurree  11..  The theoretical model  
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DDAATTAA  AANNDD  MMEETTHHOODD  

DDaattaa  

The empirical analysis in this study is based on a survey conducted among employees working 

in long-term care in nursing homes in Aarhus, Denmark. The survey was distributed to 19 

randomly selected nursing homes in Aarhus. In agreement with the Department of Health and 

Care in the City of Aarhus, an invitation to a web survey was sent out by email to the employees 

working in these nursing homes. Even though web surveys as a data-gathering method have a 

number of advantages and strengths, the method also has its disadvantages, including a low 

response rate (Couper 2008). To address this concern, several initiatives were incorporated in 

the survey’s design, including considerations on the layout and length of the survey. Moreover, 

to promote and increase support for the survey, the employees were informed about the 

survey through several channels, such as posters, letters, and personal emails. The survey 

invitation was sent out individually to ensure the confidentiality of respondents (Couper 2008); 

subsequently, two email reminders were sent out as well. In addition, in cooperation with the 

nursing homes managers, a paper-based version of the questionnaire was distributed to the 

non-respondents. Retaining only employees with complete answers for the measures and 

control variables of interest, an overall response rate of 58% was achieved (n= 427).  

  

MMeeaassuurreess  aanndd  MMeeaassuurreemmeenntt  VVaalliiddaattiioonn  

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using STATA 14.2 was applied to analyze the discriminant 

validity of the measurements of this study. CFA allows us to test whether the items correspond 

to the anticipated scale structure and represent the same latent construct (Kline 2010). Three 

of the most common fit indices were used: the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker–Lewis 

index (TLI), and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), while Raykov’s rho was 

used to assess the reliability of the measurements.2 Additionally, a principal component 

analysis (PCA) was used to follow up on a poor-fitting CFA model (Schmitt 2011) where the 

factor loadings were used post hoc as a criterion for achieving an acceptable fit of the 

measures.  

PSM.  The original measure of PSM developed by Perry (1996) consists of 24 items that 

cover the four dimensions. In this study, the measure of PSM is based on an abridged version 

of the original scale, including the self-sacrifice dimension. The selected items have been 

translated and used in several Danish studies (e.g., Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen 2014; 
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Andersen, Pallesen, and Pedersen 2011; Lynggaard, Pedersen, and Andersen 2018), capturing 

the dimensions of commitment to the public interest (CPI), compassion (COM), and self-

sacrifice (SS). The wordings of the dimensions and the other measures of interest are 

presented in Table A1 in the Appendix. Three items were included in the questionnaire to 

measure each of the three dimensions respectively, using a seven-point Likert scale ranging 

from fully disagree (1) to fully agree (7). When the validity of the three-dimensional PSM scale 

was evaluated, the fit indices based on the CFA showed significant item loadings, but a poor fit 

with the data (CFI = 0.896; TLI = 0.844; RMSEA = 0.115).3 A follow-up PCA showed that one CPI 

item had to be deleted (“I would prefer seeing public officials do what is best for the 

community as a whole even if it harmed my interests”) to achieve an acceptable goodness-of-

fit statistic on all three dimensions of PSM (CFI = 0.949; TLI = 0.916; RMSEA = 0.092). Raykov’s 

rho indicated both the CPI and the SS scale to be reliable measures with values above the 

conventional threshold criterion of 0.7 (CPI: ρ = 0.775; SS: ρ = 0.795), while the value for COM 

was just below the threshold (ρ = 0.670).4 However, other studies of PSM have also faced 

problems with low reliability, and the values are within and above the range of these studies 

(Kim 2009; Pedersen 2015; van Loon et al. 2018). The PSM scale is created by the predicted 

factor scores from the CFA, which implies that PSM is a weighted and standardized (mean = 0, 

standard deviation = 1) scale of the three dimensions. 

Big Five.  Several instruments have been developed for providing a measure of the Big 

Five dimensions. These instruments vary widely in the number of items included to measure 

the five traits, with Costa and McCrae’s (1992) Revised NEO Personality Inventory (NEO-PI-R) 

as the most comprehensive instrument, which consists of 240 items. In this study, an 

abbreviated 10-item version of the Big Five Inventory (BFI-44) (Benet-Martínez and John 1998; 

John and Srivastava 1999), called the BFI-10 (Rammstedt and John 2007), was used. Although 

the BFI-10 is an extremely brief instrument, tests of reliability and validity showed that it 

possesses acceptable psychometric properties and offers an adequate assessment of 

personality (Rammstedt and John 2007). As the number of items representing each of the five 

traits was insufficient to proceed to a CFA, the goodness-of-fit statistic was not assessed. 

However, the reliability coefficients showed good reliability, with values for Raykov’s rho above 

0.7 for all five scales. The scales are measured as the mean scores of the items corresponding 

to each personality trait. 
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Performance.  Because public sector performance is a concept that comprises many 

different dimensions, no single measure can capture the complex characteristics of 

performance in public organizations (Boyne 2002). Objective performance measures are 

considered superior to subjective measures because they are decoupled from the individuals 

whose performance is being evaluated (Andrews, Boyne, and Walker 2006; Meier and O’Toole 

2013). However, within public organization, it can be very difficult to find an objective measure 

of performance that can be directly related to employees’ individual effort, since the provision 

of public service in many cases to a large extent is carried out in collaboration between 

employees and because multiple and often unclear goals exist in these organizations (Brewer 

2006; Dixit 2002). This is especially the case in the empirical context of nursing homes in 

Denmark, for which a strong team organization and vague goals5 exist, making it challenging 

to find an objective measure that can be isolated to employees’ performance individually. 

Therefore, this study used a subjective measure of performance, which Brewer (2006) argues 

is also important, as it demonstrates how employees think they are doing. As a consequence, 

however, this study might be prone to common source bias, as both the dependent and 

independent variables are conducted from a single, self-reported survey. Several precautions 

were taken to mitigate this potential risk, and the concerns will be addressed in the final 

section. 

The performance measure consisted of five items. Three of the items (“I deliver high-

quality work”; “I think I am a good employee”; “I think I am performing well within this 

organization”) were validated and used in other studies of the relationship between PSM and 

performance (Vandenabeele 2009; van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink 2017), while two 

items (“I give the residents the help that they need” and “I am good at acting and responding 

effectively if the residents have acute health problems”) were developed specifically for this 

study in order to capture certain behaviors of employees that are relevant in terms of 

performing well in the given context and are in line with the goals of the organizations. The 

psychometric properties of the five-dimensional measure provided an excellent fit for a 

unidimensional scale (CFI = 0.990; TLI = 0.980; RMSEA = 0.072), and the measure further 

showed high internal consistency with Raykov’s rho of 0.868. The performance measure is 

generated on the basis of the predicted factor scores of the five items. 

Controls.  Several control variables that have been found in other studies of PSM 

(Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen 2014) to be related to performance were included in the 
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model: gender, years of experience, and age. Furthermore, a validated five-item measure of 

socially desirable responses, SDRS-5 (Hays, Hayashi, and Stewart 1989), was included to control 

for this particular source of common source bias. Descriptive statistics for the control variables 

as well as for the dependent variable and explanatory variables appear in Table A2 in the 

Appendix.  

EEssttiimmaattiioonn  SSttrraatteeggyy  

After assessing the psychometric proporties of the measures, SEM was applied to estimate the 

theoretical models displayed in Figure 1. Following Anderson and Gerbing’s (1998) two-step 

modeling recommendation, the measurement model was estimated prior to estimating the 

structural model. The SEM models were estimated with bootstrap cluster standard errors 

derived from 1.000 sampling replications6 because the sample is only modest in size and to 

reduce the risk of committing type 1 errors (Harden 2011; Preacher and Hayes 2008). 

Additionally, the cluster robust standard errors obtained via bootstrapping were used to 

account for the clustered structure of the data and thus the within-cluster correlation.  

Existing theory does not offer a persuasive justification for whether full mediation or 

partial mediation should be expected in the personality–performance relationship. Even 

though Baron and Kenny (1986) suggest that partial mediation is most likely within the 

psychology literature, this study follows the approach of James, Mulaik, and Brett (2006), 

where full mediation should be estimated prior to a partial mediation, representing a baseline 

model, after which a partial mediation model should be employed in order to compare the fit 

of these two models and determine whether PSM fully or partially mediates the relationship 

between the Big Five personality traits and performance.  

  

RREESSUULLTTSS 

Table 1 provides the bivariate correlations between the variables of interest and the controls. 

The Big Five personality traits are significantly correlated to both PSM and performance. PSM 

is significantly correlated to performance. The bivariate correlations between the explanatory 

variables are low (r < 0.4), illustrating that the five personality traits and PSM are found to be 

empirically distinguishable from each other. Moreover, of the control variables, only the 

measure of social desirability is significantly correlated with performance. The social 

desirability measure is also significantly correlated with PSM, agreeableness, and neuroticism, 

which highlights that this measure accounts for one of the most common sources of bias.  
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socially desirable responses, SDRS-5 (Hays, Hayashi, and Stewart 1989), was included to control 
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Appendix.  

EEssttiimmaattiioonn  SSttrraatteeggyy  
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theoretical models displayed in Figure 1. Following Anderson and Gerbing’s (1998) two-step 
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RREESSUULLTTSS 

Table 1 provides the bivariate correlations between the variables of interest and the controls. 

The Big Five personality traits are significantly correlated to both PSM and performance. PSM 

is significantly correlated to performance. The bivariate correlations between the explanatory 

variables are low (r < 0.4), illustrating that the five personality traits and PSM are found to be 

empirically distinguishable from each other. Moreover, of the control variables, only the 

measure of social desirability is significantly correlated with performance. The social 

desirability measure is also significantly correlated with PSM, agreeableness, and neuroticism, 

which highlights that this measure accounts for one of the most common sources of bias.  
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TTaabbllee  11.. Correlation matrix (n = 427). 

  11 22 33 44 55 66 77 88 99 1100 
11.. PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee    -          
22.. PPSSMM   0.435***  -         
33.. EExxttrraavveerrssiioonn   0.351***  0.209***  -        
44.. AAggrreeeeaabblleenneessss   0.0759  0.0817 Ɨ  0.0638  -       
55.. NNeeuurroottiicciissmm  -0.347*** -0.203*** -0.324*** -0.194***  -       
66.. CCoonnsscciieennttiioouussnneessss   0.489***  0.211***  0.367***  0.124* -0.270***  -     
77.. OOppeennnneessss  ttoo  

eexxppeerriieennccee  
 0.180***  0.131**  0.232***  0.161*** -0.150** 0.173***  -    

88.. GGeennddeerr††  -0.0585 -0.0175  0.0377 -0.0125  0.0761 -0.0767  0.118*  -   
99.. AAggee  -0.00503  0.0354 -0.104*  0.107* -0.101*  0.110*  0.123*  0.0339  -  
1100..  YYeeaarrss  ooff  

eexxppeerriieennccee  
 0.0321  0.0249 -0.0127 -0.0402 -0.106*  0.00562  0.0590 -0.0409  0.409***  - 

1111..  SSoocciiaall  ddeessiirraabbiilliittyy   0.197***  0.0991*  0.0787  0.0821 Ɨ -0.105*  0.0600  0.0996*  0.00805 -0.112* -0.0308 
Note. PSM = public service motivation 
† 0 = female 
Ɨ p < .1; * p < .5; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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Table 2 presents the results of the SEM analyses. Model 1 tested the relationship between the 

Big Five personality traits and performance. Overall, this model provides an excellent fit to the 

data (CFI = 0.042; TLI = 0.976; RMSEA = 0.968), and including the control variables, the model 

explains 32.9% of the variance in performance. Regarding the hypothesized direct relationships 

between the personality traits and performance, the model shows that extraversion, 

neuroticism, conscientiousness, and openness to experience are significantly related to 

performance. Extraversion, conscientiousness, and openness to experience are positively 

related to performance, which supports hypothesis 1a, although the relationship between 

openness to experience and performance is only significant at the 0.1 level (p = 0.032).  

 

TTaabbllee  22. Structural equation models, direct paths (Model 1), full mediation (Model 2), and 
partial mediation PSM (Model 3) 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
DDiirreecctt  ppaatthhss        

Conscientiousness → Performance  0.394  ***   0.344  *** 

 (0.0468)    (0.0321)  

Extraversion → Performance  0.109  *   0.088  * 

 (0.0448)    (0.0391)  

Neuroticism → Performance  -0.156  ***   -0.152  *** 

 (0.0249)    (0.0226)  

Agreeableness → Performance  -0.030    -0.035  

 (0.0620)    (0.0431)  

Openness to experience → Performance  0.051  Ɨ   0.036  

 (0.0309)    (0.0312)  

Conscientiousness → PSM    0.117  ** 0.117  * 

   (0.0568)  (0.0568)  

Extraversion → PSM    0.121  Ɨ 0.121  Ɨ 

   (0.0665)  (0.0665)  

Neuroticism → PSM    -0.116  ** -0.116  ** 

   (0.0436)  (0.0436)  

Agreeableness → PSM    0.032  0.032  

   (0.0600)  (0.0600)  

Openness to experience → PSM    0.066  0.066  

   (0.0471)  (0.0471)  

PSM → Performance   0.421  *** 0.301  *** 

   (0.0538)  (0.0518)  

IInnddiirreecctt  ppaatthhss        

Conscientiousness → PSM → Performance   0.051  * 0.037  * 
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 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
   (0.0274)  (0.0182)  

Extraversion → PSM → Performance   0.045   0.0322   

   (0.0277)   (0.0199)   

Neuroticism → PSM → Performance   -0.041  * -0.029  * 

   (0.0172)  (0.0133)  

Agreeableness → PSM → Performance   0.015   0.0112  

   (0.0272)  (0.0191)  

Openness to experience → PSM → 
Performance 

  0.026   0.019   

   (0.0209)  (0.0159)  

Gender (0 = female) -0.118  -0.075  -0.0341  

 (0.1502)  (0.0469)  (0.0327)  

Age -0.006  -0.075  -0.064  

 (0.0041)  (0.0540)  (0.0503)  

Years of experience 0.026  0.038  0.034  

 (0.0301)  (0.0374)  (0.0435)  

Social desirability 0.143  ** 0.156  * 0.117  

 (0.0505)  (0.0652)   (0.0477)  * 

N 413  413  413  

R2 Performance 0.329  0.215  0.409  

R2 PSM -  0.086  0.086  

R2 overall 0.329  0.121  0.338  

Note: Cluster robust standard errors (clustered on nursing homes) in parentheses, PSM = 
public service motivation 
Ɨ p<0.10, *p <0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001 
 
Neuroticism is negatively related to performance, which is in favor of hypothesis 1b. Contrary 

to expectation, however, the relationship between agreeableness and performance is not 

statistically significant. Moreover, looking at the coefficient term for the significant relations 

reveals that conscientiousness has a greater impact on performance compared to the other 

personality traits. 

In addition, the aim was to test the extent to which these relationships are mediated 

by PSM. Model 2 tested whether the personality–performance relationship is fully mediated 

by PSM. The indirect paths show that PSM mediates the relationships between 

conscientiousness (β = 0.051, p = 0.062) and neuroticism (β = -0.041, p = 0.018), respectively, 

and performance, while extraversion and openness to experience do not work through this 

particular motivational mechanism. Overall, the model only partially shows an acceptable fit 
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with data (CFI = 0.081; TLI = 0.891; RMSEA = 0.861) and explains 21.5% of the variance in 

performance and 8.6% in PSM. In terms of performance, this is a marked drop compared to 

the first structural model showing the relationships between the personality traits and 

performance (÷ 11.4 percentage points). Moreover, the model chi-square test indicates that 

the model does not fit well (likelihood ratio test of model vs. saturated model, χ2 = 117.96, p = 

0.000), and the modification indices indicate that a re-specification of the model including the 

direct paths would attain better fit. 

Therefore, model 3 added both the direct and indirect paths between personality traits 

and performance. By allowing the direct relationships, the overall proposed model fits the data 

well (CFI = 0.037; TLI = 0.979; RMSEA = 0.971) and explains 40.9% of the variance in 

performance, which is substantially more than model 1 (+ 8.0 percentage points) and model 2 

(+19.4 percentage points). The results concerning the direct paths from model 1 remain 

significant in this model, except the relationship between openness to experience and 

performance, which is no longer statistically significant when PSM is added to the analysis. 

Hence, PSM only partially mediates the personality–performance relationship regarding the 

traits of conscientiousness (β = 0.036, p = 0.045) and neuroticism (β = -0.029, p = 0.027). In 

sum, these results offer partial support for hypothesis 2.  

  

DDIISSCCUUSSSSIIOONN  AANNDD  CCOONNCCLLUUSSIIOONN  

Overall, the findings of this study suggest that integrating personality theory into the field of 

public administration is beneficial in order to predict performance in public organizations. The 

initial puzzle was to examine whether the Big Five personality traits are related to performance. 

The analyses almost fully support hypothesis 1a and fully support hypothesis 1b. 

Conscientiousness is positively related to performance, while neuroticism is negatively related 

to performance. These findings are consistent with a wide range of studies from private-sector 

settings, which demonstrates that conscientiousness and neuroticism can be considered to be 

more or less universal predictors of performance (Barrick, Mount, and Judge 2001; Hogan and 

Holland 2003). This is, in fact, not surprising, as it may be hard to think of a job where it would 

be highly desirable and appropriate to behave carelessly and irresponsibly and have a low 

degree of achievement striving and duty responsibility (i.e., low conscientiousness) or be 

appropriate to display persistent states of anxiety, fear, insecurity, and depression (i.e., high 

neuroticism). Extraversion is positively related to performance, which indicates that employees 
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who are confident, enjoy interaction with others, and exhibit a high degree of organizational 

citizenship behavior perform better than employees without these characteristics. Working in 

nursing homes requires a crucial amount of teamwork and interpersonal relationships, which 

fairly illustrates the need for extraverted employees.  

By contrast, agreeableness is not significantly related to performance. Even though 

agreeableness is considered as a contingent predictor of performance, depending on 

occupational group and type of criterion, it seems puzzling that the altruistic and helpful nature 

of agreeable employees is not related to a higher performance within this specific context of 

employees working in long-term care. One possible explanation for this surprising finding may 

have to do with the fact that agreeableness has been found to predict organizational 

citizenship behavior. As previously mentioned, conscientiousness and extraversion are also 

related to organizational citizenship behavior. However, while the two traits are more closely 

related to organizational-targeted citizenship behavior, agreeableness aligns closer to 

individual-targeted citizenship behavior (Ilies et al. 2009). These behaviors are highly different 

depending on whom the behavior is intended to benefit. The literature suggests that 

organizationally focused behaviors are expressed through achievement-oriented and goal-

directed behaviors that are beneficial toward their organization as a whole, which is likely to 

support task performance (Judge, Heller, and Mount 2002). In contrast, individually focused 

behaviors are displayed through a form of helping behavior aimed at their coworkers with 

whom they enjoy interaction in the organization (Judge, Heller, and Mount 2002). Thus, 

agreeable employees tend to be altruistic because they value cooperative environments and 

subsequently strive to create harmonious interpersonal relationships with coworkers. In turn, 

agreeable employees are more likely to support the performance of others, which, in turn, 

might restrict time available for engaging in behaviors related to their personal task 

performance (Rubin, Diersdorff, and Bachrach 2013). 

Finally, openness to experience is also positively related to performance. In many 

countries, the long-term care sector is undergoing major changes in the way it is organized and 

delivered, and a number of new initiatives are implemented to accommodate population aging 

and growing and changing demands, which clearly demonstrates the importance of employees 

being open to new ideas and information in order to secure high performance. The significant 

relationship disappears when PSM is included in the model. However, this may be a 
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consequence of loss of degrees of freedom due to the size of the sample and may not reflect 

the true relationship. 

Evidence on whether PSM acts as an underlying mechanism through which personality 

affects performance is somewhat mixed. While the study does not offer any support for a 

mediational relationship from extraversion and openness to experience to performance via 

PSM, the findings demonstrate that the effect of conscientiousness and neuroticism on 

performance is partially mediated by PSM. The personality trait of conscientiousness fosters 

employees’ supportive attitudes towards their society and willingness to be dedicated working 

to the benefit of others and thus their PSM, which, in turn, enhance performance. In contrast, 

neuroticism reduces employees’ capabilities to facilitate pro-social behavior, as they do not 

possess the capacity to empathize with the problems of others, which, in turn, negatively 

affects performance. Thus, the findings partially corroborate H2. As mentioned, the literature 

on the relationship between personality and PSM is sparse. While the findings are broadly 

consistent with Jang’s (2012) findings, they differ from those of van Witteloostuijn, Esteve, and 

Boyne (2017), who suggest that conscientiousness does not influence overall PSM and has an 

unexpected negative relationship with affective PSM. However, the latter study might suffer 

from weak external validity, as the sample was conducted among undergraduate students, not 

among employees delivering core public services. Therefore, the discrepancy in the findings 

might reflect population sample differences rather than true differences. Nevertheless, the 

potential for extrapolating the findings to other public-sector contexts remains open to further 

investigation. Given that the findings of this study show conscientiousness and neuroticism to 

be the core personality traits related to performance along with PSM as an important 

mediator, it is highly reasonable to expect to come across the same findings in other settings 

of public service provision. 

The findings of this study come with a number of limitations, which means that the 

results need to be interpreted with caution. The main weakness lies in the nature of the cross-

sectional data and thus the potential endogeneity problems that may stem from reverse 

causality and omitted variable bias. Even though cross-sectional data cannot be used to infer 

causality, the causal link between personality and performance is well established, given the 

overarching stability in personality across the lifespan. Despite some evidence of PSM’s steady 

trait-like qualities (Wright, Hassan, and Christensen 2017), ample evidence exists of more 

dynamic, attitudinal, and state-like qualities that can change, for example, under the influence 
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of leadership (Paarlberg and Lavigna 2010; Wright, Moynihan, and Pandey 2012). Thus, 

according to temporal logic, because personality traits are genetically influenced and develop 

early in life, whereas PSM is a more dynamic state, personality traits cause the subsequent 

development of PSM. Moreover, several studies have found solid evidence for a causal 

relationship from PSM to performance (Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen 2014; Bellé 2013). 

Taken together, this supports the expected causal relationship among personality, PSM, and 

performance. However, the study may still suffer from omitted variable bias that could create 

a spurious relationship between the dependent and explanatory variables. Therefore, future 

studies should strive for a longitudinal or an experimental design that could eliminate this type 

of bias.  

The most important issue regarding the cross-sectional design, however, is the risk of 

common source bias that might be inherent to the study in that both the dependent and 

explanatory variables are self-reported and measured in the same survey. In turn, this may also 

challenge the internal validity of the study, threatening the conclusions of the relationship 

between the measures and potentially producing false positive findings (Favero and Bullock 

2015; Meier and O’Toole 2013; Podsakoff et al. 2003). Even though some scholars have started 

arguing that the problems of common source bias are exaggerated, which do not always result 

in inflated correlations, if so, the bias should be weighed against the worries that follows from 

the usage of a multisource strategy (Conway and Lance 2010; George and Pandey 2017; 

Spector 2006). Nevertheless, in relation to the survey design and data collection strategy, 

several precautions were taken to remedy this potential problem.  

First of all, the likelihood was reduced by guaranteeing the employees anonymity in the 

survey as well as clarifying the aim of the study (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Podsakoff 2012). 

In relation to the latter, a cover letter was sent out with the survey, which not only explained 

the purpose of the study but also reminded the employees to answer the questionnaire freely 

and that data would not be shared with the managers of the nursing homes nor with the 

municipal Department of Health and Care. Moreover, the way in which the Big Five is measured 

— by balancing positively and negatively worded items for every trait — also reduces the 

likelihood of bias (Jakobsen and Jensen 2015; Podsakoff et al. 2003). Moreover, a measure for 

social desirability was included in the survey to control for the bias that still might be present 

in the responses (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Podsakoff 2012).  
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results need to be interpreted with caution. The main weakness lies in the nature of the cross-

sectional data and thus the potential endogeneity problems that may stem from reverse 

causality and omitted variable bias. Even though cross-sectional data cannot be used to infer 

causality, the causal link between personality and performance is well established, given the 

overarching stability in personality across the lifespan. Despite some evidence of PSM’s steady 

trait-like qualities (Wright, Hassan, and Christensen 2017), ample evidence exists of more 

dynamic, attitudinal, and state-like qualities that can change, for example, under the influence 
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of leadership (Paarlberg and Lavigna 2010; Wright, Moynihan, and Pandey 2012). Thus, 

according to temporal logic, because personality traits are genetically influenced and develop 

early in life, whereas PSM is a more dynamic state, personality traits cause the subsequent 

development of PSM. Moreover, several studies have found solid evidence for a causal 

relationship from PSM to performance (Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen 2014; Bellé 2013). 

Taken together, this supports the expected causal relationship among personality, PSM, and 

performance. However, the study may still suffer from omitted variable bias that could create 

a spurious relationship between the dependent and explanatory variables. Therefore, future 

studies should strive for a longitudinal or an experimental design that could eliminate this type 

of bias.  

The most important issue regarding the cross-sectional design, however, is the risk of 

common source bias that might be inherent to the study in that both the dependent and 

explanatory variables are self-reported and measured in the same survey. In turn, this may also 

challenge the internal validity of the study, threatening the conclusions of the relationship 

between the measures and potentially producing false positive findings (Favero and Bullock 

2015; Meier and O’Toole 2013; Podsakoff et al. 2003). Even though some scholars have started 

arguing that the problems of common source bias are exaggerated, which do not always result 

in inflated correlations, if so, the bias should be weighed against the worries that follows from 

the usage of a multisource strategy (Conway and Lance 2010; George and Pandey 2017; 

Spector 2006). Nevertheless, in relation to the survey design and data collection strategy, 

several precautions were taken to remedy this potential problem.  

First of all, the likelihood was reduced by guaranteeing the employees anonymity in the 

survey as well as clarifying the aim of the study (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Podsakoff 2012). 

In relation to the latter, a cover letter was sent out with the survey, which not only explained 

the purpose of the study but also reminded the employees to answer the questionnaire freely 

and that data would not be shared with the managers of the nursing homes nor with the 

municipal Department of Health and Care. Moreover, the way in which the Big Five is measured 

— by balancing positively and negatively worded items for every trait — also reduces the 

likelihood of bias (Jakobsen and Jensen 2015; Podsakoff et al. 2003). Moreover, a measure for 

social desirability was included in the survey to control for the bias that still might be present 

in the responses (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Podsakoff 2012).  
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Although these precautions do not provide solid evidence against common source bias, 

they are likely to have reduced the threat of this type of bias. To overcome concerns about 

common source bias, the use of an independent and objective data source to measure 

performance appears to be one of the best solutions (Favero and Bullock 2015). However, as 

mentioned before, it is difficult — if not impossible — to come by an appropriate objective 

measure that can be linked individually to the employees’ effort, as the public service provision 

in nursing homes is delivered through an aggregate effort with employees working together in 

teams. Therefore, while this study can be considered a state-of-the-art study, it also points to 

additional research opportunities in order to examine whether the results are robust when 

performance is measured with objective measures such as administrative register data.   

In spite of the limitations, this study certainly adds to our understanding of the 

importance of personality in public administration research. Thus, the findings of this study 

make two major contributions to the literature. First, this study illustrates that certain 

personality traits are related to performance in public organizations. A large body of literature 

has demonstrated the benefits of personality traits for performance within private 

organizations, and the generalizability of the findings to public organizations has remained 

more or less unanswered. Using the Big Five personality traits, this study contributes to filling 

this gap by elaborating the theory and providing empirical evidence regarding the impact of 

personality on performance in public administration. The evidence from this study supports 

the inclusion of personality traits as an important determinant of performance in public 

organizations.  

Second, the findings further provide valuable insights into the nature of the 

personality–performance relationship by illuminating a mechanism through which personality 

affects performance. The findings of PSM as an underlying mechanism transferring the 

personality–performance relationship complement those from the psychology and 

management literatures, demonstrating the importance of different motivational mediators 

and contributing to a better understanding of how personality affects performance directly 

and indirectly. Moreover, looking at PSM as a mediator contributes to the still emerging 

literature about personality as an antecedent of PSM. 

The findings have important practical implications. Although the use of personality and 

psychological tests has been an integral part of recruitment and selection processes for the 

last 100 years (Gibby and Zickar 2008), the tests have traditionally been reserved for personnel 
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selection and assessment of management or employees within the private sector. However, 

personality seems also to be an important and valid selection criterion among frontline public-

sector employees in a thorough recruitment and selection process. Moe (1984) asks how 

hierarchical control can be implemented in the most efficient way in public organizations. 

Based on the logic of the principal–agent model (Mitnick 2013; Ross 1973), he points to the 

problems of adverse selection and moral hazards raised by the agency relationship when 

agents act in their own interest instead of pursuing the principal's best interest or instead of 

carrying out their work as efficiently as they can. Several scholars have pointed to the 

importance of hiring committed and public service-motivated employees (Paarlberg, Perry, 

and Hondeghem 2008), but in order to mitigate the risk of these principal–agent problems and 

enhance performance, attention should also be paid to hiring employees with the “right” type 

of personality. 
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EENNDDNNOOTTEESS  

1. The study of Jang (2012) also shows that neuroticism is positively related to attraction to policy-making, 
which can be explained by the need to surface act, whereby individuals either fake unfelt emotions or 
suppress felt emotions in order to reach power and prestige by mitigating their own insecurity  
(Diefendorff, Croyle, and Gosserand 2005). In this study, however, the attraction to the policy-making 
dimension is excluded due to a theoretical expectation of a weak correlation between the PSM 
dimension reflecting the rational motive and performance in the given empirical setting.  

2. Cronbach’s alpha is the most commonly used measure of internal consistency; however, the 
assumption about perfect essential tau equivalence is rarely met because of the lack of perfect 
homogeneity in factor loadings (Bacon, Sauer, and Young 1995), which causes alpha to be a 
lower bound of reliability (Graham 2006; Raykov 1997a). The extent of the underestimation of 
the reliability depends on the number of items, leaving alpha more vulnerable to 
underestimation with only a small number of items (Raykov 1997b). Because the 
measurements in this study only consist of a few items per latent variable, the accuracy of alpha 
is somewhat problematic. Raykov’s rho yields a more appropriate and adequate estimator of 
reliability and was thus used to assess the reliability of the measurements. 

3. For the comparative fit index (CFI) and Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), cutoff values of 0.90 and above 
indicate an acceptable fit, while values of 0.95 and above indicate an excellent fit. For root 
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), values below 0.10 indicate an acceptable fit and 
below 0.8 an excellent one. 

4. For Raykov’s rho, the traditional threshold criterion of 0.7 indicates a good internal consistency.  

5. In Denmark, the responsibility for the care of the elderly rests with two authorities acting at different 
levels. At the national level, the Danish Parliament (Folketinget) and the government are responsible for 
the establishment of policy goals through legislation and the overall principles constituting the long-term 
care system, while at the local level, 98 municipalities are responsible for the provision of these services. 
According to the Social Service Act, the objectives are: “…to offer a number of general services designed 
to serve as preventive measures at the same time and to satisfy needs resulting from impaired physical 
or mental function or special social problems. The purpose of the assistance provided under this Act is to 
improve the capability of the individual recipient to be self-reliant, or to facilitate his/her daily life and 
enhance the quality of life.” Thus, the Social Service Act does not set clear goals, but constitutes the 
framework for the services provided by the municipalities and their obligations within this area. 
Nevertheless, it is stipulated in the Social Service Act that measures within social services and care should 
be of good quality. Since 2016, the municipalities have been obliged to develop a dignity policy for the 
long-term care, which must contain general benchmarks and principles in order to ensure that elderly  
people in Denmark are provided with dignified care that increases their quality of life. The dignity policy 
must at least consider how the long-term care can support the following areas in relation to care: 1) 
quality of life; 2) self-determination; 3) quality, interdisciplinarity, and consistency in care; 4) food and 
nutrition; 5) a worthy death; 6) relatives; and 7) fighting loneliness. However, many of these goals are so 
vague that it is hard to determine what constitutes their fulfillment. For example, in the City of Aarhus, 
the Department of Health and Care has developed a strategy called Clues to a better life  that contains 
five clues giving direction and setting goals in order to accommodate the overall principles o f good 
quality and dignified care. These goals include to ensure enjoyment of life and promote security and well-
being among the elderly as well as to guarantee that the elderly always decide and in all situations, which 
can be very difficult to measure objectively 

6. However, the assumptions of normality were upheld for all the variables (skewness less than 2 
and kurtosis less than 7) (Curran, West, and Finch 1996).
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AAPPPPEENNDDIIXX  

TTaabbllee  AA11..  Measures and items  

MMeeaassuurree  IItteemmss  

PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  1. I deliver high-quality work. 
2. I think I am a good employee. 
3. I think I am performing well within this organization. 
4. I give the residents the help that they need/require.  
5. I'm good at acting and responding effectively if the residents 

have acute health problems 
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 

PPSSMM  CCoommmmiittmmeenntt  ttoo  tthhee  ppuubblliicc  iinntteerreesstt  

1. Meaningful public service is very important to me. 
2. It is important for me to contribute to the common good. 

CCoommppaassssiioonn  

1. For me, considering the welfare of others is one of the most 
important values. 

2. It is difficult for me to contain my feelings when I see people in 
distress. 

3. I am often reminded by daily events about how dependent we 
are on one another. 

SSeellff--ssaaccrriiffiiccee  

1. I feel people should give back to society more than they get from 
it. 

2. I am willing to risk personal loss to help society. 
3. I believe in putting duty before self. 

 (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 

BBiigg  FFiivvee  I see myself as someone who… 

1. …is reserved (extraversion - R) 
2. …is generally trusting (agreeableness) 
3. …tends to be lazy (conscientiousness - R) 
4. ….is relaxed, handles stress well (neuroticism - R) 
5. …has few artistic interests (openness to experience - R) 
6. …is outgoing, sociable (extraversion) 
7. …tends to find fault with others (agreeableness - R) 
8. …does a thorough job (conscientiousness) 
9. …gets nervous easily (neuroticism) 
10.…has an active imagination (openness to experience) 
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(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree, R = reversed-scored item) 

SSoocciiaall  ddeessiirraabbiilliittyy  1. I am always courteous, even to people who are disagreeable. 
2. I sometimes feel resentful when I don’t get my way. 
3. No matter who I’m talking to, I’m always a good listener. 
4. I sometimes try to get even rather than forgive and forget. 
5. There have been occasions when I took advantage of someone. 

(1 = definitely true, 5 = definitely false) 

Note. PSM = public service motivation 

 

TTaabbllee  AA22..  Descriptive statistics  

  OObbss..  MMeeaann  SSDD  MMiinn  MMaaxx  

PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  417 0.00 1.00 -5.99 1.44 

PPSSMM  427 0.00 1.00 -4.50 2.23 

EExxttrraavveerrssiioonn  420 5.52 1.13 1.5 7 

AAggrreeeeaabblleenneessss  420 4.71 0.86 2 7 

NNeeuurroottiicciissmm  420 3.12 1.19 1 7 

CCoonnsscciieennttiioouussnneessss  420 5.75 0.96 2.5 7 

OOppeennnneessss  ttoo  eexxppeerriieennccee  420 4.60 1.05 1.5 7 

GGeennddeerr  ((00==ffeemmaallee))  426 0.07 2.56 0 1 

AAggee  426 44.18 11.84 21 67 

YYeeaarrss  ooff  eexxppeerriieennccee†  427 4.32 1.43 1 6 

SSoocciiaall  ddeessiirraabbiilliittyy  415 0.86 0.95 0 5 

Note. PSM = public service motivation  

† Years of experience categories: 1: under 1 year, 2: 1–2 years, 3: 3–5 years, 4: 6–9 years, 5: 
10–19 years, 6: 20 years or more 

296



284 
 

(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree, R = reversed-scored item) 

SSoocciiaall  ddeessiirraabbiilliittyy  1. I am always courteous, even to people who are disagreeable. 
2. I sometimes feel resentful when I don’t get my way. 
3. No matter who I’m talking to, I’m always a good listener. 
4. I sometimes try to get even rather than forgive and forget. 
5. There have been occasions when I took advantage of someone. 

(1 = definitely true, 5 = definitely false) 

Note. PSM = public service motivation 

 

TTaabbllee  AA22..  Descriptive statistics  

  OObbss..  MMeeaann  SSDD  MMiinn  MMaaxx  

PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  417 0.00 1.00 -5.99 1.44 

PPSSMM  427 0.00 1.00 -4.50 2.23 

EExxttrraavveerrssiioonn  420 5.52 1.13 1.5 7 

AAggrreeeeaabblleenneessss  420 4.71 0.86 2 7 

NNeeuurroottiicciissmm  420 3.12 1.19 1 7 

CCoonnsscciieennttiioouussnneessss  420 5.75 0.96 2.5 7 

OOppeennnneessss  ttoo  eexxppeerriieennccee  420 4.60 1.05 1.5 7 

GGeennddeerr  ((00==ffeemmaallee))  426 0.07 2.56 0 1 

AAggee  426 44.18 11.84 21 67 

YYeeaarrss  ooff  eexxppeerriieennccee†  427 4.32 1.43 1 6 

SSoocciiaall  ddeessiirraabbiilliittyy  415 0.86 0.95 0 5 

Note. PSM = public service motivation  

† Years of experience categories: 1: under 1 year, 2: 1–2 years, 3: 3–5 years, 4: 6–9 years, 5: 
10–19 years, 6: 20 years or more 

285 

CChhaapptteerr  1122  

AArrttiiccllee  DD  

297



298



https://doi.org/10.1177/0734371X211011618

Review of Public Personnel Administration
 1 –27

© The Author(s) 2021
Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions 
DOI: 10.1177/0734371X211011618

journals.sagepub.com/home/rop

Article

Leadership Matters, But So 
Do Co-Workers: A Study 
of the Relative Weight of 
Transformational Leadership 
and Team Relations on 
Employee Outcomes and 
User Satisfaction

Heidi Hesselberg Lauritzen1,2 ,  
Caroline Howard Grøn3,  
and Anne Mette Kjeldsen3

Abstract
In recent decades, public administration has taken a great interest in leadership. 
However, this interest has been met with concerns that the effects of leadership 
are overestimated compared to other relevant organizational factors. In this 
article, we explore the relative importance of formal, vertical leadership, specifically 
transformational leadership, and horizontal relations, that is, the internal team 
relations, for different employee outcomes and user satisfaction. We argue that 
both factors may work through public service motivation (PSM). Based on survey 
data collected in Danish nursing homes linked with a user satisfaction survey and 
employee sickness absence data, we find that the internal team relations have the 
strongest association with some outcome measures, whereas others are more 
substantially related to vertical leadership. We further find that the relationship 
between transformational leadership and these outcome measures is fully mediated 
by PSM, whereas this is not the case with the internal team relations.

1University of Copenhagen, Denmark
2VIVE—The Danish Center for Social Science Research, Copenhagen, Denmark
3The Crown Prince Frederik Center for Public Leadership, Aarhus University, Denmark

Corresponding Author:
Heidi Hesselberg Lauritzen, VIVE—The Danish Center for Social Science Research, Herluf Trolles  
Gade 11, 1052 Copenhagen K, Denmark. 
Email: hhl@vive.dk

1011618 ROPXXX10.1177/0734371X211011618Review of Public Personnel AdministrationLauritzen et al.
research-article2021

299



2 Review of Public Personnel Administration 00(0)

Keywords
leadership, teams, job satisfaction, performance, public service motivation

Introduction

Research on leadership in the public sector centers on illustrating the performance-
enhancing effects of leadership (Orazi et al., 2013; Van Wart, 2013). While a 2003 
literature review by Van Wart documented a limited scholarly interest in leadership in 
the public sector, in the years since, the tables have turned (Van Wart, 2013), and the 
literature on leadership in a public sector context has exploded. In particular, transfor-
mational leadership, in which leaders develop, share, and sustain an organizational 
vision to inspire and motivate followers to transcend their self-interest and achieve 
organizational goals, has been thoroughly studied (Andersen et al., 2018; Bellé, 2014; 
Vogel & Masal, 2015). While originating in the generic managerial literature (Bass, 
1985; Bass & Riggo, 2006), this form of leadership has now been extensively studied 
in a public sector context, where it has been found to enhance employee and organiza-
tional outcomes (Bellé, 2014; Jacobsen & Andersen, 2015).

However, this leader-centric approach has recently been put under critical scrutiny. 
Some have argued there is a general romanticization of the impact of (individual) lead-
ership (Nielsen & Moynihan, 2017; drawing on classical studies within the manage-
ment literature, Hartley, 2018; Salancik & Meindl, 1984). Hence, some have taken up 
an interest in collective forms of leadership such as distributed leadership (Harris, 2008; 
Jakobsen et al., 2016), while others have pointed to the importance of team relations 
(e.g., Carson et al., 2007) and the relationship between co-workers. Just as formal hier-
archical leadership has been shown to affect motivation and performance, the public 
management literature has demonstrated how supportive team relations are important 
to motivation (Anderfuhren-Biget et al., 2010; Vandenabeele et al., 2004). Still, little is 
known about the potential benefits of horizontal relations as opposed to vertical ones in 
improving the performance and well-being of individual public service providers and 
ultimately of public organizations. Nevertheless, we do know that team-based forms of 
organizations, sometimes described as “post-bureaucratic structures” (Groeneveld & 
Kuipers, 2014), are becoming increasingly dominant in complex public organizations, 
and this should call for our increased attention (van der Hoek et al., 2016).

Against this background, this article explores the relative importance of leaders, 
specifically using the transformational leadership approach, and the experience of 
working in supportive and well-functioning team relations for various important out-
come measures such as job satisfaction, intention to quit, self-perceived performance, 
sickness absence, and user satisfaction. Thus, our study contributes to the public 
management and human resource management (HRM) knowledge base with a com-
parison of vertical and horizontal relations in enhancing different outcome measures 
in public organizations.

While both leadership and team relations are relational phenomena, the literature 
often argues that they work through individual drivers such as motivation, in particular 
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public service motivation. The backbone of high-performing public organizations is 
their staffing of employees with high motivation to do good for others and society in 
their public service work (Andersen et al., 2014; Awan et al., 2020; Bellé, 2013; Perry 
& Wise, 1990). Both leader-centric leadership approaches and team relations should 
thus target and support this motivation if employee and organizational outcomes are to 
be improved. However, previous research has not made many attempts to discover the 
underlying motivational mechanisms by which transformational leaders vis-á-vis 
team relations influence different outcome measures. This leads us to the second ambi-
tion of the article, which is to contribute to the existing literature by investigating the 
motivational mechanisms of vertical and horizontal relations in public organizations 
as an important individual-level route to improved outcomes.

Using structural equation modelling with bootstrapping techniques on a survey of 
employees (n = 427) in the Danish long-term care (LTC) sector, we examine how care 
workers in nursing homes perceive the transformational leadership style of their leader 
as well as their internal team relations in relation to different employee outcome mea-
sures. This includes a measure of self-perceived performance, individual-level perfor-
mance proxies such as job satisfaction and turnover intention, and register data on 
sickness absence. In addition, we also look at an outcome measure more directly tied 
to organizational performance, namely user satisfaction. Nursing homes in Denmark 
are a very relevant testing ground since they have a strong team organization, and on 
average, the largest span of control in the Danish public sector (Ledelseskommissionen, 
2017). This makes our study a most likely case of the impact of team relations. 
Although this design does not allow us to infer causality about the relationships to the 
same degree as a randomized field experiment or a longitudinal design (Margetts, 
2011; Schlotter et al., 2011), our study still provides valid evidence to determine the 
relative importance of leadership vis-à-vis team relations.

Our analysis shows that the team relations and transformational leadership both 
have a positive impact across our different outcome measures; but team relations have 
a relatively stronger association with self-perceived performance, and transforma-
tional leadership has a relatively stronger association with job satisfaction. Finally, we 
argue that while it makes sense to distinguish between leadership effects and team 
effects theoretically, these two factors may be closely interlinked in reality. We thus 
acknowledge that transformational leadership may affect the establishment of strong 
team relations (as e.g., argued by Braun et al., 2013), that is, the team environment is 
also a potential mediator. But given the lack of studies that simultaneously examine 
vertical and horizontal relations, we find it theoretically and empirically relevant as a 
first step to try to isolate the impact of team relations vis-à-vis leadership as two sepa-
rate factors of importance to different outcome measures. Yet, as a next step to disen-
tangle these relations, the article’s discussion section returns to the question of a 
possible mediation of the leadership-performance relation through team relations.

The article proceeds by exploring questions of leadership and teams and further 
discusses how motivation, in particular public service motivation, is expected to 
mediate the relationships between transformational leadership, team relations, and 
the examined outcome measures. We then turn to the methodology of the article, 
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discussing our data and the context in which we carry out the study. We present our 
analyses, and finally, we discuss our findings and point toward future avenues of 
research.

Theoretical Framework

Vertical Relations: The Impact of Transformational Leadership

In the management literature, leadership has been defined in a number of different 
ways. Here, we follow the relatively generic definition proposed by Yukl (2013, p. 23), 
who defines leadership as “the process of influencing others to understand and agree 
about what needs to be done and how to do it, and the process of facilitating individual 
and collective efforts to achieve shared objectives.” Leadership is a relational phe-
nomenon, which is aimed at generating collective action to achieve certain goals.

The concept of transformational leadership has received a lot of attention both in a 
private and public sector context (Dinh et al., 2014; Vogel & Masal, 2015), not least 
due to a number of studies showing the performance-enhancing effects of transforma-
tional leadership (e.g., Bellé, 2014; Paarlberg & Lavigna, 2010), including in a Danish 
public sector context (Jacobsen & Andersen, 2015). Hence, we argue that transforma-
tional leadership is likely to be a high-impact vertical leadership strategy compared 
with the importance of horizontal team relations.

Theoretically, transformational leadership has been extensively discussed based on 
the work by Burns (1978) and Bass (1985). However, in recent years, definitions cen-
tring on the visionary element of transformational leadership have been proposed 
(e.g., Bellé, 2014; Jensen et al., 2019a; Wright et al., 2012) to remedy some of the 
conceptual criticisms of Bass’ original conceptualization (Van Knippenberg & Sitkin, 
2013). Jacobsen and Andersen (2015, p. 832) propose a definition of transformational 
leadership as “behaviors that seek to develop, share, and sustain a vision with the 
intention to encourage employees to transcend their own self-interest and achieve 
organizational goals.” This definition emphasizes the work done by the manager to 
develop, share, and sustain a common vision—something that previous studies have 
shown to be extremely relevant in a public sector context (Wright & Pandey, 2010).

Previous studies, for example, show positive performance effects of transforma-
tional leadership among nurses (Bellé, 2014) as well as among Danish high school 
teachers (Jacobsen & Andersen, 2015). Moreover, Andersen et al. (2018) show that 
transformational leadership supports the creation of a common understanding of pro-
fessional quality among daycare workers; an important step toward ensuring the 
quality of services delivered. These studies are well in line with several studies within 
the generic leadership literature, which find transformational leadership positively 
associated with a number of different outcome measures at both individual and orga-
nizational level, including job satisfaction and objectively measured performance 
indicators (for an overview, see e.g., Braun et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2011). By articu-
lating a clear vision for the organization that inspires the employees along with exert-
ing role modelling actions, transformational leaders support followers” satisfaction 
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and commitment in the workplace. Moreover, as transformational leaders show indi-
vidualized consideration, they are also more likely to bring out the best among their 
followers, which will also ultimately be reflected in organizational performance 
(Braun et al., 2013, p. 271), for example, students learning more or citizens becoming 
more satisfied with services from public sector personnel. Based on the literature on 
transformational leadership, our first hypothesis is therefore:

- H1: Employee-perceived transformational leadership is positively associated 
with performance-related outcome measures in public organizations.

Horizontal Relations: The Impact of the Team Relations and its 
Importance Compared with Vertical Leadership

Aside from the leadership behavior exercised vertically by the formal leaders of an 
organization, a growing body of literature is concerned with the performance impact 
of horizontal relations within an organization. Due to very complex public service 
tasks involving a high degree of interdependence and specialization, as well as an 
increasing span of control in many public organizations, different forms of teamwork 
and team organization have spread across the public sector (van der Hoek et al., 2016). 
When organizations become larger and more specialized, the distance from and capac-
ity of the formal leader can constitute a challenge in terms of taking care of quality 
insurance, continuous feedback, and knowledge sharing at the lower organizational 
levels. Hence, alternative ways of work organization (other than the classical bureau-
cratic hierarchy) can be warranted to take care of such tasks (i.e., when the formal 
leader has to oversee more employees, the lower-level team organization may become 
more important for stimulating performance).

Generally, a team can be defined as a social system in which group members work 
together to achieve a common goal. It is a formally established and clearly defined 
group that has collective responsibilities for certain work tasks and functions, requir-
ing cooperation within the group (Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006; Cohen & Bailey 1997, p. 
241 [cited from van der Hoek et al., 2016, p. 474]; Wageman et al., 2005). But what 
characterizes the teams and team relations that facilitate advantageous outcomes? And 
are these insights transferable to a public sector setting? In a study of 59 management 
teams consisting of MBA students, Carson et al. (2007) show that a supportive internal 
team environment and external coaching are particularly important predictors of team 
performance (rated by clients). This positive association between internal team envi-
ronment and performance is also supported by other studies, including Schneider and 
Bowen (1985), Russo (2012), and Kozlowski and Ilgen (2006).

The internal team environment refers to the extent to which team members perceive 
the internal team climate to be supportive or unsupportive. This perception consists of 
three elements: shared purpose, social support, and voicing opportunities within the 
team. “Shared purpose” and “social support” refer to the extent to which team mem-
bers have a common understanding of goals and priorities and support each other in 
carrying out the work tasks, whereas “voicing” reflects team members’ opportunities 
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to participate actively in team discussions and decision-making processes (Carson 
et al., 2007, p. 1226; Russo, 2012, p. 128). Research shows that a supportive team 
environment with respect to these three features reduces the salience of individual dif-
ferences and task disagreement by stimulating higher internal coordination important 
to achieving common goals and higher performance (Carson et al., 2007; O’Leary-
Kelly et al., 1994). Hence, a supportive internal team environment, what we term 
“team relations,” also entails that team members have confidence in each other and the 
team’s ability to perform—and that they actually feel that the team is well-functioning 
in terms of helping them coordinate their efforts. This highlights that the quality of 
horizontal relations in work teams within organizations can play a significant role for 
individual and organizational performance outcomes.

This is further underscored by classic motivation and management theories which 
state that relatedness to other human beings and group affiliation is one of the basic 
psychological needs of individuals that are to be fulfilled if individual satisfaction and 
performance are to be improved (Maslow, 1954; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Such needs can 
be nurtured by membership of a well-functioning and supportive work team—and 
likely also more so than through formal hierarchical leadership. Furthermore, multiple 
studies indicate that public sector employees value the possibility of having good 
interpersonal relationships with colleagues and co-workers to a greater extent than 
their private sector counterparts (Buelens & Van Den Broeck, 2007). We therefore 
expect that:

- H2: Supportive team relations are positively related to performance-related out-
come measures in public organizations.

Yet, we know very little of the importance of the quality of horizontal relations for 
performance in public organizations as most of the above-mentioned studies were con-
ducted in private sector settings. As previously mentioned, public services are com-
plex tasks that demand coordination and teamwork, and spans of control are often 
large (Ledelseskommissionen, 2017). Although research in transformational leader-
ship shows that leaders setting a clear direction and supporting employees in achieving 
organizational goals are important to employee performance and satisfaction (Braun 
et al., 2013; Jacobsen & Andersen, 2015; Paarlberg & Lavigna, 2010), we argue that 
these characteristics of modern public sector structures and service delivery challenge 
vertical leadership. Hence, there is a need to look more closely into horizontal rela-
tions such as supportive team relations in public service organizations in order to gain 
more knowledge of whether this phenomenon is equally important as—or even more 
important than—vertical leadership relations for organizational performance.

For instance, Hoegl and Parboteeah (2003) show that teamwork quality positively 
moderates the relationship between goal setting and performance. Moreover, Pearce 
and Sims (2002) directly compare the performance effects of vertical and horizontal 
relations in a study of 71 private sector change management teams. They show that 
both types of relations positively predict performance, but with stronger effect sizes 
for the horizontal relations in teams. But whereas Pearce and Sims (2002) focus on 
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shared leadership in teams, we focus more directly on the perceived quality and sup-
portiveness of team relations. With a public sector sample, we thus combine insights 
from the generic private sector management literature on the importance of horizontal 
relations for performance with knowledge on (1) the complex structures of public 
service delivery and (2) public employees’ emphasis on good interpersonal relation-
ships. In addition, we therefore explore the relative importance of vertical and hori-
zontal relations for different performance-related outcome measures in public 
organizations:

- H3: Supportive team relations are more important to performance-related out-
come measures in public organizations than transformational leadership.

The Mediating Role of Public Service Motivation

In the public administration literature, scholars have long acknowledged the impor-
tance of public service motivation (PSM), that is, the motives of “delivering service to 
people with the purpose of doing good for others and society” (Perry & Hondeghem, 
2008, p. vii), for individual and organizational performance in a public sector context. 
As a counterweight to the motivation of self-interest grounded in rational choice theo-
ries, Perry and Wise (1990) argue that public employees are motivated by higher-order 
drivers toward the realization of values and goals in line with those of their organiza-
tion. The theory suggests employees who are highly public service motivated are also 
more likely to be committed to their organization—especially if this is a public sector 
organization. It follows that these employees are expected to perform better compared 
to employees without the same level of PSM (Perry & Wise, 1990). Although an 
extensive body of research on PSM and its outcomes has emerged over the last decade, 
focusing on different elements of performance such as organizational performance and 
job satisfaction (Andersen et al., 2014; Awan et al., 2020), to our knowledge no study 
has empirically investigated the mediating role of PSM between leadership styles, 
team relations, and different outcome measures at both individual and organizational 
level.

Vandenabeele (2007, p. 547) defines PSM as “the belief, values, and attitudes that 
go beyond self-interest and organizational interest, that go beyond self-interest and 
organizational interest, that concern the interest of a larger political entity.” At its core, 
this definition reflects that PSM entails transcending employees’ own personal inter-
ests into behavior that benefits the society and others. Recalling that Jacobsen and 
Andersen (2015) suggest that transformational leadership is about the intention to 
encourage employees to go beyond their immediate self-interest and achieve organiza-
tional goals, this clearly shows a close conceptual linkage between PSM and the con-
struct of transformational leadership (Bellé, 2014). However, public administration 
research has only recently begun to tie these two concepts together, examining the 
relationship between transformational leadership and PSM.

PSM theory suggests that public employees are predisposed to share the values 
and goals reflected in the mission of their organization (Perry & Wise, 1990; Perry & 
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Hondeghem, 2008). This means that if employees view the mission as important and 
congruent with their own values, this will encourage them to incorporate the organi-
zation’s goals into their own sense of identity and consider them as personally mean-
ingful (Wright, 2007, p. 56). According to Hackman and Oldham’s (1976) Job 
Characteristic Model, the meaningfulness of work is a critical psychological state that 
affects employee motivation, demanding a certain coherent identity and a signifi-
cance to others (Vandenabeele et al., 2004). In other words, when employees are able 
to identify the task as contributing to the well-being of other people within and/or 
outside the organization (i.e., task significance), the meaningfulness of the work will 
typically be enhanced.

However, this match cannot always be taken for granted (see for instance Bright, 
2007, 2008; Gould-Williams et al., 2015; Kim, 2012; Van Loon et al., 2017). As a 
result, several studies call attention to behaviors managers can adopt to raise aware-
ness of the values and goals of the organization (Van Wart, 2013). The attention has 
primarily focused on transformational leadership, which is expected to stimulate 
employee PSM when managers “communicate values that raise followers’ con-
sciousness about idealized goals and then get followers to transcend their own self-
interest for the sake of larger goals” (Paarlberg et al., 2008, p. 281). Transformational 
leadership activates PSM by making followers conscious of their contribution to the 
greater good.

Consistent with this expectation, several studies have found empirical evidence that 
public managers can cultivate their employees’ PSM through transformational leader-
ship (Bellé, 2014, Jensen et al., 2019b; Park & Rainey, 2008; Vandenabeele, 2014; 
Wright et al., 2012). By developing, sharing, and sustaining the vision of the organiza-
tion and thereby infusing employees tasks with ideological meaning and purpose, 
transformational leaders can elevate employee motivation to go beyond their self-
interest (Jensen et al., 2019b; Paarlberg & Lavigna, 2010; Shamir & Howell, 1999; 
Wright et al., 2012). This will in turn induce employees to exert more effort in their 
jobs in order to reach organizational goals and thus result in high performance. In other 
words, we argue that PSM can be considered the motivational mechanism through 
which transformational leadership enhances individual and organizational outcomes 
in public organizations, which leads us to the following hypothesis:

- H4a: Public service motivation mediates the relationship between transformational 
leadership and performance-related outcome measures in public organizations.

Socio-relational factors in terms of supportive internal team relations also appear to be 
a crucial antecedent of work motivation (Anderfuhren-Biget et al., 2010; Vandenabeele 
et al., 2004). Good relationships with and recognition from colleagues reflect a non-
pecuniary reward for employees, which in turn assists them in fulfilling their basic 
needs for relatedness. According to self-determination theory, relatedness, autonomy, 
and competence constitute the three innate psychological needs of an individual, 
which are essential for providing the most favorable conditions for transferring and 
integrating organizational values and goals into personally endorsed values and 
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identities (Ryan & Deci, 2000). This so-called internalization process recognizes the 
natural inclination for employees to transform external reasons for engaging in work-
related behavior into types of motivation that are internalized and integrated within the 
self, resulting in a more autonomous regulated identity (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The 
theory specifically suggests that the support of the psychological needs facilitate 
autonomous motivation, employee well-being, and enhanced performance (Ryan & 
Deci, 2000).

PSM is an example of such an internalized and autonomous form of extrinsic moti-
vation as it originates from within the individual as a personal desire, but is a result 
outside the individual (i.e., the benefits of others and society) (Vandenabeele, 2014). 
Portraying PSM as a particular form of motivation relating to the identification with, 
or internalization of, public service values and motives is supported by PSM theory. 
Perry and Wise (1990) implicitly underline the role of value identification and inter-
nalization to the PSM construct by describing PSM in terms of predispositions to 
respond to a specific set of public service motives that an individual feels an inner 
compulsion to satisfy (p. 368). This is also echoed by Vandenabeele (2007), who out-
lines how PSM can be understood as a public service identity. Following this, Chen 
and Kanfer (2006) argue that team-level stimuli foster employees’ willingness to make 
work-related contributions in their team and their organization through employees’ 
motivational states. The inclusion in a team and positive affiliation with colleagues is 
likely to enhance employees’ beliefs that their work is meaningful, as well as enhance 
their feelings of autonomy, opportunity, and competence to influence outcomes in 
their organization (Chen et al., 2011).

Looking at previous research through the lens of self-determination theory demon-
strates how supportive team relations help to fulfil the basic psychological needs, 
which in turn influence the employees’ motivation through internalization processes. 
Because these needs are significant factors for the organizational cultivation of greater 
PSM (Vandenabeele, 2014), we argue that employees PSM is nurtured and cultivated 
when they are surrounded by supportive team relations that fulfills the employees’ 
desire for helping others and contributing to society and thereby positively affect orga-
nizational outcomes.

This may particularly be the case in public service-delivering organizations where 
the direct interaction with citizens and users takes place through, for instance, care-
giving teamwork. This is in line with the literature demonstrating how employee PSM 
is affected by the organizational environment, also pointing to the quality of these 
team relations as one of the most important environmental factors (Perry & Porter, 
1982). Hence, the effect of supportive team relations on different individual and orga-
nizational outcomes is likely to be reflected via PSM:

- H4b: Public service motivation mediates the relationship between supportive team 
relations and performance-related outcome measures in public organizations.

Our theoretical model and expected hypotheses are displayed in Figure 1.
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Research Design and Methodology

Data Collection

Our expectations are tested using a sample of public service employees in the Danish 
long-term care (LTC) sector. In general, public administration research has not taken a 
great interest in the LTC sector as an empirical case. Nevertheless, the LTC sector is a 
high-cost service area that employs a significant proportion of frontline service work-
ers (Statistics Denmark, 2018). Additionally, the overall population-ageing trend indi-
cates that costs and demands for LTC services are not likely to decrease (Kvist, 2018). 
Moreover, the sector faces considerable problems with retention of skilled care work-
ers (Csonka & Boll, 2000). These facts in combination make the LTC sector a highly 
important empirical case to investigate the potential benefits of vertical vis-á-vis 
horizontal relations in enhancing desirable performance-related outcomes in public 
organizations.

Specifically, our focus is on LTC workers employed at public nursing homes. The 
care workers are working in small teams that take responsibility for a certain number 
of elderly citizens to ensure continuous and stable caregiving. Nursing homes have on 
average the largest span of control in the Danish public sector (Ledelseskommissionen, 
2017), and many teams are therefore to some extent self-managing, which makes our 
empirical setting a most likely case of the impact of team relations. The empirical 
analyses are based on three different data sources related to nursing homes in Aarhus 
Municipality, Denmark, which is the second-largest municipality in the country: (1) a 
web-based employee survey distributed to 19 randomly selected nursing homes, (2) 
administrative data from the local authority, and (3) a resident satisfaction survey.

The employee survey was administered in close cooperation with the municipality’s 
Department of Health and Care. In order to increase the survey’s response rate, care 
workers were informed of the survey through several channels, including posters, 
meetings, letters, and emails as well as through their local union representatives (in 
Denmark the majority of employed professionals are represented by a union). Using 
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outcomes
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Figure 1. Illustration of the tested theoretical model.
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self-reported surveys is often challenged by the threat of common method bias 
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). To attenuate this potential bias, a special emphasis was put on 
the confidentiality of responses, and we also accompanied the survey with a cover let-
ter clarifying the purpose and goals of the study. The survey was distributed in May 
2017. A total of 736 care workers received an invitation to the survey, and 498 
responded. Excluding incomplete answers, a total of 427 respondents remained, which 
constitutes a response rate of 58%. To clarify the extent to which the sample is repre-
sentative, respondents and non-respondents were compared using administrative data 
on demographic variables (age, gender, and educational background). A chi-square 
analysis did not indicate significant differences between the two groups (at p < .05), 
minimizing concerns about the representativeness of the sample.

The second data source is register data from Department of Health and Care 
records on employee sickness absence and their demographic variables (age, gender, 
educational background, and years of experience). The data on sickness absence was 
collected for a period of 12 months (1 January–31 December 2017). These data were 
matched at the individual level with the employee survey.

Finally, the third data source, the Long-Term Care Resident Satisfaction Survey, is 
conducted annually in the nursing homes to measure resident satisfaction. Because 
residents in LTC facilities often lack the capacity to complete a written survey, data on 
the survey items was collected via face-to-face interviews. The interviews were con-
ducted by anthropology students on behalf of the Department of Health and Care in 
October 2017. A total of 593 interviews were completed among residents in the 19 
nursing homes, which corresponds to a response rate of approximately 70%.

Measurement of Study Variables

Transformational leadership. Transformational leadership was operationalized in line 
with the measures from the Danish Leadership and Performance (LEAP) research 
project, consisting of measures that are validated and commonly used, inspired by 
previous studies, or items created for the project (Boye et al., 2015). Transformational 
leadership (TFL) was operationalized using a four-item measure consisting of one 
item developed for the LEAP project and three items modified from MacKenzie et al. 
(2001), Moynihan et al. (2012), and Podsakoff et al. (1990). The construct was mea-
sured using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “fully disagree” (1) to “fully agree” 
(7). The same scale was also used for responses measuring team relations, PSM, and 
self-perceived performance. All measures are listed in Table A1 in the online Supple-
mental Material A.

Team relations. The quality of horizontal relations in nursing homes, and more specifi-
cally the team relations, was measured using a four-item scale drawing mainly on 
work by Carson et al. (2007). This scale resembles the “shared purpose” and “social 
support” dimensions of the internal team climate, which asks about care workers’ 
agreement on important tasks within the team and their inclination to help each other 
out (the “voice dimension,” i.e., the extent to which team members have input on the 
team’s work, was unfortunately not covered). There were also two items covering 
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team members’ confidence in the team and their satisfaction with its teamwork. In line 
with our theoretical reasoning about the team relations, this reflects how well-func-
tioning team members perceive the internal environment of their team to be. Hence, 
the face validity of the scale for indicating the extent to which care workers experience 
supportive team relations is considered acceptable.

Public service motivation. In this study, we used nine items from Perry’s (1996) original 
PSM scale (cf. Coursey & Pandey, 2007). We excluded the attraction to policymaking 
(APM) dimension that captures the rational motive due to a theoretical expectation of 
a weak correlation between this particular dimension and our outcome measures in 
this particular empirical context (Kjeldsen, 2012). Further, following Andersen et al.’s 
(2011) argument about a negative association with “patriotism” from Perry’s PSM8 
item in a Danish context, we reworded the phrase “To me, patriotism includes seeing 
to the welfare of others” relating to the compassion dimension to “For me, considering 
the welfare of others is one of the most important values.” The slight changes and 
shortened version have been validated by a number of studies (Andersen et al., 2014; 
Lynggaard et al., 2018).

Performance-related outcome measures. Performance is a contested concept, especially 
in public organizations (Brewer, 2006). As Andersen et al. (2016) highlight in their 
review of the literature, the concept can be understood in relation to six dimensions 
addressing questions like formalization, process/product focus, and level of analysis. 
This review clearly illustrates that the “conceptual space” surrounding the concept of 
performance is complex and multi-layered (Amirkhanyan et al., 2014). In empirical 
research, this complexity often leads us to choose certain dimensions of the concept 
and build our studies around these. While objective performance measures may be the 
gold standard, quite often in a public sector context, these are hard to come by or alter-
natively highly contested. As Behn (2003) argues, we should include different mea-
sures for different purposes. In our study, we first use a self-reported measure of 
performance. However, as Meier and O’Toole (2013) argue, such a measure is best 
used alongside a number of other outcome measures. Therefore, we include factors 
traditionally linked to performance such as job satisfaction, intention to quit, and sick-
ness absence as individual-level performance proxies. We also include data from a 
user satisfaction survey, which is a measure that can be more directly tied to organiza-
tional performance. While none of these are perfect measures of performance, together 
they provide us with a complimentary view of different desirable outcomes in public 
service organizations, including both the perspective of the professionals dealing with 
a group of vulnerable citizens and those very citizens themselves. The citizen perspec-
tive seems particularly important in a field where citizens’ perception of quality is an 
essential part of performance.

•• Self-perceived performance. This is a subjective measure of performance that
consisted of five items. Three of these items were used in other studies on the
relationship between PSM and performance (Vandenabeele, 2009; Van Loon
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et al., 2017), while two items were developed specifically for this study in order 
to capture certain behaviors of employees that are relevant in terms of perform-
ing well in a nursing home context.

•• User satisfaction. Using the Long-Term Care Resident Satisfaction Survey
described above, our index is based on four questions measured on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from “very unsatisfied” (1) to “very satisfied” (5).
Respondents were asked about their overall satisfaction with the nursing home,
their satisfaction with staff, their satisfaction with meals, and the extent to
which they felt the staff made an effort to make the nursing home home-like.
Because scores are not related to the individual employee but to the nursing
home, analyses using this performance measure as a dependent variable have
limited data points (19 nursing homes).

•• Job satisfaction was measured using the single item “Overall, on a scale from 0
to 10, how satisfied or unsatisfied are you with your current job?” with 0 indi-
cating “very unsatisfied” and 10 indicating “very satisfied.” This is a commonly
approved measure of job satisfaction used in several studies investigating the
antecedents of job satisfaction (Andersen & Kjeldsen, 2013; Vandenabeele,
2009). Job satisfaction has previously been closely linked to performance and
has traditionally been used as a performance indicator in leadership evaluations
(Muterera et al., 2015).

•• Intention to quit was also based on a single question, worded as “Have you seri-
ously thought about leaving this organization within the next 12 months?”
which is a common measure of intention to quit used in several previous studies
(Fimian et al., 1988; Gould-Williams et al., 2015). Intention to quit has also
previously been linked to performance (Bright, 2008; Tummers & Knies, 2016).

•• Sickness absence was measured using data from the Department of Health and
Care registers on individuals’ sickness absence. The measure reports how many
days of sick leave each employee had taken in 2017. Following Jakobsen et al.
(2016), we focus on short-term absence from work due to sickness, and respon-
dents with more than 29 sick days were therefore excluded.1

While our hypotheses overall address performance specified as different outcome 
measures, we expect that each of the measures discussed here relates to our indepen-
dent variables as stated in our hypotheses. However, as the measures of intention to 
quit and sickness absence are reversed, we expect negative coefficients in our 
analysis.

Control variables. Our analyses include the following control variables: age, gender, 
years of experience, and social desirability. Age, gender, and years of experience were 
selected based on previous studies investigating the central measures of this study (see 
for instance Andersen et al., 2014; Bright, 2008; Jacobsen & Andersen, 2015). More-
over, because the overall research design does not control for social desirability bias 
(one of the most common sources of bias), a five-item measure of socially desirable 
responses—SDRS-5 developed by Hays et al. (1989)—was also included to cope with 

311



14 Review of Public Personnel Administration 00(0)

the potential contamination of self-reported responses. The issue of common source 
bias and social desirability bias are elaborated in the article’s final section. Replies 
were provided using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “not at all true” (1) to “exactly 
true” (5), and the social desirability construct’s exact wording (as well as all other 
items used) can be seen in the online Supplemental Material A. The online Supple-
mental Material B contains a correlation matrix for all relevant variables.

Because our findings were highly consistent both with and without the inclusion of 
the control variables, we follow the recommendations of Williams et al. (2018) and 
present our findings without reporting the estimates for the controls. This approach has 
been used by several other scholars (see for instance Gould-Williams et al., 2015).

Methods and Measurement Validation

The statistical analysis applied structural equation modelling (SEM) to estimate the 
theoretical model displayed in Figure 1 using STATA 14.2. We followed Anderson and 
Gerbing’s (1988) two-step modelling approach, estimating the measurement model 
prior to estimating the structural model. Although the assumptions of normality were 
upheld for all variables used in this study (skewness <2 and kurtosis <7 [Curran 
et al., 1996]), the SEM models were estimated with bootstrap cluster standard errors 
derived from 1,000 sampling replications, given that the sample is modest in size and 
to reduce the risk of committing Type 1 errors (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). We account 
for the clustered nature of our data in 19 nursing homes and the within-cluster correla-
tion (heteroscedasticity), which otherwise could pose serious problems for statistical 
inference,2,3 by using cluster robust standard errors obtained via bootstrapping.

Before estimating the structural equation models, both the psychometric properties 
of each of the four latent constructs and the overall measurement models were assessed. 
Our indices and measurement models showed fit. The online Supplemental Material C 
includes the specifications of the tests, which are summarized in Tables 1 and 2.

Results

Tables 3 and 4 show the results of the SEM analyses. Overall, the proposed models in 
both tables provide an adequate fit to the data. Online Supplemental Material D 

Table 1. Fit Indices and Reliability for the Latent Constructs.

TLI CFI SRMR Raykov’s rho

Self-perceived performance 0.980 0.990 0.022 0.868
User satisfaction 0.895 0.965 0.043 0.836
TFL 0.982 0.947 0.017 0.938
Team 0.958 0.875 0.036 0.872
PSM 0.916 0.949 0.050 0.788

Note. TFL = transformational leadership; Team = team relations; PSM = public service motivation.
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presents the fit statistics for the models in Tables 3 and 4. Regarding the hypothesized 
direct relationships, the analysis in Table 3 shows that both team relations and trans-
formational leadership have the expected statistically significant relationships with the 
first three dependent variables: self-perceived performance, job satisfaction, and 
intention to quit (including controls). This corroborates H1 and H2, suggesting that 
transformational leadership and supportive team relations are important factors in 
order to enhance self-perceived performance and job satisfaction and reduce employ-
ees’ intention to quit.

In relation to our initial puzzle, we find that the relationship between team relations 
and self-perceived performance is approximately twice the size of the relationship 
between transformational leadership and this outcome measure. However, looking at 
job satisfaction and intention to quit, we find that transformational leadership has a 
stronger say than team relations. H3, regarding the impact of transformational leader-
ship vis-à-vis the team relations, is hence only partially corroborated. Here, it should 
also be noted that additional analyses in online Supplemental Material E show that 
team relations partially mediate the association between transformational leadership 
and the three self-reported subjective outcome measures. We return to this finding in 
the discussion. Overall, our measurements for sickness absence and user satisfaction 
do not provide any significant results. However, with respect to the latter, we are cau-
tious in drawing any firm conclusions based on this since the variation in this variable 
in our dataset is limited.

Our ambition was also to test the extent to which these relationships are mediated 
by PSM. Table 4 includes both the direct and indirect paths through PSM. First, we 
find that the relationship between transformational leadership and self-perceived per-
formance is mediated by PSM, whereas no significant indirect relationships between 
transformational leadership and the other dependent variables are detected. As a mat-
ter of fact, PSM fully mediates the relationship between transformational leadership 
and self-perceived performance, as the direct association becomes statistically insig-
nificant when allowing for the indirect effect through PSM. These results give partial 
support for H4a: while the relationship between transformational leadership and self-
perceived performance works through the public service motivation of the employee, 
this is not the case concerning the relationship with job satisfaction and intention to 
quit. We return to this finding below.

Table 2. Fit Indices for the Overall Measurement Models.

χ2a CFI TLI SRMR

Model 1b χ2
(178) = 392.619 0.956 0.948 0.055

Model 2c χ2
(95) = 222.604 0.965 0.955 0.054

Model 3d χ2
(156) = 321.503 0.963 0.955 0.053

aAll chi-square values are significant at p < .001.
bModel 1 comprises transformational leadership, team relations, PSM, and performance.
cModel 2 comprises transformational leadership, team relations, and PSM.
dModel 3 comprises transformational leadership, team relations, PSM, and user satisfaction.
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Finally, the analysis shows that we still find positive correlations between team 
relations and our dependent variables when including PSM in our analysis as a medi-
ator. We further find the hypothesized indirect effect, as the relationships between 
team relations and self-perceived performance and job satisfaction are partially medi-
ated through PSM, which offers some support for H4b. Including mediation in our 
analysis, we find that the relationships between transformational leadership vis-à-vis 
team relations and self-perceived performance are equally strong when looking at the 
part of the relationship which is mediated through PSM. However, we find that the 
team relations also work through mechanisms other than motivation, unlike transfor-
mational leadership—a finding supporting our claim that research should pay more 
attention to the horizontal relations in public organizations.

Discussion and Conclusion

This article has argued that we should supplement our interest in vertical relations 
(leadership) with a more profound interest in horizontal relations (e.g., the team rela-
tions), if we wish to deepen our understanding of factors affecting desirable perfor-
mance-related outcomes in public organizations. Our study supports this claim and 
clearly shows the relevance of studying these two types of variables in the same study 
as they show heterogeneous effects across different outcome measures.

We generally find support for our hypothesis regarding a positive correlation 
between transformational leadership and the different outcome measures, apart 
from user satisfaction and sickness absence. Similarly, we find a positive correlation 
between team relations and these dependent variables (again, apart from user satisfac-
tion and sickness absence). Including PSM as a potential mediating mechanism, we 
find that the relationship between transformational leadership and self-perceived per-
formance is fully mediated by PSM, whereas this is not the case for team relations, 
which is only partially mediated. While we only look at the mediating role of PSM, 
other potentially relevant mediators cannot be excluded as mechanisms through which 
transformational leadership or team relations are related to performance. Future stud-
ies could fruitfully explore this issue further by investigating how factors such as goal 
clarity (Conti & Kleiner, 1997), team cohesion and empowerment (Bass et al., 2003; 
Chen et al., 2007; Wu et al., 2007), or knowledge sharing (Lee et al., 2010) work as 
mechanisms for these relationships.

We also note that the fact that user satisfaction and sickness absence do not cor-
relate with our independent variables may be explained by limited variation, as we 
included only 19 nursing homes in our study. Despite this, our study illuminates the 
relative importance of transformational leadership and team relations regarding a 
number of important factors and makes an important contribution to the field in 
highlighting their heterogeneous effects. When discussing the relative importance of 
vertical and horizontal relations, throughout the article, we have argued that these 
two variables are separate factors influencing performance. However, as previous 
research has also shown (Braun et al., 2013; Carson et al., 2007; Günzel-Jensen 
et al., 2018), teams work better if they have managerial attention, and horizontal 
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coordination only works if it is backed up by vertical authority. As mentioned in the 
results section, additional analyses displayed in online Supplemental Material E 
reveal that a supportive team environment also mediates the association between 
transformational leadership and more than one of the investigated outcome mea-
sures. This indicates that a transformational leadership approach may very well also 
support team relations.

As argued by Braun et al. (2013) transformational leaders also have a great impact 
on the way teams work as this leadership approach makes the team unite to follow a 
joint vision and stimulate team members to have confidence in each other (p. 272). 
Results supporting this claim has been found in military units in combat situations 
and financial service teams (Bass et al., 2003; Schaubroeck et al., 2011). Future 
research could benefit from exploring this potential dynamic relationship in more 
depth—particularly using objective performance measures. Our article is to be seen 
as a first step toward such a research agenda by addressing both leadership and team 
relations in relation to many different outcomes of importance in public service 
organizations.

Yet, our study comes with a few caveats as well. We rely on data generated in nurs-
ing homes in Denmark. In a Danish context, employees in nursing homes are some of 
the least educated public sector employees. Therefore, we need to consider that the 
relationships we find may look different for public sector workers with a different 
educational background. In general, the Danish society is characterized by a very low 
degree of power distance (following Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005). Hence, the external 
validity of our results would benefit from a replication among different demographics 
in the public sector as well as a replication in a different cultural context.

Similarly, while we do include a number of different proxies for performance in our 
study, we lack objective task-related performance data, and while we do include a user 
survey and register data on sickness absence to remedy common source bias (CSB), 
we do not find any significant results with regard to these measures. Consequently, 
because the findings rely on a self-reported survey, this study might be prone to CSB 
(Favero & Bullock, 2015; Jakobsen & Jensen, 2015; Meier & O’Toole, 2013; 
Podsakoff et al., 2003). Although the common view is that CSB is a “universal inflator 
of correlations” threatening the validity of research findings, scholars have started 
arguing that CSB is an overstated issue that does not always result in inflated correla-
tions; however, if it does, CSB should be weighed against the concerns that follow 
from the usage of a multisource approach (George & Pandey, 2017).

Nevertheless, to deal with potential CSB that stems from the tendency to adhere to 
socially acceptable responses, several proactive steps were taken concerning the sur-
vey design and data collection strategy. Podsakoff et al. (2003) suggest that anonym-
ity as well as explaining the aim of the study are important factors for reducing the 
risk of CSB, and we followed this advice. Most items included in the survey have 
been used and validated in previous research, and the few self-developed items were 
cautiously designed. In addition, a social desirability scale was included in the survey 
to control for the bias that still might be present in the responses (Podsakoff et al., 
2012). Although there is not solid evidence that the precautions protect fully against 
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CSB, they are likely to have reduced the threat. However, future studies should con-
tinue to center on the use of independent data sources for performance, such as indi-
vidual-level user satisfaction surveys or administrative register data (Andersen et al., 
2014; Favero & Bullock, 2015).

Our analysis made it clear that the relative importance of leadership vis-à-vis team 
relations plays out differently depending on which performance-related outcome 
measures we examined. Regarding self-perceived performance, team relations have a 
relationship twice the size of transformational leadership. However, looking at job 
satisfaction and intention to quit, transformational leadership has the strongest rela-
tionship. This finding leads us to several considerations.

First, our analysis indicates that while transformational leadership primarily affects 
variables reflecting the well-being of employees, the team environment may have 
more functional effects as indicated by its relationship with self-perceived perfor-
mance. It is interesting to consider why team relations apparently have such a pro-
found association with self-perceived performance compared to job satisfaction. As 
we argued in the methods section, self-perceived performance measures always call 
for caution due to common source bias and social desirability bias (Meier & O’Toole, 
2013), but the same can be said for job satisfaction; hence, this cannot explain the dif-
ference in results. Long-term care is characterized by complex working situations both 
in professional and emotional terms, and it is certainly positive that the employees feel 
like they perform well given these circumstances. Good team relations may support 
this feeling given the work organization. In contrast, job satisfaction is not necessarily 
attached to specific work tasks and the way they are organized—it may depend more 
on external factors such as salary and working hours as well as leadership. Hence, our 
findings suggest that transformational leadership may affect the perception of these 
factors, while team environment may to a higher extent affect the way the work is 
actually done—or at least the perception of it.

Second, our analysis clearly illustrates that it can be helpful to work with more 
performance-related outcome measures in the same study; while this is true for 
research trying to conceptualize performance, it is also true for leaders embarking on, 
for example, management by objectives.
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Notes

1. According to Jakobsen et al. (2016), it is debatable whether sickness absence should alter-
natively be measured as the total sickness absence, including sick leave over a month’s 
duration. On the one hand, there can be medium and long-term sick leaves for reasons 
(e.g., stress) that are work-related. On the other, longer sickness absence can also often be 
chronic illnesses or cancer, which are rarely related to workplace conditions.

2. Our initial analyses revealed a small but significant variation between the nursing homes. 
However, because the variation is not sufficient to perform a multi-level SEM, we estimate 
our SEM model with cluster robust standard errors and thereby account for the clustered 
nature of our data.

3. Even though nursing home employees work within a strongly organized team structure, 
our data does not allow us to link the employees together in these teams, which is why we 
do not account for team-level clustering in our analyses.
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Table A1. Descriptive Statistics and Standardised Factor Loadings 

MMeeaassuurreess  FFLL  OObbss..  MMeeaann  SSDD  MMiinn    MMaaxx  
PPuubblliicc  sseerrvviiccee  mmoottiivvaattiioonn  ((PPSSMM))  427 0.00 1.00 -4.50 2.23 
Commitment to the public interest  427 0.00 1.00 -4.81 1.31 

I would prefer to see public officials 
do what is best for the community 
as a whole even if it harmed my 
interests.a 

      

Meaningful public service is very 
important to    me. 

0.8941      

It is important for me to contribute 
to the common good. 

0.8941      

Compassion  427 0.00 1.00 -4.52 1.59 
For me, considering the welfare of 
others is one of the most important 
values. 

0.7869      

It is difficult for me to contain my 
feelings when I see people in 
distress. 

0.7846      

I am often reminded by daily events 
of how dependent we are on one 
another. 

0.7853      

Self-sacrifice  427 0.00 1.00 -2.75 2.62 
I feel people should give back to 
society more than they get from it. 

0.7789      

I am willing to risk personal loss to 
help society. 

0.8834      

I believe in putting duty before self. 0.8326      
PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee   417 0.00 1.00 -5.99 1.44 

I deliver high-quality work.  0.7591      
I think I am a good employee.  0.8848      
I think I am performing well within 
this organization.  

0.8650      

I give the residents the help that 
they need/require.   

0.7275      
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I’m good at acting and responding 
effectively if the residents have 
acute health problems.  

0.8472      

JJoobb  ssaattiissffaaccttiioonn   447 7.12 1.67 0 10 
Overall, on a scale from 0 to 10, 
how satisfied or unsatisfied are you 
with your current job?  
(0 = very unsatisfied; 10 = very 
satisfied) 

      

IInntteennttiioonn  ttoo  qquuiitt   364 0.37 0.48 0 1 
Have you seriously thought about 
leaving this organization within the 
next 12 months? 

      

UUsseerr  ssaattiissffaaccttiioonn   427 0 1 -2.04 2.95 
How satisfied are you generally with 
the nursing home? 

0.9148      

How satisfied are you with the 
staff? 

0.7677      

Do you feel that the staff is making 
an effort to make the nursing home 
cosy and home-like? 

0.8582      

How satisfied are you with the 
meals served? 

0.7144      

SSiicckknneessss  aabbsseennccee   367 4.64 4.97 0 23 
TTeeaamm  rreellaattiioonnss   411 0 1 -3.93 1.69 

In my team, we help team members 
who have too much work. 

0.8250      

I have confidence in the team’s 
ability to perform. 

0.8769      

In my team, we are satisfied with 
our work. 

0.8359      

In my team, we agree on important 
work tasks. 

0.8649      

TTrraannssffoorrmmaattiioonnaall  lleeaaddeerrsshhiipp   402 0 1 -3.76 1.47 
My leader… 

… Concretises a clear vision for the 
organization’s [nursing home’s] 
future. 
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… Seeks to make employees accept 
common goals for the organization 
[nursing home]. 
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… Strives to get the organization 
[nursing home] to work together in 
the direction of the vision. 

0.9483      

… Strives to clarify to the employees 
how they can contribute to achieve 
the organization’s [nursing home’s] 
goals. 

0.9164      

SSoocciiaall  ddeessiirraabbiilliittyy   415 0.86 0.95 0 5 
I am always courteous, even to 
people who are disagreeable. 

      

I sometimes feel resentful when I 
don’t get my way. 

      

No matter who I’m talking to, I’m 
always a good listener. 

      

I sometimes try to get even rather 
than forgive and forget. 

      

There have been occasions when I 
took advantage of someone. 

      

GGeennddeerr  (female=0)  426 0.07 2.56 0 1 
AAggee  426 44.19 11.84 21 67 
YYeeaarrss  ooff  eexxppeerriieenncceeb  427 4.33 1.43 1 6 

Note: FL = Standardised factor loadings. 
a. This item was deleted from the final PSM scale. 
b. Years of experience was measured with the following categories: 1: ‘Under 1 year’, 2: ‘1-2 

years’, 3: ‘3-5 years’, 4: ‘6-9 years’, 5: ‘10-19 years’, 6: ‘20 years or more’. 
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OOnnlliinnee  ssuupppplleemmeennttaarryy  mmaatteerriiaall  BB  

TTaabbllee  BB11..  CCoorrrreellaattiioonn  TTaabbllee  

  11  22  33  44  55  66  77  88  99  1100  1111  

1. Performance -           

2. Job satisfaction .230***  -          

3. Intention to quit -.169** -.513***  -         

4.  User satisfaction -.027 -.030  .050  -        

5. Sickness absence  .006 -.106*  .093  .020  -       

6. TFL  .268***  .441*** -.379***  .046  .007   -      

7. Team  .329***  .296*** -.270*** -.021 -.006  .315***   -     

8. PSM  .435***  .231*** -.136*** -.042  .015  .234***  .209***  -    

9. Gender -.059 -.004   .013  .018 -.004 -.043 -.049  .018   -   

10. Age -.015  .106* -.135* -.089**  .0617Ɨ  .085Ɨ   .070  .020  .038   -  

11. Tenure -.013  .059 -.010 -.026 -.024 -.004 -.026 -.067 -.118*  .569***   - 

12. Social desirability 0.197***  .058 -.074  .069 -.015  .192***  .046  .099*  .008 -.106* -.123* 

Note: Ɨ p < .1; * p < .5; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 

TFL: transformational leadership; Team: team relations; PSM: public service motivation.
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The validation of the constructs was conducted in two stages. First, confirmatory factor analysis 

(CFA) was used to test whether the measured items converge on the factors stated a priori by 

theory (Fayers & Machin, 2016; Acock, 2013). We used three of the most common fit indices: 

the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), and the standardised root mean 

square residual (SRMR). The reliability was assessed using Raykov’s rho (Raykov, 1997). In the 

second stage we used principal component analysis (PCA) to follow up a poor-fitting CFA 

statistics (Schmitt, 2011) using the factor loadings post hoc as a criterion to achieve an 

acceptable fit of the constructs.   

Based on the CFA, Table 1 in the manuscript illustrates that the items of 

performance showed an excellent goodness-of-fit statistic for a unidimensional construct (CFI 

= 0.990, TLI = 0.980, SRMR = 0.022) and the reliability scores display high internal consistency, 

with Raykov’s rho of 0.868. The psychometric properties of user satisfaction also look 

appropriate. Although TLI is slightly below the threshold criteria of 0.9 (TLI = 0.895), the other 

fit indices showed a good fit (CFI = 0.965, SRMR = 0.043), and moreover, the construct showed 

high reliability (ρ = 0.836). This is also the case for the constructs covering transformational 

leadership and team relations. CFI for team relations is also just below the threshold criteria of 

0.9 (CFI = 0.875), but both constructs showed high reliability and a good fit (transformational 

leadership: CFI = 0.982, TLI = 0.947, SRMR = 0.017, ρ = 0.938; team relations: TLI = 0.958, SRMR 

= 0.036, ρ = 0.872). Contrary to the abovementioned constructs, PSM is the only second-order 

construct, comprising three first-order factors (commitment to public interest, compassion, 

and self-sacrifice). The CFA revealed significant item loadings but a poor goodness-of-fit 

statistic. A follow-up PCA showed that one item from the CPI dimension item had to be 

dropped (‘I would prefer to see public officials do what is best for the community as a whole 

even if it harmed my interests’). Thereafter, the second-order measurement model displayed 

an acceptable fit(CFI = 0.949, TLI = 0.916, SRMR = 0.050). Moreover, the construct possessed 

high internal consistency (ρ = 0.788). Raykov’s rho showed that the CPI and the SS scale were 

reliable when measured with values above the conventional threshold criteria of 0.7 (CPI: ρ = 

0.775; SS: ρ = 0.795), while the value for COM was just below the threshold (ρ = 0.670). 

However, other PSM studies have also experienced problems with low reliability, and the 

values are within and above the range of these studies (Kim, 2009; Pedersen, 2015; van Loon 

et al., 2018).  
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The constructs were generated by the predicted factor scores from the CFA, 

which means that the constructs are standardised (mean = 0, standard deviation = 1). 

Therefore, it is possible to assess the relative importance of team relations vis-à-vis the vertical 

leadership efforts in predicting organizational performance. All items and factor loadings from 

the CFA are listed in Appendix A. 

After testing each construct separately, the overall measurement models 

including all construct were tested by entering the construct simultaneously into a CFA to 

assess their psychometric properties. Three distinct measurement models were tested and 

they did all reveal a satisfactory fit. The first model comprised transformational leadership, 

team relations and PSM (χ2(95) = 222.604, p < .001; CFI = 0.965, TLI = 0.955, SRMR = 0.054). The 

second model also included performance (χ2(178) = 392.619, p < .001; CFI = 0.956 TLI = 0.948, 

SRMR = 0.055).. Finally, the third model comprised transformational leadership, team 

relations, PSM, and user satisfaction (χ2(156) = 321.503, p < .001; CFI = 0.963; TLI = 0.955, SRMR 

= 0.053). 
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Table D1. Fit-Statistics for the Structural Equation Models Presented in Table 3 

  SSeellff--ppeerrcceeiivveedd  

ppeerrffoorrmmaannccee  

JJoobb  

ssaattiissffaaccttiioonn  

IInntteennttiioonn  ttoo  

qquuiitt  

UUsseerr  

ssaattiissffaaccttiioonn  

SSiicckknneessss  

aabbsseennccee  

χχ22 aa  χ2(108)=231.670 χ2(55)=137.082 χ2(54)=139.280 χ2(90)=171.990 χ2(54)=103.705 

CCFFII  0.966 0.968 0.963 0.975 0.977 

TTLLII  0.959 0.958 0.951 0.968 0.969 

SSRRMMRR  0.056 0.060 0.064 0.047 0.059 

a. All chi-square values are significant at p < .001. 

  

  

Table D2. Fit-Statistics for the Structural Equation Models Presented in Table 4 

  SSeellff--ppeerrcceeiivveedd  

ppeerrffoorrmmaannccee  

JJoobb  

ssaattiissffaaccttiioonn  

IInntteennttiioonn  ttoo  

qquuiitt  

UUsseerr  

ssaattiissffaaccttiioonn  

SSiicckknneessss  

aabbsseennccee  

χχ22 aa  χ2(258)=544.231 χ2(172)=395.219 χ2(171)=398.710 χ2(231)=450.966 χ2(172)=524.679 

CCFFII  0.942 0.941 0.933 0.951 0.950 

TTLLII  0.934 0.931 0.920 0.943 0.930 

SSRRMMRR  0.060 0.063 0.067 0.058 0.091 

a. All chi-square values are significant at p < .001. 
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Table E1. Full Structural Equation Model with Direct and Indirect Paths (Team Relations as 
Mediator) 

  Dependent Variable (DV)  

 Self-perceived 

performance     

Job 

satisfaction 

Intention to 

quit 

User 

satisfaction 

 Sickness 

absence 

 

DDiirreecctt  PPaatthhss            

TFL  DV 0.152 ** 0.722 *** -0.151 *** 0.055  -0.108  

 (0.0577)  (0.0900)  (0.0231)  (0.114)  (0.214)  

Team  DV 0.281 *** 0.312 *** -0.077 *** -0.019  -0.109  

 (0.0756)  (0.0844)  (0.0198)  (0.0516)  (0.299)  

TFL  Team 0.318 *** 0.318 *** 0.319 *** 0.318 *** 0.325 *** 

 (0.0409)  (0.0409)  (0.0384)  (0.0409)  (0.0421)  

IInnddiirreecctt  PPaatthh            

TFL  Team 

 DV 

0.089 *** 0.099  *** -0.024  *** -0.006  -0.036  

(0.0894)  (0.0244)  (0.0064)  (0.0164)  (0.0977)  

 N 401  401  363  401  347  

R2 DV 0.1714  0.2343  0.1790  0.0186  0.0115  

R2 Team 0.1003  0.1003  0.1027  0.1003  0.1043  

R2 overall 0.1580  0.2466  0.2070  0.1170  0.1141  

Note: Cluster robust standard errors (clustered on nursing homes) in parentheses, +p<0.10, *p 

<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. TFL = transformational leadership; Team = team relations. 
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IInnddiirreecctt  PPaatthh            

TFL  Team 

 DV 

0.089 *** 0.099  *** -0.024  *** -0.006  -0.036  

(0.0894)  (0.0244)  (0.0064)  (0.0164)  (0.0977)  

 N 401  401  363  401  347  

R2 DV 0.1714  0.2343  0.1790  0.0186  0.0115  

R2 Team 0.1003  0.1003  0.1027  0.1003  0.1043  

R2 overall 0.1580  0.2466  0.2070  0.1170  0.1141  

Note: Cluster robust standard errors (clustered on nursing homes) in parentheses, +p<0.10, *p 

<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. TFL = transformational leadership; Team = team relations. 
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