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Introduction 

  Although employees in both the public and private sectors are motivated by a 

combination of material incentives and intangible psychological rewards, those who are 

attracted to work in the public sector can be expected to attach more importance to helping 

others and display more altruistic tendencies, while placing relatively less emphasis on 

financial rewards (Anderfuhren-Biget et al., 2010).  The idea of the public sector attracting 

workers who desire an opportunity to serve the public interest and influence public policy has 

given rise to research on public service motivation (PSM).  Perry and Wise (1990, p.368) 

defined PSM as “individuals’ predisposition to respond to motives grounded primarily or 

uniquely in public institutions and organisations”.    Common to most definitions of PSM is a 

desire to satisfy altruistic tendencies through working in the public interest and an active 

interest in public policy through service delivery (Kim, 2009b).  PSM is usually assessed on 

four sub-dimensions, labelled by Perry (1996) as attraction to policy making, self-sacrifice, 

commitment to the public interest and compassion, although adaptations might be necessary 

for non-US samples (Kim et al., 2013).  In the Chinese context, Liu et al. (2008) found 

evidence for three PSM dimensions (i.e. attraction to policy making, self-sacrifice and 

commitment to public interest). 

A number of studies have compared the level of PSM across the public, private and 

non-profit sectors (Coursey et al., 2012, Sung Min and Word, 2012, Taylor, 2010, Word and 

Carpenter, 2013). These studies typically assume that the construct being measured has the 

same theoretical structure in each sector.  Furthermore, they assume the measure being used, 

in this case the Perry (1996) measure or some variant of it, operates in the same way in each 

sector in terms of the potential relationship it has with workplace outcomes.  To our 

knowledge, these two important assumptions have rarely been statistically tested for.  An 

exception to this was Liu et al. (2012) who show measurement invariance among independent 
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samples of Chinese public and private sector employees. However, their study provides a 

limited assessment of measurement invariance (i.e. weak-form invariance), taking account of 

metric and configural invariance while ignoring matters of scalar invariance (i.e. strong-form 

invariance) (Meredith, 1993). Hence, while there is preliminary evidence that PSM is 

applicable across sectors in China, this claim needs to be substantiated further.  

A number of studies have shown a relationship exists between PSM and individual 

employee outcomes (e.g. commitment to the organisation, intention to remain with the 

organisation, citizenship behaviour, affective commitment and self-reported performance), 

although debate over the nature of the relationship continues (Ritz et al., 2016).  

Vandenabeele (2007) outlined both a direct self-selection and motivational relationship 

between PSM and employee behaviour, and an indirect relationship that relies upon the 

ability of the organisation to provide employees with an opportunity to fulfil their altruistic 

and public service values.  In China, PSM has been studied as a predictor of job preferences 

in samples of Chinese students (Liu et al., 2008, Liu and Tang, 2011).  Results indicate that 

only the self-sacrifice dimension was positively associated with public sector employment 

preferences, indicating that employees with high PSM may not always self-select to work in 

the public sector.  PSM has however been found to be positively associated with performance 

in a sample of public sector employees (Xiaohua, 2008).  Therefore, questions still remain 

regarding the relationship between PSM and employee outcomes in China, and whether this 

relationship differs between the public and private sectors. 

Finally, organisations across the globe face a changing workforce as a new generation 

of millennial employees enters the job market. In particular, in the public sector organisations 

struggle to adapt to the expectations of younger employees. For example, Canadian 

millennials give a strong weight to work life balance and opportunity to contribute to society, 

and less so on material rewards (Ng and Gosset, 2013). “Fostering opportunities that are 
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desirable to all employees may be a challenge, if younger and older employees value different 

work opportunities” (Ertas, 2013, p. 405).  

In summary, in this paper we provide initial findings on whether employees with high 

PSM levels are more likely to perform better or retain membership of an organisation 

regardless of the sector they are employed in or their age.  More specifically, in this paper we 

are interested in three aspects of PSM. First, we contribute to the debate vis-à-vis the ability 

of researchers to apply the PSM construct in the public and private sectors, using independent 

samples from one municipal district of China.  Second, we compare across both sectors the 

relationship between PSM and the workplace outcomes self-reported performance and 

intention to leave. Third, we account for the changing demographics in the work environment 

by presenting a separate analysis on age. 

Measuring the level of PSM across sectors 

Although the majority of research on PSM focuses on applying some variant of the 

Perry (1996) measure to public sector workers, there is recognition that PSM is a concept that 

can be applied within other sectors.  PSM is an individual-level concept (Brewer and Selden, 

1998, Brewer et al., 2000, Pandey et al., 2008) and is not the preserve of the public sector.  

The concept may be applied to any sector, including the for-profit private sector, where 

employees are involved in the provision of public services (Steen, 2008).   

Individuals with a high level of PSM may be expected to self-select into the public 

sector, as by its nature it provides a greater opportunity to engage in public service 

(Vandenabele, 2008).  For this reason, Perry et al. (2010) maintains that PSM is grounded in 

the tasks of public service provision and should therefore be most prevalent in public sector 

organisations.  Empirical findings that report a higher level of at least some dimensions of 

PSM amongst public and non-profit sectors, as opposed to the private sector, lend support to 
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this proposition (Coursey et al., 2012, Word and Carpenter, 2013).  Furthermore, it has found 

that intrinsic motivators, upon which PSM is reliant (Sung Min and Word, 2012), is of more 

importance to public sector workers than their private sector peers, where extrinsic 

motivators have greater priority (Anderfuhren-Biget et al., 2010). 

It is assumed that the public sector is different from the private sector in terms of 

mission (value-creation versus profit-maximisation), role of stakeholders (multiple versus 

shareholder) and outcomes (public service versus shareholder value) (Lee, 2012).  However, 

this clear sectoral divide has been undermined in recent decades by the introduction of new 

public management principles to the public sector, the outsourcing of public services to 

private corporations, and the increased awareness amongst private sector firms of their 

corporate social responsibility.  As a result the definition of public service has been 

broadened to include all forms of employment that serves the community, and not just those 

employed by the government directly (Moutlon and Feney, 2011).  Furthermore, as pointed 

out by Taylor (2008), while many public sector enterprises have a mission to serve the public 

interest, their governance (i.e. complex procedures and processes) and ambiguous objectives 

can hinder their ability to effectively achieve this mission. As a result of the above, the 

characteristics of the public sector that attract high PSM individuals may become blurry 

(Hinna, Homberg, Scarozza & Verdini, 2019).  Many potential employees with a high level of 

PSM may choose instead to take up a position in private sector organisations involved in 

public service provision. 

A number of studies have investigated the applicability of Perry’s PSM measure in the 

not-for-profit sector (Sung Min and Word, 2012, Word and Carpenter, 2013).  These studies 

have shown that the PSM sub-dimensions, with the exception of attraction to public policy 

making, can be successfully applied to these other sectors as they are predominantly 

concerned with public service provision.  Taylor (2010) did attempt to apply a number of 
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items similar to those found in the Perry measure across a sample of public, private and non-

profit sectors in Australia.  Although limited to a comparison of means across groups, 

Taylor’s findings indicate the level of PSM is strongest amongst non-profit sector and public 

sector employees.  Similar results have been found in a Chinese context by Liu et al. (2011) 

in relation to two dimensions of PSM.  However, only Liu et al. (2012) provide some 

statistical evidence that the construct PSM or the measure used for it can be applied equally 

in the context of different sectors.  Thus, after investigating the invariance of the PSM 

measure across both the public and private sectors, we hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 1: Public sector employees display higher PSM levels than private sector 

employees. 

Comparing the outcomes of PSM across sectors 

Generally, PSM has been interpreted as a construct that leads to desirable behaviours 

inside organizations (Vogel et al., 2016, Homberg et al., 2017). Through the processes of 

recruitment, selection and socialisation within the organisation, those employees with a 

higher level of PSM can be expected to perform better or remain committed to public sector 

employers (Perry, 1996).  Initially it was thereby believed that PSM had a direct relationship 

with performance related outcomes (Perry and Wise, 1990).  However, attempts by empirical 

research to test the link between PSM and performance related attitudes and behaviour has 

generated mixed results, particularly where the focus is on work effort (Brewer, 2008; 

Giauque et al., 2013, Petrovsky and Ritz, 2014).  Some have found a modest positive 

relationship with performance (Brewer et al., 2000, Naff and Crum, 1999), while others have 

found much less conclusive relationships (Alonso and Lewis, 2001).    Kim (2005) and 

Vandenabeele (2009) found that the PSM-performance relationship is mediated by constructs 

such as job satisfaction, organisational citizenship behaviour and organisational commitment.  
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Drawing on person-environment fit theory (Kristof, 1996), Bright (2007) and others focused 

on the mediating role of person-organisation fit.  While Giauque et al. (2013) found that 

HRM practices are a stronger predictor of performance than PSM for a sample of over three 

thousand Swiss public sector workers.  Recently, a meta-analysis summarized the available 

research on the PSM-performance link concluding “(…) while the PSM-performance 

relationship is statistically significant, PSM has a substantially small impact on performance” 

(Warren and Chen, 2013 p.469).  The latter was found for both self-reported and revealed 

performance measures.  These results have led many to conclude there is a role for mediating 

and moderating variables, particularly with regard to the work environment (Bright, 2013, 

Steijn, 2008).   

Under this view, PSM can either stimulate or hinder work related outcomes, 

depending on the degree to which the organisation is seen to support the public interest 

(Wise, 2004).  If the public sector is indeed more focused on promoting public welfare 

relative to the private sector, employees with a higher level of PSM can be expected to put 

more effort into their duties and remain with the organisation (Andersen and Kjeldsen, 2013, 

Steijn, 2008).  The impact of PSM on outcomes will be enhanced when employees feel that 

their organisation’s values are aligned with their own values in terms of altruism and public 

service (Bright, 2008).   In a large scale study of 2,811 Danish employees, Anderson and 

Kjeldsen (2013) tested the relationship between PSM and job satisfaction across the public 

and private sectors.  However, their results should no significant difference in the relationship 

across sectors.  

In conclusion, where individual-based public service related needs are met by the 

organization there should be little incentive for the individual to resign and a greater level of 

work effort.  Under the assumption that the public sector offers a greater opportunity to 

engage in the provision of public services relative to the private sector, we hypothesize: 
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Hypothesis 2: PSM is negatively related to employee intention to leave the organization, with 

the relationship being more apparent in the public sector. 

Hypothesis 3: PSM is positively related to self-reported work performance, with the 

relationship being more apparent in the public sector. 

Changing Demographics 

With the inflow of the millennial generation to the job market, HRM and management 

practices are assumed to change significantly in order to respond to their preferences 

(Montgomery and Ramus, 2011).  On the one hand there is the assumption that younger 

workers have different attitudes, preferences and work values compared to their older 

colleagues (Smola and Sutton, 2002, Lyons et al., 2007, Krahn and Galambos, 2014). On the 

other hand, the debate by now also suffers from a number of stylized facts that have found 

little empirical support (for review see Parry and Urwin, 2011). As Lyons and Kuron (2013) 

state in their review of generational differences at work, “Evidence to date is fractured, 

contradictory and fraught with methodological inconsistencies that make generalizations 

difficult”. 

With regards to PSM, for example, Asseburg and Homberg (2018) show that German 

students with high PSM levels put an equally high preference on extrinsic rewards as on 

intrinsic rewards. In a study of work values of Chinese employees, Wang et al. (2010) fail to 

find evidence of age related effects on work values. Nonetheless, age is frequently used as a 

control variable in PSM studies, and Pandey and Stazyk (2008) summarize a small set of 

findings on this relation claiming that the evidence is consistent with a linear relationship. In 

simple terms, older individuals tend to be more altruistic and hence also tend to show higher 

PSM levels. Hence when studying the relation between PSM, performance and turnover 

intentions it is useful to take a more detailed look at age differences, as the debate is not yet 
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settled. Due to the varying results in the generational differences literature we do not present 

a separate hypothesis here, but highlight the necessity to investigate potential differences 

arising from varying age groups in our sample.  

Method 

Data collection and measures 

The analysis in this paper is based on two independent survey panels.  Both surveys 

were distributed in a paper format during the summer of 2013 and Table 1 provides 

descriptive statistics for each panel.  The first panel consists of 220 usable responses received 

from public sector employees in the municipal district of Changsha, China.  The second panel 

consists of 260 usable responses received from private sector employees undertaking a MBA 

course at a university in the Changsha district.  Initially, 273 and 293 paper surveys were 

distributed to public and private sector workers respectively and responses were collected by 

way of drop-boxes.  The final response rate was 81 per cent for the public sector panel and 89 

per cent for the private sector panel. 

 

Insert Table 1 here 

 

The descriptive data shows the two panels are comparable along demographic lines.  

That said, the private sector panel has a somewhat older age profile, fewer people with a 

postgraduate qualification, and has a slightly higher proportion of males and single 

respondents.  Data was also gathered on the grade and department of public sector 

respondents, with a majority (59 per cent) belonging to less senior grades (office clerk or staff 

members) and being employed directly by the city or provisional government (69 per cent). 

This study used pre-existing measures and a seven-point scale for each variable; Table 
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2 provides a full list of items.  Many studies have reported issues with the measure for PSM 

created by Perry (1996).  In particular, concerns have been raised about the validity and 

substantive fit of the attraction to public policy making sub-dimension (Kim, 2009a, Ritz and 

Waldner, 2011).  These concerns prompted Kim (2009b) to develop an alternative measure 

for attraction to public policy, which utilises positively worded items and emphasises an 

interest in public policy as opposed to a desire to be actively involved in policy creation.  For 

this reason, and given that Kim’s measure for attraction to public policy can feasibly be 

applied to both the public and private sector, we utilise it in this study.   

Employee performance was measured using a four-item scale taken from Babin and 

Boles (1998).  We explicitly acknowledge that this is a measure of self-rated performance, 

which is a limitation of this study. Nonetheless, the discussion about performance measures is 

on-going and also non-self-rated measures have their downsides (Alonso and Lewis, 2001).  

The final outcome variable intention to leave is measured using a three-item measure taken 

from Boshoff and Allen (2000). 

Analysis method 

We use structural equation modelling (SEM) conducted using AMOS in our analysis. 

Before a meaningful discussion of the latent variable means or regression coefficients can be 

carried out based upon the two panels, it is important to ensure the measurement instruments 

used are invariant (Chen et al., 2005).  As a result the analysis adopted in this paper will 

follow a number of stages. 

In the first stage of analysis we test for the equivalence of the PSM measuring 

instrument and theoretical construct across both panels.  This test for multi-group invariance 

will use analysis of covariance in line with Jöreskog (1971) tradition.  After establishing for 

both panels separately a baseline model representing the best fit for the data in terms of both 

parsimony and substantive meaningfulness, we apply equality constraints in a hierarchical 
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order on various parameters.  More specifically, we place equality constraints in consecutive 

order upon the measured item factor loadings, their intercept values and the second order 

factor loadings and compare the fit for each model using the chi-squared difference test.  As 

this test is sensitive to both non-normality and sample size, it is often considered an overly 

restrictive test.  We therefore also report the CFI, Gamma hat and RMSEA goodness of fit 

statistics (Cheung and Rensvold, 2002). 

After testing for this strong form of factorial invariance, we will be in a position to 

test for inter-group differences in the mean value for each unobserved latent variable.  This 

will involve choosing one panel as a baseline group and statistically test for difference in 

latent means (Chen et al., 2005, Dimitrov, 2006). 

In the second stage of the analysis we focus on the relationship between PSM and the 

outcome variables performance and intention to leave.  After once again testing for invariance 

across factor loadings and structural covariances, we will compare the regression weights 

across both groups.  A similar methodological approach as above was taken in comparing 

results across different age groups. 

Results 

Preliminary analysis 

Table 2 provides descriptive statistics, factor loadings for each observed item.  The 

factor loadings for the observed items measuring compassion are below the recommended 0.5 

and their average loading is below the recommended 0.7.  This undermines the validity of 

this measure, which has proved an issue for other researchers in the Chinese context (Liu and 

Tang, 2011).  It was therefore decided to remove compassion as a measure in our analysis.  

The reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) of each measure are also shown on Table 2 and was found 

to be in excess of the recommended 0.7 level for each measure (Nunnally and Bernstein, 



12 
 

1994). 

 

Insert Table 2 here 

 

Issues around common method bias are of particular concern when survey 

instruments require respondents to provide self-reports on their personality or perceptions of 

work environment.  To test for the presence of such method variance in our data, we 

employee the CFA marker technique as outlined by Williams et al. (2010).  A two item 

measure for loyalty (see Table 2 for item description) was used as a marker variable, as it is 

both theoretically unrelated to at least one of the other substantive variables, but has a similar 

semantic content (Simmering et al., 2014).  Furthermore, it was found that the marker does 

not exhibit a strong correlation with the other substantive variables in the model, including 

PSM (see table 2, PSM factor correlation = -0.075) (Lindell and Whitney, 2001).  As shown 

in Table 3, by comparing the various nested models within this technique (Baseline, Model-

C, Model-U and Model-R) using a change in chi-squared test, we find no evidence that the 

data is affected by common method bias.  

 

Insert Table 3 here 

 

Cross-group PSM indicator analysis 

This section focuses on establishing whether or not the indicators being used to 

measure PSM represents the same construct in both response groups (Chen et al., 2005).  We 

first conduct a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in each group separately to establish a 

measurement model that fits the data well in respect of parsimony and substantive 

meaningfulness.  However, a similar or even identical measurement model in both groups 
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only establishes configural invariance, and does not guarantee the equivalence of item 

measurements or the underlying theoretical construct.  Thus, we also test for invariance 

across the measured item factor loadings, their intercept values and the second order factor 

loadings. 

 

Insert Table 4 here 

 

Table 4, models 1 to 4, show the change in chi-squared statistic for each nested model, 

along with a number of goodness-of-fit statistics (Gamma hat, CFI and RMSEA).  Following 

the introduction of each parameter constraint no statistically significant change in the Chi-

squared value was found (p > .05)  (Milfont and Fischer, 2010).  Establishing this strong from 

of measurement invariance is important where the intention is to compare mean values for the 

latent factors across groups.  Thus, we can proceed with the assumption of scalar invariance 

and compare latent variable mean values for each PSM dimension across groups ( i.e. public 

and private sector). 

 

Insert Table 5 here 

 

Table 5 provides a comparison of the latent factor means across both sectors, with the 

private sector panel as base-group.  Therefore the reported difference in mean estimates 

represents the degree to which mean values in the public sector differ from those found in the 

private sector.  The statistical significance of this difference in means is assessed using the 

critical ratios and their respective p-values. 

As would be expected, the level of self-sacrifice, attraction to public policy and 

commitment to public interest were on average found to be higher in the public sector.  
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However, this difference is statistically significant in respect of only one dimension, 

commitment to public interest (Difference in mean estimate = .228, p < .05).  These findings 

are consistent with those of Liu et al. (2012), who also reported that while a statistically 

significant difference exists in relation to commitment to public interest, no such difference in 

self-sacrifice was observed.  Where our results differ from those of Liu et al. is in relation to 

attraction to public policy, as their study adopted the PSM measure of Perry (1996) and 

therefore focused on attraction to public policy making.  In conclusion, we find partial 

support for Hypothesis 1, which stated levels of PSM should be higher in the public sector.   

Structural invariance and comparison of estimates across groups 

We now wish to take a closer look at the relationship that exists between PSM and 

some workplace outcomes across both sectors.  For the purposes of this initial study we focus 

on some of the more commonly assessed outcomes of PSM – employee performance and 

intention to leave.  To enable us to compare the regression weights between PSM and these 

outcomes across both sectors we must first establish factor covariance invariance across both 

groups.  Model 5 on Table 4 establishes a new baseline model with all the relevant variables 

included.  As the subsequent models apply constraints first upon the factor loadings and then 

upon the factor covariances in the structural model, the results show that no statistically 

significant differences in the Chi-squared values are created by either set of constraints 

(P > .05).  We have therefore established factor covariance invariance and can proceed in 

interpreting differences in the regression weights. 

 

Insert Table 6 here 

 

Table 6 shows the unstandardized regression weights (β) for each of the relationships 
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between PSM and the outcome variables1.  The reported z-score provides a test of statistical 

significant difference in regression values between the groups.  The findings show that in 

both the public and private sectors there is a statistically significant positive relationship 

between PSM and self-reported employee performance (β = 0.385/0.339, P < .05).  

Furthermore, there is no statistical evidence that the impact of PSM differs significantly 

between the two sectors.  When looking at the relationship between PSM and intention to 

leave, it is only in the private sector that a significant negative relationship is found (β = -

0.275, P < .05).  This is surprising, given that the existing literature would lead us to believe 

that it is in the public sector that PSM should have a greater impact on intention to leave.  

That said, we should also note that once again we could not find evidence of a statistically 

significant difference in this relationship between sectors.   

These findings support research hypothesis 3, which expected PSM to be associated 

with higher levels of performance.  However, in the case of the public sector, the findings fail 

to support hypothesis 2, which expected higher levels of PSM to be associated with lower 

intention to leave.  The more interesting aspect of these results is the lack of statistically 

significant difference in terms of the impact PSM has on outcomes between the sectors.  In 

the case of workers in the Changsha municipal district, whether an employee is found in the 

public or private sector, altruistic tendencies and a desire to serve public interest are 

associated with improved performance.   

Finally, we investigate age effects. In order to so, we split the sample into millennials 

(n=151, people born after 1983) and older individuals (n=329).  Results are displayed in 

panels 2 of tables 5 and 6.  Overall, we do not find any meaningful differences between the 

age groups, neither in mean PSM nor in the coefficients on performance or intention to leave. 
                                                           
1 Measures for gender, age, education, job level and tenure were included as controls on the basis that 
previous research found them to be related to PSM (Bright 2005; Perry 1997; Pandey and Stazyk 2008; Naff 
and Crum 1999). These variables can also affect the costs associated with leaving a firm (Allen and Meyer, 
1990) and performance outcomes (Ng and Feldman, 2010) and thus are also relevant from a theoretical point 
of view (Bernerth and Aguinis 2016).  Findings are excluded from tables for purposes of clarity. 
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Overall, these results support the stream of literature arguing that age related differences, 

especially generational work values, are less empirically relevant than we may believe. In 

particular, the finding on the not existing difference with regards to PSM among both groups 

is interesting. A common argument in studies based on western samples is that younger 

workers’ high PSM is related to some ideal perceptions they hold towards public sector 

employers, but that this declines with tenure (Moynihan and Pandey 2007, Jensen and 

Vestergaard, 2017) due to a so called reality-shock (Kjeldsen and Jacobsen, 2012). Hence our 

results put into question if the same ‘shock’ logic holds in China. 

Discussion  

There have been a number of studies that set out to compare the level of PSM found 

in the public sector with that found in other sectors (e.g. not-for-profit, voluntary and private 

sectors).  However, very few of these existing studies have applied statistical testing to ensure 

the concept of PSM or the measures used for it operate in the same way in different contexts.  

This paper uses two independent samples taken from the private and public sectors in a 

municipal district of China to provide some initial findings in this area.  More specifically, 

the paper set out to test if the four-dimension theoretical construct for PSM is the same in 

each sector, identify any differences in mean values for each dimension and to examine 

differences regarding the relationship between PSM and workplace outcomes.  It further 

focused on potential differences arising from changing demographical profiles of the 

workforce, in particular age effects. 

Our findings show that in the Chinese context only three of the four PSM dimensions 

could be reliably measured, as found in previous research (Liu et al., 2008). The three 

dimensions examined were found to operate in a similar way in both sectors.  Hence, our 

results are consistent with those presented by Liu et al. (2012) with regards to the 
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applicability of PSM across sectors in China.  Additionally, this provides support for the 

ability of researchers conducting comparisons between sectors using measures based upon 

Perry’s original 1996 measure.  It would be recommended that any future studies that attempt 

to conduct cross-sector comparisons undertake a similar procedure of multi-group invariance 

testing before proceeding to interpret observed differences.  

Our initial findings also highlight some issues that should be of concern to researchers 

in the area of PSM and provide grounds for future research.  Firstly, existing PSM literature 

would lead us to believe that the mean level of PSM should be higher in the public sector 

than in the private sector.  However, at least in the context of the Changsha Municipal District 

of China, we found evidence of just one dimension (attraction to public policy) that has a 

statistically higher mean value in the public sector.  The predominant social, cultural and 

organisational norms in China may help explain these findings to some extent.  The Chinese 

public service was founded by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) on the Confucian 

principles of unselfishness, impartiality and fairness. Since China's adoption of the civil 

service system since 1993, the level of political involvement in the sector and remains of the 

old Cadre system means those who work in the sector often find their objectives integrated 

between service to the public and to the CCP.  Furthermore, the public sector in China has 

suffered from widespread and endemic corruption, inefficiency and authoritarian 

organisational culture (Ko and Han, 2013).    

As a result of these issues, many people who are attracted to work in the public sector 

do so for the status and job stability it brings, and not out of a desire to work in the public 

interest.  It may therefore be unsurprising that levels of employee self-sacrifice and 

commitment to public interest are similar to those found in the private sector.   While we 

accept the limited difference in the mean level of PSM identified in this study may be in part 

due to issues of regional context, these findings still provide grounds for further research.  We 
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would call for further cross-sector research to be conducted in other countries using measures 

based upon the Perry (1996) conceptualisation to establish if there truly is a significant 

difference in the mean values for each dimension.   These findings also suggests that PSM is 

an issue not just for the management of public sector organisations, but should also be taken 

into account by private sector management involved in the provision of public services.  Just 

as PSM has done much to move public sector management beyond principles based on public 

choice theory (i.e. self-interested agents), our findings would indicate that private sector 

workers are also likely to be motivated by a desire to serve their community and the wider 

public good. 

Secondly, while we found PSM has a significant impact on self-reported employee 

performance, we found the relationship does not differ significantly between sectors.  This 

finding appears to refute existing theory that it is in the public sector that employees are 

provided with the opportunity to act upon their desire to serve their community.  These 

findings may be partly explained by the Chinese context in which they were found.  It is not 

only in respect of the public sector that China has marked differences from the norms found 

in many Western cultures.  Private sector organisations are also subject to considerable 

political intervention in China.  Furthermore, Confucian principles such as humanity, 

righteousness and integrity, alongside loyalty, ritual and respect for authority also play a role 

in shaping the organisational culture of private sector organisations in China.  It may 

therefore not be surprising to find that PSM has a greater effect on outcomes in the private 

sector, as these are concepts are just as applicable to the Chinese private sector as to its public 

sector.  These again are findings that require further research but indicate that selecting 

employees with a high level of PSM can offer managers in the private sector just as much 

opportunity to enhance employee performance and retention as in the public sector. 

Finally, we find that age differences do not matter. This has two implications. On the 
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one hand it supports research arguing PSM develops in early years through education, and 

family socialization (Perry et al., 2008) and then remains rather stable (Vogel and Kroll, 

2016). On the other hand, it may encourage HR developers to look very carefully at the 

preferences of their particular employees instead of resorting to stereotypical assumptions 

about age and generational cohorts. 

We must however draw attention to the limitations faced by this research.  Firstly, the 

relatively small sample used in this study raises legitimate concerns regarding the degree to 

which generalisations can be drawn regarding the wider Chinese economy or internationally.  

Nonetheless, the sample size is in line with, and even slightly larger than in previous research 

on PSM in China (Liu, 2009, Liu et al., 2008, Liu and Tang, 2011).  Secondly, the measures 

we adopt in the study are self-reported and may be subject to biases arising from tendencies 

to exaggerate or provide responses that are deemed socially desirable.  The latter is a 

particular concern in China, where tendencies to provide answers that are in line with what 

your boss or the survey administrator would wish to hear is a concern.  Measures such as 

anonymity for respondents, voluntary participation and allowing respondents to complete 

their survey in private and in their own time were taken to reduce the likelihood of such 

biases arising.  Post-hoc testing using Williams et al. (2010) CFA marker technique also 

failed to detect any issues with bias arising from common method variance. 
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Table 1: Description of survey respondents 
Variable Private Public Variable  Private Public 
Total responses (n) 
Age (years) 

20-29  
30-39  
40-49  
50 + 

Time with department  
Mean (years) 

Time with sector 
Mean (years) 

Qualification (%) 
High school 
Junior college 
Degree 
Masters 
Doctorate 

 

220 
36.5 
46.9 
13.5 

3.1 
 

4.3 
 

9.7 
 

1.5 
5.8 

70.4 
22.3 

0 
 

260 
25.5 
41.4 
28.6 

4.6 
 

6.0 
 

10.2 
 

0.6 
4.5 

51.8 
33.6 

9.5 
 

Gender (%) 
Male 
Female 

Marital Status (%) 
Single 
Married 

Grade (%) 
Office clerk 
Staff member 
(Sub)stand science 
(Deputy) county level  

Department (%) 
County government 
City government 
Province government  
Public institution  
Third Department 

 
38.5 
61.5 

 
28.1 
70.9 

 
- 
- 
- 
- 
 

- 
- 
- 
- 
- 

 
22.7 
77.3 

 
22.7 
77.9 

 
28.6 
30.0 
11.9 
29.5 

 
10.5 
34.5 
34.1 
15.5 

5.5 
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Table 2: Indicators of model variables and descriptive statistics 
Variables Code Item Private  Public 

M SD FL M SD FL 
Compassion C1 I am often moved by the plight of the underprivileged. 6.07 1.24 .540 6.32 1.03 .481 

C2 It is difficult for me to contain my feelings when I see people in distress. 5.32 1.99 .515 5.85 1.74 .374 
C3 I often think about the welfare of people I do not know personally. 4.40 1.58 .642 4.96 1.64 .697 
C4 I am often reminded by daily events how dependent we are on one another. 5.83 1.33 .596 5.94 1.36 .537 

Self-sacrifice SS1 Making a difference in society means more to me than personal achievements. 4.60 1.57 .855 5.00 1.49 .799 
SS2 Doing good deeds is definitely more important to me than doing well financially. 4.54 1.67 .823 4.93 1.61 .773 
SS3 I think people should give back to society more than they get from it. 4.72 1.50 .846 5.12 1.41 .770 
SS4 I am prepared to make enormous sacrifices for the good of society 4.16 1.67 .780 4.70 1.64 .839 

Attraction to public 
policy 

PP1 I am interested in the creation of public programmes that are beneficial to my country… 6.05 1.18 .720 6.17 0.97 .781 
PP2 Sharing my views on public policies with others is attractive to me 5.75 1.24 .767 6.07 0.98 .699 
PP3 Seeing people get benefits from the public programmes I have been deeply involved… 6.00 1.14 .749 6.20 1.00 .810 

Commitment to 
public interest 

PI1 I unselfishly contribute to my community. 4.79 1.50 .733 5.19 1.38 .734 
PI2 Meaningful public service is very important to me. 5.82 1.27 .853 6.01 1.03 .706 
PI3 I would prefer seeing public officials do what is best for the whole community… 5.42 1.43 .746 5.57 1.38 .754 
PI4 I consider public service my civic duty. 5.84 1.30 .767 6.06 1.16 .676 

Intention to leave IL1 I often think about resigning 2.94 1.93 .709 2.55 1.74 .736 
IL2 It would not take much to make me resign from this job 3.66 1.99 .543 3.15 1.96 .653 
IL3 I will probably be looking for another job soon 3.38 1.99 .710 2.59 1.85 .800 

Performance P1 I get along better with customers than most of my co-workers 5.30 1.55 .482 4.95 1.63 .582 
P2 My performance is in the top 10 per cent compared to my co-workers 5.58 1.41 .730 5.16 1.39 .800 
P3 I consistently deliver a better quality service than most of my co-workers 5.79 1.12 .898 5.35 1.21 .916 
P4 I go more out of my way to help customers  than most of my co-workers 5.76 1.17 .797 5.54 1.17 .808 

Marker variable 
(loyalty) 

L1 Represents the organisation favourable to outsiders 3.02 1.86 .980 3.38 1.93 .954 

L2 Actively promotes the organisation’s products and services 3.14 1.84 .844 3.37 1.87 .859 
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Table 2 (continued): Indicators of model variables and descriptive statistics 
  Factor Correlation Matrix and Cronbach’s Alpha 
   Alpha 1 2 3. 
  1 PSM .90 -   
  2 Performance .83 .528   
  3 Intention to leave .74 -.271 -.103  
  4. Marker Variable (loyalty) .89 -.075 -.121 .148 
Note: M = Mean, SD = Standard Deviation, FL = Factor loading, CMB test = test for common method bias using Hermann’s single factor method (standardised coefficients 
without common latent factor – standardised coefficient with common latent factor) 
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Table 3: Results of Williams et al. (2010) Marker Variable Analyses 
Model χ² df RMSEA CFI TLI 
CFA 171.55 94 .042 .978 .972 
Baseline 184.68 99 .043 .976 .971 
Method-C 184.00 98 .043 .976 .970 
Method-U 163.75 85 .042 .980 .971 
Method-R 184.15 104 .040 .977 .974 
 Δχ² Δdf  Critical Value at χ².050  
Baseline Vs Method-C 0.67 1  3.84  
Method-C Vs Method-U 20.25 13  22.36  
Method-C Vs Method-R 0.14 6  12.59  
Note: χ² = Chi-squared, df = degrees of freedom, RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation, CFI = comparative fit index, TLI = Tucker-Lewis 
coefficient, Δ = change in 
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Table 4: Goodness of fit statistics for invariance tests 
Model description χ² df RMSEA Gamma 

Hat 
CFI Models 

compared 
Δ χ² Δdf p-

value 
Model 1: Baseline model (PSM measure) 154.16 82 .043 .961 .978 - - - - 
Model 2: first order factor loadings constrained equal 164.01 90 .043 .964 .973 2 & 1 9.84 8 .276 
Model 3: model 2 and intercept of measured variables 
constrained equal 

164.14 92 .041 .965 .973 3 & 2 9.97 10 .443 

Model 4:  model 3 and second order factor loadings constrained 
equal 

156.81 84 .043 .962 .972 4 & 3 2.65 2 .266 

Model 5: Baseline model (PSM and other structural model 
measures –Performance, Intention to leave) 

415.77 258 .036 .974 .960 - - - - 

Model 6: Factor loadings constrained equal (including second 
order PSM factor loadings) 

432.08 271 .035 .974 .959 7 & 6 16.32 13 .232 

Model 7: Model 6 and structural covariance constrained equal 420.29 261 .036 .974 .959 7 & 6 4.52 3 .211 
Note: 𝜒² = Chi-squared, df = degrees of freedom, RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation, CFI = comparative fit index, Δ = change in. 
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Table 5: PSM dimensions’ mean value comparison across groups 
 Difference in mean estimate S.E. C.R. p-value 
Panel 1: Sector Comparison    
Self-sacrifice .220 .119 1.85 .064 
Attraction to public policy .107 .079 1.35 .176 
Commitment to public interest .228 .107 2.12 .034 
Panel 2: Age-group Comparison     
Self-sacrifice .077 .138 0.55 .580 
Attraction to public policy .101 .083 1.22 .221 
Commitment to public interest .165 .110 1.50 .135 
Note: S.E.= standard error, C.R. = critical ratio, base group for difference in latent variable means = Private 
sector group (Panel 1) and millennials group (Panel 2). 
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Table 6: Structural regression weight comparison across groups 
Relationship β – Private/Millennials β – Public/Older z-score 
Panel 1: Sector Comparison    
PSM – Intention to leave -0.275** -0.046   1.525 
PSM – Performance    0.385***         0.339*** -0.410 
Panel 2: Age-group Comparison    
PSM – Intention to leave -0.129 -0.192* -0.464 
PSM – Performance    0.249*      0.343***   0.683 
Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001, β = unstandardized coefficient. 
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Figure 1: Model 

 
 
 
 
 


