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Abstract
Background Public service motivation (PSM) is regarded as an important psychological resource to
enhance public employees’ job satisfaction and organizational commitment, and lower their turnover
intention. Although the relationship between PSM and individual performance has been examined
extensively in previous studies, the results regarding the links between these factors still remain
inconsistent. Our empirical study provides some practical implications for policy makers to improve
employees’ PSM through various formal or informal occupational training.

Methods We conducted a survey with 468 employees in 16 community health service centers in Yunnan
province , southwest China . The associations between PSM, work engagement and work attitudes were
assessed by some statistical methods including Pearson correlation, con�rmatory factory analysis and
structural equation modeling .

Results Employees’ PSM had a direct positive effect on job satisfaction and organizational commitment
respectively, but it had a direct negative effect on turnover intention. Moreover, PSM increased employees’
job satisfaction and organizational commitment, and lowered employees’ turnover intention through work
engagement.

Conclusion The results suggest that managers in the community health service centers should assess job
applicants’ PSM levels in in recruitment and selection procedures and enhance employees’ PSM levels
through various occupational training. Further, considering the role of work engagement in shaping
employees’ work attitudes, policy makers should attach importance to the promoting of employees’ work
engagement.

Background
Since Perry and Wise [1] described PSM as “an individual’s predisposition to respond to motives
grounded primarily or uniquely in public institutions and organizations”, research on PSM and related
topics has grown signi�cantly in several disciplines over the past two decades [2]. PSM literature argued
that individuals with high levels of PSM were more likely to perform better in public organizations that
allowed them to “deliver services to people with a purpose to do good for others and society” [1, 3].
Supported by many scholars, PSM theory suggested that work-related performance was enhanced greatly
by individuals’ PSM [4, 5]. Many empirical studies support the premise that individuals with more pro-
social tendencies or high PSM levels choose jobs in public organizations that provide the opportunities
for employees to serve the public, and this choice then resulted in higher job satisfaction [6]. Kjeldsen and
Andersen [7] revealed that the positive association between PSM and job satisfaction was moderated by
perceived opportunity or ability to serve society and other people. Furthermore, deriving from the Person-
Environment Fit Theory, Liu et al. [8] found a direct, positive effect of PSM on job satisfaction when both
the person–organization �t and the needs–supplies �t were low among Chinese public employees.
Similarly, based on a sample of civil servants employed by local governments in Korea, Kim [9] revealed



Page 3/17

that PSM not only was an important independent factor on job satisfaction, but it also had, through its
in�uence on P-O �t, an indirect effect on job satisfaction. Similarly, as a psychological attachment to a
particular organization [10, 11], organizational commitment is regarded as one of the consequences of
PSM. The recent research has con�rmed a positive association between PSM and organizational
commitment [12, 13]. For instance, Levitas and Vigoda-Gadot [12] suggested that PSM of public servants
not only had a direct effect on their affective commitment, but it also mediated the relationship between
emotional intelligence and affective commitment. Likewise, Potipiroon and Ford [14] found that PSM had
a positive direct relationship with organizational commitment when high-intrinsic motivation and ethical
leadership were taken into account.

In addition, recent studies also have found that PSM is linked to turnover intention of public employees.
Dong et al. [5] argued that PSM not only had direct and negative effects on turnover intention, but it also
mitigated the positive effects of job demands on work exhaustion and turnover intention. Indeed,
individuals with high PSM levels consider their workload as a career growth opportunity or an opportunity
to serve the people of community, whereas individuals with low PSM are depressed when they encounter
a hindrance stressor. Even in the private sectors, individuals with a strong altruistic desire and a
preference for correcting social inequity are more likely to have high job satisfaction and low intention to
leave their jobs [15]. Obviously, those individuals with altruistic work values have high levels of PSM and
are less likely to leave the jobs within the public sector [16].

It is widely believed that public employees are more inspired and motivated by intrinsic rewards that lead
to a feeling of accomplishment rather than extrinsic rewards [1]. According to Perry and Hondeghem [3],
PSM was “an individual’s orientation to delivering services to people with a purpose to do good for others
and society”, which resulted in employees with high levels of PSM becoming engaged in more
meaningful public sector jobs.

Indeed, some studies have revealed that PSM is positively related to the work engagement of public
servants [17, 18]. Citotto et al. [19] also suggested that “high levels of PSM are correlated with high levels
of engagement” because jobs within the public sector were oriented towards public service, which, in turn,
led public employees to work harder with higher levels of dedication, enthusiasm, and involvement. Using
a large sample of Chinese public employees, Zhu et al. [20] found a strong positive association between
PSM and work engagement. Similarly, the study of Cooke et al. [21] con�rmed further that PSM was
positively related to employees’ work engagement when PSM was considered as a personal resource. On
the other hand, there has been a sharp rise in academic studies that cover the antecedents and outcomes
of work engagement based on the Job Demand-Resource model [22]. Scholars in public administration
argue that employees with high levels of work engagement yield higher satisfaction, higher quality of
service, and better service provision [23]. In theory, engaged employees have more access to job
resources, personal resources, and positive emotion, all of which make them perform better in their work
[24, 25]. To this point, a majority of studies have con�rmed the positive association between work
engagement and job performance, such as job satisfaction [26], turnover intention [27], organizational
commitment [28], and other outcome variables [29, 30]. For example, Zeynep et al. [25] suggested that
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work engagement not only had a direct effect on job performance and turnover intention, but it also
mediated the relationship between affective commitment and intention to quit. Similarly, based on a
sample of 220 public sector employees, Nguyen and Teo [26] found that work engagement among public
sector employees was positively related to their job satisfaction. Taken together, work engagement
represents a positive psychological state stemmed from work motivation, which includes altruistic
motivation and PSM, has a signi�cant relationship with work-related outcomes and job performance,
such as job satisfaction, organizational commitment and low turnover intention. Thus, it can be expected
that work engagement will play a key role in the link between employees’ PSM and their work attitudes.

Overall, the literature on PSM has already con�rmed that PSM had a direct effect on individual work-
related outcomes, such as job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and turnover intention [31, 32].
However, although previous studies have provided evidence for this view that PSM shapes employees’
work attitudes and behavior signi�cantly in the public sector [33, 34, 35], some empirical results have
revealed that the effect of PSM on work-related performance is mixed [34, 36]. Perry et al. [2] suggested
that for the link between PSM and individual work-related performance, it was necessary for researchers
to merit careful attention to the role of intermediate variables, “including the direction of causality and the
roles of intervening variables”. In addition, recent studies have suggested that engaged employees are
more likely to exert more effort to achieve goals and to commit to public interests with a strong sense of
duty [8, 37, 38]. Adopting Perry et al.’s perspective [2], the present study devotes attention to the mediating
role of work engagement. To our knowledge, it is possible that work engagement is the missing link that
explains the disputed relationship between PSM and individual work-related outcomes.

Methods

Participants and sample
To collect data, we obtained access to the human resource o�ce of Kunming Health Bureau in Yunnan
province, China. We randomly selected 500 employees to participate the survey from 16 Community
Health Service Centers in Kunming city. Each participant was asked to complete the questionnaire
anonymously. Eventually, we obtained 468 completed surveys with an overall response rate of 93.6%
after deleting 32 cases with missing data.

Of the 468 employees, 238 (50.9%) were male and 230 (49.1%) were female (Table 1). A majority of the
participants were married (58.1%), had one or more children (63.7%), had a non-management role
(61.1%), and worked 8–12 hours per week (69.6%). In terms of age, 34(7.3%) were 18–25 years old,
179(38.2%) were 26–30 years old, 182(38.9%) were 31–40 years old, 10(2.1%) were 41–50 years old, and
63 (13.5%) were over 50 years old. As for educational attainment, 27.4% held masters or doctoral degrees,
59.2% held bachelor degrees, 8.3% held a diploma, and 5.1% were high school graduates or did not
graduated high school. In terms of work tenure, 166 (35.5%) had worked for 5 years or less, 123 (26.3%)
had worked for 6–10 years, 42 (9.0%) had worked for 11–15 years, 29 (6.2%) had worked for 16–20
years, and 108 (23.1%) had worked for more than 21 years.
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics of participants in the present study.

Variables Categories N % Variables Categories N %

Gender Male 238 50.9% Child With children 298 63.7%

Female 230 49.1% without
children

170 36.3%

Age 18–25 34 7.3% Work tenure 5 years or less 166 35.5%

26–30 179 38.2% 6–10 years 123 26.3%

31–40 182 38.9% 11–15 years 42 9.0%

41–50 10 2.1% 16–20 years 29 6.2%

51 or older 63 13.5% 21 years or
more

108 23.1%

Marital
status

Single 185 39.5% Working
hours

8 hours or less 131 28.0%

Married 272 58.1% 8–12 hours 326 69.6%

Divorced/
Widowed

11 2.4% 12 hours or
more

11 2.4%

Education High school or
below

24 5.1% Managerial
level

Non-
management

286 61.1%

Diploma 39 8.3% Lower 128 27.4%

Bachelor 277 59.2% Middle 47 10.0%

Masters/Doctoral 128 27.4% Upper 7 1.5%

Measures

Public service motivation
Public service motivation was measured using a shortened version of the PSM scale which adopted �ve
items from Perry’s original scale [39]. The 5-item measure was widely veri�ed and used [40, 41], and
included commitment to public interest, self-sacri�ce, compassion and social justice. A sample item was
“Meaningful public service is very important to me.” All items were rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale
with anchors that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha of these �ve
items was 0.835.

Job satisfaction
Job satisfaction was assessed using a 4-item scale developed by Boateng and Hsieh [42]. Sample items
included “overall, I am satis�ed with my current job” and “I have plans to look for a better job elsewhere”.
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All items were measured using a 5-point Likert-type scale with anchors that ranged from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha of this scale was 0.839.

Organizational commitment
Organizational commitment was measured with four items from the original scale of Meyer et al. [43].
Sample items included “I feel a strong sense of belonging to my organization”, “my organization has a
great deal of personal meaning for me”, “I feel emotionally attached to my organization” and “I feel like
part of the family in my organization.” Participants answered items on a 5-point Likert-type scale that
ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha of this scale was 0.884.

Turnover intention
Turnover intention was measured using a 4-item scale developed by Kim et al. [44]. Sample items
included “I intend to leave my organization” and “I intend to stay in my present organization as long as
possible”. Participants answered items on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to
5 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.858.

Work engagement
Work engagement was measured using a three items adopted from the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale
developed by Schaufeli and Bakker [45]. Sample items included “At my work, I feel bursting with energy”
(vigor), “I am immersed in my work” (absorption), and “I am enthusiastic about my job” (dedication).
Participants answered items on a 5-point Likert-type scale that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.743.

Analytical strategy
In the present study, the descriptive analysis, correlation analysis, con�rmatory factory analysis (CFA) and
structural equation modeling (SEM) were analyzed using SPSS 22.0 and AMOS 24.0. First, we used
con�rmatory factory analysis (CFA) to test convergent, discriminant validity and model �t of all the scales
in the present study. Three �t indices were used to assess the model �t: Tucker-Lewis index (TLI),
comparative �t index (CFI), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). Compared with other
alternative models, the hypothesized �ve-factor model had a better �t (χ 2 (160) = 411.802, p <0.001; χ
2/df = 2.574, CFI = 0.947, TLI = 0.937, RMSEA = 0.058), which provided evidence for discriminant validity
of the �ve-factor model.

Second, structural equation modeling (SEM) was applied to investigate the multiple relationships
between the dependent and independent variables. We tested whether PSM had direct effects on
employees’ attitudes and work engagement. Then, we also tested whether the relationship between PSM
and work-related attitudes was mediated by work engagement. In addition, the biased-corrected
bootstrapping method of mediation test was used to analyze the indirect effects and mediated effect
[46].
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4. Results

Descriptive statistics and Correlations
The means, standard deviations, and correlations among study variables were presented in Table 2. PSM
was positively correlated with job satisfaction (r = 0.485, p < 0.01) and organizational commitment (r = 
0.455, p < 0.01), but negatively related to turnover intention (r = -0.420,p < 0.01). Moreover, work
engagement was positively related to job satisfaction (r = 0.688, p < 0.01) and organizational
commitment (r = 0.545, p < 0.01). Consistent with previous research [25], work engagement was
negatively related to turnover intention (r = -0.537, p < 0.01).

Table 2
Means, standard deviations and correlations among variables in the present study.

  Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Public service motivation 3.753 0.6156 1        

2. Work engagement 3.873 0.5756 0.457** 1      

3. Job satisfaction 3.627 0.6203 0.485** 0.688** 1    

4 .Organizational commitment 3.762 0.6437 0.455** 0.545** 0.671** 1  

5. Turnover intention 2.306 0.6535 -0.420** -0.537** -0.609** -0.662** 1

Note: Boldface values indicate Cronbach’s alpha. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

Path analysis
Regarding the structural model, we �rst tested a default model without mediating variables. The results
indicated that the default model yielded an acceptable �t to the data (χ 2 (109) = 267.416, p < 0.001; χ
2/df = 2.453, CFI = 0.960, TLI = 0.950, RMSEA = 0.056). In the regression equation without the mediator,
the standardized coe�cients revealed that PSM had a positive effect on job satisfaction (β = 0.85,p <
0.001), organizational commitment (β = 0.93, p < 0.001), and a negative effect on turnover intention (β =
-0.82, p < 0.001).

Subsequently, we tested the hypothesized model that included a mediator (i.e., work engagement). When
the mediator was added to the regression equation (Fig. 1), the hypothesized model demonstrated an
adequate �t (χ 2 (164) = 460.672, p < 0.001; χ 2/df = 2.809, CFI = 0.938, TLI = 0.928, RMSEA = 0.062). In the
hypothesized model, signi�cant paths were found from PSM to work engagement (β = 0.481, p < 0.001),
and from work engagement to job satisfaction (β = 0.786, p < 0.001), organizational commitment (β = 
0.803, p < 0.001), and turnover intention (β = -0.779, p < 0.01).

Finally, to assess whether work engagement mediate the relationship between PSM and work attitudes,
the bootstrapping method with 1,000 samples was used to test the signi�cance of the indirect effects.
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These bootstrapping results indicated that the indirect effects of PSM on participants’ job satisfaction
(standardized estimate = 0.378, p <0.001, CI [0.295, 0.461]), organizational commitment (standardized
estimate = 0.386, p <0.001, CI [0.281, 0.506]), and turnover intention (standardized estimate = -0.374, p <
0.001, CI [-0.500, -0.273]) through work engagement were all signi�cant, because the 95% Con�dence
Interval did not include zero [46].

Table 4
Direct and indirect effects and bootstrap analysis of 95% con�dence intervals (CI) .

Relationship Standardized Coe�cient SE Bootstrapping (95%) CI

Lower Upper

Direct Effect        

PSM → WE 0.481*** 0.060 0.362 0.593

PSM → JS 0.242** 0.042 0.158 0.321

PSM → OC 0.137* 0.056 0.026 0.246

PSM → TI -0.082 0.060 -0.196 0.039

WE → JS 0.786*** 0.047 0.688 0.869

WE → OC 0.803*** 0.042 0.717 0.882

WE → TI -0.779** 0.050 -0.876 -0.677

Indirect Effect        

PSM → WE→ JS 0.378*** 0.042 0.295 0.461

PSM→ WE→ OC 0.386*** 0.058 0.281 0.506

PSM → WE→ TI -0.374*** 0.057 -0.500 -0.273

Total Effect        

PSM → JS 0.620*** 0.047 0.521 0.707

PSM → OC 0.523*** 0.051 0.420 0.617

PSM → TI -0.456*** 0.054 -0.559 -0.344

Note: PSM = public service motivation; WE = work engagement; JS = job satisfaction; OC = 
organizational commitment; TI = turnover intention. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

Discussions
Recently, much of the research has focused on the link between PSM and individual outcomes, such as
organizational commitment, job satisfaction, or turnover intention, but the results from these recent works
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are mixed. For example, some P-O �t research argues that the direct effect of PSM on work attitudes is
not signi�cant, but is fully mediated by the extent to which the person-environment was �t [47, 48].
Furthermore, some �ndings also show that the relationship between PSM and work attitudes is
dependent on some organizational characteristics, such as ethical leadership, performance goal, or red
tape [14, 49]. Contrary to these �ndings, however, some results in recent years have revealed that PSM
has a direct effect on the employees’ work attitudes [15, 9, 50]. In this study, we examined the role of work
engagement in the relationship between PSM and work attitudes among Chinese employees in the
community health service centers. First, consistent with previous �ndings [8], our results also con�rmed
the direct effect of PSM on work attitudes. The more employees are committed to the public interest, the
greater levels of job satisfaction and organizational commitment they have. Moreover, employees with a
high level of PSM are more likely to stay in the public sector because the employees’ PSM is negatively
related to their turnover intention [5]. However, when work engagement was taken into account, PSM had
positive direct effects on both job satisfaction and organizational commitment, but it had no direct effect
on employees’ turnover intention.

Second, our �ndings revealed that work engagement was associated with work attitudes. This �nding is
important for understanding how employees’ work engagement improves their levels of job satisfaction
and commitment to their organization, and it plays an important role in reducing their intention to leave a
job. In agreement with previous �ndings [8, 5], our study showed that employees with high levels of work
engagement were more likely to feel satis�ed with their jobs, formed greater commitment to public
organizations, and it diminished their desire to change jobs.

Finally, our study con�rmed that the relationship between PSM and work attitudes was mediated by work
engagement. Our results indicated that PSM was related to employees’ work engagement, which in turn,
increased the levels of job satisfaction and organizational commitment, and decreased the intention to
leave a job within the community health service centers. This result suggests that when employees’ PSM
is high, their work engagement may increase, which will, in turn, enhance employees’ job satisfaction and
organizational commitment, and decrease employees’ turnover intention. As previous research suggests,
when employees with high levels of PSM fully involve themselves in jobs, they have greater levels of job
satisfaction and organizational commitment, and they also prefer to stay in public sector [8].

Theoretical and practical implications
Our �ndings suggested that PSM not only had a direct relationship with work attitudes when mediating
variables did not consider, but it also had an indirect effect on work attitudes through its in�uence on
work engagement. Thus, our results indicated that both PSM and work engagement accounted for work
attitudes collectively, which led to the following theoretical implications. First of all, it con�rmed that PSM
had indirect effects on work attitudes through work engagement, which contributed to the claims of PSM
theory [1]. The results suggested that something like PSM played an important role in serving the public
because employees with high PSM levels achieved self-worth from their work in the public organization.
In other words, PSM acts as a psychological coping mechanism that allows individuals to ful�ll their
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altruistic needs, to serve the public, and to maintain their status as excellent employees in the public
organization [5].

Secondly, our �ndings also showed that work engagement had a signi�cant effect on work attitudes. This
result is signi�cant because previous studies have revealed that work engagement is signi�cantly related
to individual outcomes, such as high job satisfaction, absenteeism, and turnover [51, 52]. Accordingly,
this result suggested that researchers should rethink the signi�cant direct effect of work engagement on
work attitudes and the role of work engagement in the link between PSM and individual work attitudes.
Overall, given that employees’ work attitudes were signi�cantly correlated with work engagement, our
�ndings indicated that scholars should attach importance to the role that work engagement plays in
increasing employees’ job satisfaction and organizational commitment, and in reducing their intention to
quit their job within the public organization.

Our results also provided some practical implications for managers in the community health service
centers. Given that PSM is a key component of shaping employees’ work perception and behaviors,
public organizations should investigate job seekers’ altruistic motivation in recruitment and selection
procedures, and they should assess whether the job seekers’ personal values are consistent with public
organizations [3]. In addition, our �ndings indicated that public organizations should promote employee’s
favorable work engagement and work attitudes, and build public service culture through formal and
informal training [5, 37].

Limitations
Of course, our study has some limitations. First, our study used a shortened version of Perry’s PSM scale,
which may have affected our results. Although the shortened version of the PSM scale with �ve items
was widely used in the different institutional contexts in previous research [41], we should develop a PSM
scale based on the Chinese historical and institutional contexts in future research. Second, our study
relied on cross-sectional self-reported data and, therefore, it did not offer a clear causal relationship [37]. It
would be worthwhile for researchers to use a panel or longitudinal data to avoid the potential for
common method biases. Third, our study concentrated on the psychological levels of employees in
exploring work attitudes, but some important external key variables (cultural background, race, and
particular institutional characteristics for example) might affect employees’ work-related behavior. In a
traditional Chinese society, Confucian culture has far-reaching in�uence on an individual’s attitudes and
behavior. Therefore, future studies should consider this in�uential factor at individual, organizational, and
national levels, which will affect the associations between PSM and work attitudes and behaviors.

Conclusion
Despite the above-mentioned limitations, our study aimed to explore the mediating effects of work
engagement in the relationship between PSM and work attitudes of employees from community health
service centers. Our �ndings revealed that PSM not only had a direct effect on employee’s work attitudes
but it also had, through work engagement, an indirect effect on employee’s work attitudes. More
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importantly, our study contributes to the PSM theory and literature by examining the critical role of PSM
and work engagement in shaping employees’ work-related perception and behavior in a Chinese context.
We hope that our research encourages more studies to explore the potentially complicated associations
between PSM and work-related attitudes and behaviors in the public organizations.
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Figure 1

The mediating role of work engagement between PSM and work attitudes. Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, ***
p < 0.001. chi square = 460.672; degrees of freedom = 164, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.938; TLI = 0.928; RMSEA =
0.062.
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