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Public service motivation
and ethical behavior:

Evidence from three experiments

Robert K. Christensen*, Bradley E. Wrightt

Abstract: Public service motivation (PSM) research has grown rapidly in the last several decades, largely fo-
cused on the role of PSM in employment decisions and employee performance. More recently, researchers
have raised the possibility that PSM may play a role in workplace ethical behavior. In this study we sought to
empirically articulate this link with evidence from three experimental studies. Across three experiments our
research fails to confirm the relationship between PSM and ethics. We measured ethics both attitudinally and
observationally. We conclude that even if the null findings are due to sample characteristics or weaknesses in
the priming intervention, the three studies reported here raise concerns regarding the ease with which one
can influence behavior by “priming” PSM. PSM may increase ethical behavior but not always in ways that
public managers and organizations can easily influence.
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R esearch on public service motivation (PSM)

has grown considerably in the last twenty
years (Ritz, Brewer, & Neumann, 2016). PSM has
been broadly defined as the desire or need that peo-
ple have to contribute to society (Vandenabeele,
Ritz, & Neumann, 2018), and a great deal of re-
search has focused on identifying and testing the
extent to which PSM can explain and predict em-
ployee attitudes and behavior. Although much of
this work has focused on its ability to predict em-
ployment decisions and employee performance
(Wright, Hassan, & Christensen, 2017), a growing
number of studies have suggested that PSM can
help explain if not increase ethical behavior in the
workplace (Wright, Hassan, & Park, 2016). Em-
ployees with higher PSM are expected to exhibit
greater ethical behavior and decision-making be-
cause it is consistent with the underlying values and
ideals that guide their identities. Both PSM and eth-
ical behavior, for example, are defined in terms of
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advancing the public interest, helping others and
addressing issues of social equity and individual
rights. In addition to encouraging ethical behavior,
PSM is also expected to reduce the attractiveness
and likelihood of unethical behavior. While uneth-
ical behavior is typically driven by greed and self-
interest, employees with higher PSM not only put a
higher priority on helping others but also place a
lower value on their own self-interest and personal
benefits (Wright et al., 2010).

Although past research has found that
PSM increases ethical behavior and decision-mak-
ing, these studies have relied on cross-sectional
studies and self-reported ethical intentions (Wright,
et al., 2016). As a result, these studies cannot make
strong causal arguments for two reasons. First,
such studies cannot fully control for alternative ex-
planations of the differences between individuals
with higher and lower PSM. Second, these studies
fail to link PSM to actual ethical behavior. Building
on the increased interest in the influence of PSM
on ethical behavior (Wright et al., 2016) and recent
work on strategies to enhance PSM (Bell¢, 2013,
2014; Pedersen, 2015), this study will provide a
stronger test of this relationship in two ways. First,
by randomly assigning interventions intended to in-
crease PSM, our study will be able to make stronger
causal claims for PSM’s effect on ethical decision-
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making and behavior. Second, our study will inves-
tigate PSM’s effects on both ethical decision-mak-
ing (i.e., the extent to which individuals claim that
they would behave ethically) and ethical behavior
(.e., whether they actually do behave ethically).
Thus, we test the following hypothesis:

H1: PSM increases ethical decision-mafking and behavior.

To test the hypothesized relationship be-
tween PSM and ethics, we conducted three experi-
ments priming participants’ PSM. While the first
study tests PSM’s relationship with ethical inten-
tions (i.c., stated behavior), studies 2 and 3 test its
relationship with ethical behavior (i.e., revealed be-
havior). To provide a strong test of the relationship
between PSM and ethical behavior, we needed to
randomly assign individuals to different levels of
PSM. While we could not randomly assign public
service values and motivation, we could randomly
assign conditions under which an individual’s PSM
should be either enhanced or activated (Pedersen,
2014). Much of the research has focused on identi-
fying and testing the extent to which PSM can ex-
plain and predict employee attitudes and behavior,
but a growing number of studies have been inves-
tigating the ways to cultivate if not activate em-
ployee PSM. Some of these studies have focused
on the role of leadership (Bell¢, 2013, 2014; Wright
et al., 2016; Wright, Moynihan, & Pandey, 2012)
and beneficiary contact (Bellé, 2013, 2014; Grant,
2008). Other studies have begun to apply lessons
from the behavioral sciences to investigate the ef-
fectiveness of priming and self-persuasion, which
are more conducive to experimental studies (Arieli,
Grant, & Sagiv, 2014; Bellé 2013, 2014; Linos,
2018; Pedersen, 2015). Although this research has
been rather limited to date, researchers have found
that self-persuasion can increase employee PSM
(Bell¢, 2013) and performance (Bell¢, 2013, 2014).
The effects of priming, however, are more mixed.
While one recent study found that a simple PSM
prime can increase the amount of time participants
report to be willing to spend on a task (Pedersen,
2015), a second study did not find that a PSM prime
increased the number of individuals that applied for
a government job (Linos, 2018). In response to
concerns about the efficacy and longevity of prim-
ing effects, studies have combined PSM priming
and self-persuasion exercises to show not only an
increase in benevolence values and self-reported
willingness to volunteer but also that these primed

effects on an individual’s benevolence values can
persist over time (Arieli et al., 2014). To maximize
our potential to effectively manipulate PSM, in this
study we followed the strategy of using an interven-
tion that combines both priming and self-persua-
sion.

Study 1

Participants and Design

Data were collected from undergraduate students
attending a large, private, and religiously affiliated
university. The respondents were enrolled in
courses where extra credit is offered by the instruc-
tor in exchange for lab/study participation.
Through a Sona-based lab management platform,
students—typically with a business minor or ma-
jor—had the option to read about available studies,
enroll, and then participate. We described this study
as requiring 30 minutes or less (equals 1 credit of
lab participation) and as taking place in a computer
lab on campus. Participants were told that they
would be asked to complete several exercises to
help the research team study the relationship be-
tween personality and decision-making. Afterwards
they would also be asked to complete a short ques-
tionnaire describing some basic demographic infor-
mation including aspects of their personality and
beliefs. The lab is located in the business college.
Of the 226 participants that took part in the study,
62% were male and the average age was 21 years
old. There were no statistically significant differ-
ences between the treatment and control group in
gender or age.

The students were than randomly assigned
to either a PSM prime or a control condition. Fol-
lowing the priming procedures developed by Arieli
and colleagues (2014), participants completed four
exercises designed to activate if not cultivate their
PSM.! First, the participants in the PSM priming
condition were asked to read a short (420 words
excluding citations) summary of the scientific evi-
dence on how individuals are significantly more co-
operative, compassionate, and helpful than most
people realize and how that behavior can even be
beneficial to the individual. Participants were then
asked to identify the different ways in which acting
with helpfulness and kindness play an important
role in their own lives by completing a checklist of
the ways in which they have helped others in the
past month. In the third exercise, participants were
asked to spend five minutes writing a story about
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how they (or someone they knew) made a signifi-
cant difference in the lives of others. In the fourth
and final exercise, participants were asked to take
10 minutes to write two persuasive paragraphs at-
tempting to convince others that it is important to
be benevolent, generous, and helpful. In the con-
trol condition, participants performed the same
four exercises on the importance and frequency
with which individuals are capable of changing
their personality and abilities. A review of the treat-
ment and control exercises suggested that the par-
ticipants were engaged in their assigned tasks. 2

Measures

To test whether the PSM priming treatment in-
creased their ethical decision making, we used two
previously established measures in which partici-
pants were presented with hypothetical situations
and were asked how likely (from 0% to 100%) they
were to engage in the described (unethical) behav-
ior. The first measure consisted of eight ethical sce-
narios commonly faced by college students (Detert,
Treviio & Sweitzer, 2008; Piff, Stancato, Coté,
Mendoza-Denton, & Keltner, 2012). The second
measure consisted of a single scenario describing a
hypothetical job negotiation and the likelihood that
the study participant (representing the employer)
would be honest with a job candidate regarding the
pending elimination of the position offered due to
organizational restructuring (for more details, see
Aquino, Freeman, Reed, Lim, & Felps, 2009; Piff
et al., 2012).

After  participants completed  these
measures of ethical decision-making, they were
then asked to provide some basic demographic in-
formation—including age and gender. We used
two measures to assess the extent to which the PSM
prime enhanced their PSM. First, we used a com-
monly used five-item global measure of PSM
(Wright, Christensen, & Pandey, 2013). Second, we
used a seven-item measure of the participants’ atti-
tude toward greed (Yamagishi & Sato, 1986) given
its strong link to unethical behavior (Bellé & Can-
tarelli, 2017). For both measures, respondents indi-
cated their agreement with each item on a seven-
point scale (where strongly disagree = 1 and strongly
agree = 7).

Results

Means and standard deviations by condition appear
in Table 1. No difference in the PSM or control
priming conditions was found in the participant
ethical decision-making (p > .05) on either the eight
ethical scenarios commonly faced by college stu-
dents or the hypothetical job negotiation. In addi-
tion, no statistically significant difference was
found between the treatment and control groups in
either the five-item global measure of PSM or the
seven-item measure of the participant’s attitude to-
ward greed (p > .05). Together they not only sug-
gest that the PSM prime did not increase ethical in-
tentions but also that the prime’s failure to do so
may be due to its inability to prime or activate par-
ticipant feelings of PSM.

Table 1
Experiment 1: Means by condition

Likelihood of Unethical Behavior
College Student Scenarios

Job Negotiation Scenario

Global PSM

Greed

Prime
Control t df
26.18 -.323 253
(18.93)
70.08 212 254
(29.27)
26.00 -131 254
(4.16)
26.32 1.139 254
(4.40)

Note: * = p < 0.05. Standard Deviations appear in the parentheses below the means.
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Study 2

Participants, Procedures, and Measures
Undergraduate students were recruited in the same
way and from the same university as study 1. Par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to PSM and con-
trol treatment groups and completed the same ex-
ercises described in study 1. Of the 225 participants
that took part in the study, 60% were male and the
average age was 22 years old. There were no statis-
tically significant differences between the treatment
and control group in gender or age. A review of the
treatment and control exercises suggested that the
participants were engaged in the assigned tasks.?

To test whether the PSM priming treat-
ment increased ethical behavior, participants were
asked to play a game of chance to determine if they
would receive an additional incentive for complet-
ing the study. Adapting procedures developed by
previous research (Piff et al,, 2012), the computer
presented them with a six-sided die to roll three
times. They were asked to report their roll total and
informed them that the higher their total score, the
more entries they would receive into a prize draw-
ing for a $100 gift card. Although the first roll of
the die was random, the last two rolls were manip-
ulated to make sure that the total of the three rolls
would equal 10 for each participant. Any partici-
pant reporting a scotre above 10 was considered to
be cheating. As with study 1, after completing the
ethical behavior measure, we also asked each pat-
ticipant to provide some basic demographic infor-
mation (including age and gender) as well as com-
plete a five-item global measure of PSM (Wright et
al., 2013) and a seven-item measure of the partici-
pant’s attitude toward greed (Yamagishi & Sato,
1986).

Results

Very few students cheated (four in the PSM treat-
ment condition and only 1 in the control condi-
tion). A two-sample t-test indicated that individuals
in the PSM prime group were no less likely to cheat
by reporting inflated scores on the dice roll exercise
than those exposed to the control prime ((253) =
1.373, p > .05). In addition, no difference (p > .05)
was found between the treatment and control
group in either the global measure of PSM or the
measure of the participant’s attitude toward greed
(Table 2). As with study 1, study 2 found no evi-
dence that the PSM prime activated or increases
participant PSM or ethical behavior.

Study 3

Participants, Procedures, and Measures
Undergraduate students were recruited in the same
way and from the same university as studies 1 and
2. Unlike the previous studies, however, the exper-
iment was conducted online rather than in a lab.
Participants were randomly assigned to PSM and
control treatment groups and completed the same
exercises described in studies 1 and 2. Of the 446
participants that took part in the study, 58% were
male and the average age was 22 years old. There
was no statistically significant difference between
the treatment and control group in gender or age.
A review of the treatment and control exercises
suggested that the participants were engaged in the
assigned tasks.*

To test whether the PSM priming treat-
ment increased their ethical behavior, participants
were asked to play a game of chance to determine
if they would receive an additional incentive for
completing the study. Similar to study 2, the com-
puter presented participants with a six-sided die to

Table 2
Experiment 2: Means by condition

Prime
PSM Control t df
Global PSM 26.58 26.36 403 254
(4.31) (4.51)
Greed 26.66 26.99 -.588 254
(4.41) (4.75)

Note: * = p < 0.05. Standard Deviations appear in the parentheses below the means.
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roll three times and they were asked to report their
roll total. As the die rolls were predetermined to
sum up to 10, any participant reporting a score
above 10 was considered to be cheating. Given that
there were very few cheaters in study 2, we took
two additional steps to strengthen the study. First,
we increased the sample size and hence statistical
power. Second, we tried to increase the likelthood
of cheating by telling participants that the dice
game would directly determine their additional re-
ward instead of increasing the likelithood that they
would be rewarded (more entries in a drawing).
Participants were informed that the die roll total
would be used to determine the number of lab
credits they received for participating in the study
(those with dice score totals of 3—10 would receive
1 additional lab credit, 11-14 would receive 2 addi-
tional credits and 15-18 would receive 3 additional
credits). The latter two options raise the possibility
of doubling or tripling the amount of extra credit a
student can receive.

As with studies 1 and 2, after completing
the ethical behavior measure, participants were
asked to provide some basic demographic infor-
mation and complete the five-item global measure
of PSM (Wright et al., 2013) and the seven-item
measure of the participant’s attitude toward greed
(Yamagishi & Sato, 1980).

Results
As expected, the increased sample size and changes
in the incentives for cheating increased the number
of students that cheated. Even so, very few stu-
dents (n = 18) cheated and the cheating was equally
distributed across each group. A two-sample t-test
indicated that individuals in the PSM prime group
were no less likely to cheat by reporting inflated
scores on the dice roll exercise than those exposed

to the control prime (/(447) =-0.10, p > .05). Unlike
studies 1 and 2, however, study 3 found evidence
(Table 3) that the PSM prime did enhance or acti-
vate prosocial values. An independent-samples t-
test indicated that individuals in the PSM prime
group reported higher levels of PSM (M = 27.30,
SD = 4.05) than the control group (M = 25.90, SD
= 4.25), /(444) = 3.546, p < .05. An independent-
samples t-test also indicated that individuals in the
PSM prime group reported lower levels of greed (M
= 26.24, §D = 4.11) than the control group (M =
27.54, SD = 4.39), #(445) = -3.283, p < .005. Alt-
hough these differences were statistically signifi-
cant, the effects sizes were relatively small (4 =
0.336 and -0.311, respectively). While the PSM
prime increased participant PSM, the higher levels
of PSM did not alter ethical behavior.

Discussion and Conclusion

Our research fails to confirm the relationship be-
tween PSM and ethical behavior found by previous
studies (e.g., Wright et al., 2016). This conclusion
is consistent across three experiments and holds
true when looking at PSM’s relationship with both
ethical decision-making (extent to which individu-
als claim that they would behave ethically) and eth-
ical behavior (whether they actually do behave eth-
ically). One potential explanation for these findings
is that there is no consistent relationship between
PSM and ethical behavior. Past empirical support
for the relationship may be explained by conditions
specific to the situations studied or as artifacts of
the methods used. Across our studies, the relation-
ship disappears in the context of a randomized con-
trolled research design.

Regardless of the care taken in designing
and implementing the research design, we must be

Table 3
Experiment 3: Means by condition

Prime
PSM Control ¢ df
Global PSM 27.30 25.90 3.546* 444
(4.05) (4.25)
Greed 26.24 27.54 -3.283% 445
(4.11) (4.39)

Note: * = p < 0.05. Standard Deviations appear in the parentheses below the means.
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cautious in making strong claims from our findings.
The study’s inability to confirm the expected rela-
tionship between PSM and ethical behavior may be
explained by alternative and equally plausible expla-
nations. It is possible, for example, that not enough
was done to incentivize cheating. Although previ-
ous studies have used these same ethical decision-
making and behavioral measures to successfully
tind differences in other populations (Aquino et al.,
2009; Detert et al., 2008; Piff et al., 2012), more may
have been needed to incentivize cheating in the stu-
dent population studied here. Given that the pat-
ticipants were students at a religiously affiliated uni-
versity, they may already be especially unlikely to
behave unethically for strongly felt religious rea-
sons. There are reasons, however, to discount this
explanation. First, while our samples do seem less
likely to behave unethically than some previous
studies using the same measures, the ethical deci-
sion-making scales suggest a fair amount of varia-
tion exists.> Second, the relationship between reli-
gion and ethical behavior is often not as strong as
expected with some scholars concluding that they
“are left to ponder why religion does not have a
significant impact in reducing cheating behavior
(Hood, Spilka, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 1996, p.
371). Research looking specifically at the relation-
ship between religion and ethical behavior of col-
lege students suggests that the relationship is not
very strong or consistent. While some studies have
found no differences in ethical behavior between
religious and nonreligious students (Smith,
Wheeler, & Diener, 1975), others have found that
student religiosity can have statistically significant
but small effects (Bloodgood, Turnley & Mudrack,
2008), or that students at private religious colleges
only respond more ethically than students at secular
colleges on less than 30% of ethical scenarios
(Conroy & Emerson, 2004). Finally, given that the
prevalence of cheating may be lower in the study
population, steps were taken to increase the incen-
tive to cheat by increasing the amount (study 2) or
likelihood (study 3) of cheating, as well as the using
larger sample sizes to increase the ability of the
study to find differences between the groups. Even
taking all of this into account, it is possible that a
stronger incentive or different study population
could produce different results.

A second potential explanation for these
findings is that the intervention used was ineffec-
tive to prime the PSM of study participants. PSM
primes can influence behavior through cultivating

(increasing) an individual’s PSM or by activating
(encouraging the individual to act on) their existing
level of PSM (Pedersen, 2015). Although there is
no evidence that PSM activation occurred, this may
be because the prime did not activate PSM or that
it was activated but had little influence on ethical
behavior or decision-making. There is some evi-
dence, however, that the PSM prime can cultivate
the PSM of participants, as PSM was found higher
in one group that received the PSM prime. Unfor-
tunately, this effect was only found in one of the
three studies and may highlight the difficulty of cul-
tivating an individual’s PSM. It is also possible that
PSM was difficult to prime because the study pop-
ulation (students at a religiously affiliated univer-
sity) may already have such high levels of PSM that
increasing it would be difficult. To the extent that
this is a problem, however, we would also expect
that it would be difficult to prime PSM in public
employees, and yet PSM has been successfully
primed in public employees with higher PSM levels
than reported in our student sample.” To limit the
likelihood that these results could be due to a failure
of the PSM priming intervention, we used a
stronger intervention—combining both priming
and self-persuasion—that had been shown to have
a positive effect on PSM-related values and behav-
iors in multiple studies (Arieli et al., 2014). Never-
theless, it is possible that such interventions would
be more effective when the priming highlights the
link between PSM and specific work outcomes in-
stead of the generic priming and self-persuasion ac-
tivities used in this study. While some studies have
shown that such generic activities can enhance pub-
lic service behavior and values (Arieli et al., 2014),
other studies have utilized self-persuasion exercises
that are more directly tied to specific work settings
(Bell¢, 2013, 2014) or public service outcomes
(Pedersen, 2015).

In conclusion, contrary to expectations,
this study did not find support for claims that PSM
increases ethical decision-making or behavior. The
findings of any one set of studies, however, may be
due to chance, weaknesses in how the variables
were operationalized, or characteristics of the study
sample or conditions. Future research needs to in-
vestigate this relationship using different samples,
PSM primes, and measures of ethical behavior.
Even if the failure to find a relationship is due to
the sample characteristics or weaknesses in the
priming intervention, the studies reported here do
raise concerns regarding the ease with which one
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can influence behavior by activating or cultivating
PSM. PSM may increase ethical behavior but not
always in ways that public managers and organiza-
tions can easily influence. As previously noted,
priming exercises are sometimes (Areili et al., 2014;
Bell¢, 2013, 2014; Pedersen, 2015) but not always
effective (Linos, 2018). Future research needs to in-
vestigate the effectiveness of such strategies, in-
cluding the conditions under which they are more
likely to have the desired effect on individuals’ pub-
lic service behavior and values.
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Notes

1. Although Areili et al. (2014) did not test
whether the prime increased PSM as measured
here, they did find that the prime increases be-
nevolence values (a four-item scale that in-
cluded an item asking about their desire to
work for the welfare of others) and signing up
for community volunteer work. The extent to
which an individual values service to or helping
others (Wright et al., 2013) and volunteering
(Houston, 20006) have often been used to meas-
ure PSM.

2. Participants in both the treatment and control
groups wrote at length and on topic for each
exercise. In exercise 3, those in the PSM treat-
ment wrote 152 words on average while those
in the control treatments averaged 147 words.
In exercise 4, those in the PSM treatment wrote
199 words on average while those in the con-
trol treatments averaged 206 words.

3. As with study 1, participants in both the treat-
ment and control groups wrote at length and
on topic for each exercise. In exercise 3, those
in the PSM treatment wrote 144 words on av-
erage while those in the control treatments av-
eraged 148 words. In exercise 4, those in the
PSM treatment wrote 203 words on average

while those in the control treatments averaged
212 words.

As with the previous two studies, participants
in both the treatment and control groups wrote
at length and on topic for each exercise. In ex-
ercise 3, those in the PSM treatment wrote 134
words on average while those in the control
treatments averaged 123 words. In exercise 4,
those in the PSM treatment wrote 150 words
on average while those in the control treat-
ments averaged 155 words.

While our students reported they were (on av-
erage) 70% likely to tell the truth in the job ne-
gotiation scenario in study 1, an MTurk sample
used in a previously published study reported
only a 62% likelihood of telling the truth (Piff
et al,, 2012). No direct comparisons can be
made with the eight-item college ethical sce-
nario scale due to differences in response scales
(although previous studies used a strongly
agree-disagree Likert scale, our study used a
percent likelihood scale), but neatly one-third
(29%) of our sample reported being most likely
(>50%) to engage in atleast 3 of the 8 unethical
actions.

One reviewer also raises the possibility that the
Arieli et al. (2014) primes used in our study
were designed to increase prosocial values and
motivation and may not necessatily increase
PSM. We recognize this as a possibility but find
compelling the high empirical correlation be-
tween self-reported prosocial motivation and
PSM (see Wright et al., 2013). Nevertheless, fu-
ture studies might include the Arieli et al.
(2014) measures as a valuable point of refer-
ence alongside PSM measures.

Bellé (2014) used the same five-item measure
on a 7-point but on a 0 to 6 scale and reported
the mean (not total) score. After converting his
data to the same scale (using 1 to 7 point re-
sponse scale and reporting the five-item total
instead of the mean), the PSM in his six study
groups ranges from 27.45 to 28 while the PSM
in the samples and treatment groups of this
study ranged from 25.43 to 27.3 with a mean
across groups of 26.3.
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