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Abstract 
Public service motivation is an emerging focus in recent years. From the 
perspective of public service motivation theory, this study investigated the 
possible influencing factors of public service motivation. Based on a sample of 
382 public servants through questionnaire survey, we got a result that work 
autonomy is significantly correlated with public service motivation. 
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1. Introduction 

Recently, with the restructuring of government administration in China, the 
whole society proposes a higher request of service-oriented government as well 
as service-oriented public servant. However, on the other hand, there have been 
corruption cases during the process of economic transition in China. Due to an 
eight-point guideline for fighting bureaucracy and formalism and rejecting 
extravagance among party members, the new anticorruption policy, off-the- 
books income of some public servants has declined and restriction of power has 
been reinforced. As a result, some of public servants apply for resignation. 
Aware of this phenomenon, more and more scholars turn to study the public 
service motivation and find how to improve it inside public servants. But few 
studies focus on autonomy. This study tries to find the relationship between 
work autonomy and public service motivation and enrich the theory of public 
service motivation. 

2. Theoretical Background 
2.1. Public Service Motivation 

Rainey [1] is considered a starting point to study public service motivation. He 
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studied the reward preferences among public and private managers to search the 
service ethic. Perry and Wise [2] defined public service motivation as an indi-
vidual’s predisposition to respond to motives grounded primarily or uniquely in 
public institutions and organizations. And they pointed out that a variety of ra-
tional, norm-based, and affective motives appear to be primarily or exclusively 
associated with public service. After that, Perry [3] initially attempted to develop 
a scale to test public service motivation, based on an exploratory result, a 24- 
item scale with four subdimensions. The four subdimensions are attraction to 
policy making, commitment to public interest, compassion and self-sacrifice. 
Coursey and Pandey [4] refined those four subdimensions into three: attraction 
to policy making, commitment to public interest, and compassion. Brewer [5] 
took an intensive research technique called Q-methodology to examine the mo-
tives and identify four distinct conceptions of public service motivation: indi-
viduals holding these conceptions are referred to as samaritans, communita-
rians, patriots and humanitarians. According to Kim and Vandenabeele [6], the 
relationships between PSM and its dimensions show that it is more reasonable to 
define PSM as a formative construct. Public service motivation has formative 
dimensions and it is formed as a combination of attraction to public participa-
tion, commitment to public values, compassion, and self-sacrifice. 

Studies of antecedents of public service motivation have been taken for several 
years. For instance, Perry [7] [8] investigated the relationship of PSM to five sets 
of correlates: parental socialization, religious, professional identification, politi-
cal ideology, and individual demographic characteristics. After a series of re-
search, Perry [8] proposed a process theory of public-service motivation. Ac-
cording to Perry’s study, public service motivation is influenced by four critical 
variables: sociohistorical context, motivational context, individual characteristics 
and behavior, which is embedded in Bandura’s [9] conception of reciprocal 
causal relationships among three factors: environmental influences, cognitive 
and other personal factors, and behavior. He called it triadic reciprocal deter-
minism. The findings from Moynihan and Pandey [10] support the role of soci-
ohistorical context, showing that public service motivation is strongly and posi-
tively related to level of education and membership in professional organiza-
tions. The results also underscore the significant influence of organizational in-
stitutions, indicating that red tape and length of organizational membership are 
negatively related to public service motivation, whereas hierarchical authority 
and reform efforts have a positive relationship. In China, scholars also con-
ducted research on antecedents of public service motivation. Xianbao Ye [11] 
found that gender, age, organizational roles have effect on public service motiva-
tion. 

2.2. Work Autonomy 

In early research, work autonomy is considered falls in category of work control. 
Scholars [12] who study on work control thinks that low sense of work control 
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or work autonomy has negative effect on work initiative and work enthusiasm. 
Turner and Lawrence [13] thought that work autonomy is a subdimension of 
work control and defined it as “the amount of discretion the worker is expected 
to exercise in carrying put assigned work activities”. Hackman and Oldham [14] 
thought that work autonomy is a dimension of work characteristics. They de-
fined it as “the degree to which the job provides substantial freedom indepen-
dence and discretion to the individuals in scheduling the work and in determin-
ing the procedure to be used in carrying it out”. But they defined work autono-
my and work independence as the same conception at the same time. So 
Breaugh [15] provided the most widely accepted definition of work autonomy: 
“the degree of control or discretion a worker is able to exercise with respect to 
work methods, work scheduling, and work criteria”. And he pointed out that 
work autonomy includes work method autonomy, work scheduling autonomy 
and work criteria autonomy. 

3. Hypotheses Development 
Work Autonomy and Public Service Motivation 

According to work autonomy and public service motivation, there have been re-
lated research shows that work autonomy can affect public service motivation. 
Deci and Gagne M [16] found that social-contextual factors that promote feel-
ings of autonomy and competence enhance intrinsic motivation. They also ar-
gued that the needs for competence and autonomy underlie intrinsic motivation. 
According to cognitive evaluation theory in self-determination theory, individu-
al differences in people’s orientations toward the initiation and regulation. Con-
trolling environment makes people feel that work is out of their control, which 
can lead to low work motivation. Work autonomy reflects low level of control. 
According to this: 

Hypothesis: Work autonomy is significantly and positively correlated to pub-
lic service motivation. 

4. Measure and Method 

In terms of quite sophisticated measurement tool in research of work autonomy, 
and public service motivation, this study adopts questionnaire in the literature 
based on their reliability, validity and proper length. The test of reliability and 
validity of questionnaire is taken before data analysis. 

4.1. Public Service Motivation 

Perry [3] developed a scale and proposed, based on his exploratory result, a 24- 
item scale with four subdimensions. Coursey and Pandey [4] refine those four 
subdimensions into three: attraction to policy making, commitment to public 
interest, and compassion. There has been widely verified that Coursy and Pan-
dey’s questionnaire with 10 questions has satisfied reliability and validity. In this 
test, in terms of Chinese culture, 8 of the 10 questions are adopted to form a 
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proper public service motivation scale with 5-point Likert scoring method. 
In terms of reliability, the Cronbach’s alpha of this scale is 0.7. In addition, 

according to Table 1, the initial analysis of the scale structure with AMOS 
showed a good model fit. Therefore, this scale can be used to measure PSM.  

4.2. Work Autonomy 

This research takes use of the measurement of work autonomy by Breaugh [15], 
including work method autonomy, work scheduling autonomy and work criteria 
autonomy. After removing some questions for a better reliability and validity, 
this adopts measurement scale of work autonomy within 6 questions and 
5-point Likert scoring method. 

In terms of reliability, the Cronbach’s alpha of this scale is 0.8. In addition, In 
addition, according to Table 2, the initial analysis of the scale structure with 
AMOS showed a good model fit. Therefore, this scale can be used to measure 
work autonomy. 

4.3. Data Analysis Method 

This study will verify the hypothesis through regression analysis result. So this 
research takes use of softwares named SPSS 21.0 and AMOS 18.0 for reliability, 
correlation and regression data analysis. 

5. Data Collection 

A questionnaire survey of public servant form Shandong Province, Beijing, Si-
chuan Province and Hunan Province constitutes the sample. The sample con-
sists of many public sectors such as the party committee, government, court, in-
dustrial and commercial bureau, tax department, education sector, health and 
family planning department and prison administration. The questionnaire takes 
2 basic variables including work autonomy, public service motivation and de-
mographic variables such as gender, age, occupation level job rank and seniority. 
500 questionnaires are distributed, 410 of them are collected and 382 question-
naires are valid. 

6. Results 
Work Autonomy and Public Service Motivation 

According to the Table 3, work autonomy can positively predict public service 
 
Table 1. Results of PSM Scale Model Fit. 

Fit index χ2/df RMR NFI RFI IFI TLI CFI RMSEA 

Fit indices 6.54 0.05 0.82 0.75 0.84 0.78 0.84 0.11 

 
Table 2. Results of Work Autonomy Scale Model Fit. 

Fit index χ2/df RMR NFI RFI IFI TLI CFI RMSEA 

Fit indices 4.69 0.04 0.93 0.89 0.95 0.91 0.95 0.09 
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Table 3. The Regression Analysis of Work Autonomy to Public Service Motivation. 

  

Model 1 Model 2 

Beta t Beta t 

Control 
Variable 

Gender −0.02 −0.47 -0.02 -0.55 

Marriage −0.01 −0.28 -0.01 -0.26 

Education 0.03 0.48 0.04 0.63 

Age 0.02 0.28 0.03 0.30 

Job rank 0.09 1.26 0.09 1.21 

Seniority 0.04 0.42 0.02 0.23 

Monthly salary −0.16 −2.18* -0.162 -2.21* 

Independent Variable Work autonomy 
  

0.17 3.54** 

 
R2 0.01 0.04 

 
Adjusted R2 −0.004 0.026 

note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01 (two-tailed test). 

 
motivation to a significant degree (β = 0.17, p < 0.001). That is to say, the higher 
work autonomy, the stronger public service motivation. So hypothesis can be ve-
rified. 

7. Discussion 

This study finds that work autonomy can predict public service motivation posi-
tively. That is to say, when the level of work autonomy is low, the level of public 
service motivation is low. When the level of work autonomy is high, the level of 
public service motivation is high. From practical perspectives, when public ser-
vants are at high level of autonomy in their works, their motive to serve the pub-
lic is strong. If at low level of autonomy, their motive is weak correspondingly. 
So if we want to improve the level of public service motivation of Chinese ser-
vants, we should consider improving their work environment such as work au-
tonomy. But in Chinese public services system, it is difficult to simply change the 
work autonomy due to the existing public service system. In the future, more 
study should be done to find how to improve public servants’ work autonomy 
level as well as not to break the previous rules and regulations. 

8. Conclusion 

According to the result, the data analysis outcome shows that work autonomy 
can predict public service motivation positively. We can improve public ser-
vants’ public service motivation by providing more work autonomy. Although 
work autonomy is hard to change significantly in short time in Chinese govern-
ment, it is still meaningful to find possible path and mechanism to improve pub-
lic service motivation through variables related to autonomy. 

9. Limitations and Future Research 

A potential limitation of this study is that work autonomy only explains 2.6% of 
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variance in public service motivation, so work autonomy doesn’t have significant 
prediction of public service motivation. Public service motivation is an implicit 
variable and is probably influenced by other factors. In the future research, we 
expect to reveal more factors that can not only influence public service motiva-
tion but also build in-depth models that involve mediate and moderate factors to 
study work autonomy and public service. For example, further studies can bring 
more behavioral variables or outcome variables, such as job crafting and job 
burnout. 
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