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Researchers concerned with organizational change 
have consistently emphasized the role that the work 
environment plays in employee acceptance of change. 
Underexamined in the public management literature, 
however, is the role that employee values, particularly 
public service motivation (PSM), may play in employee 
acceptance of change. Some scholars have noted a positive 
correlation between employee PSM and organizational 
change eff orts; this article extends this work by attempt-
ing to isolate the mechanisms that explain this relation-
ship. Using data from a survey of employees in a city 
undergoing a reorganization and reduction in workforce, 
the authors fi nd that only employees who scored high on 
a single dimension of PSM—self-sacrifi ce—were more 
likely than others to support organizational change. 
Rather than support changes for their potential to 
improve public service, this fi nding suggests that employ-
ees with higher PSM may simply be less likely to resist 
changes that might disadvantage them personally.

A lthough bureaucratic 
organizations are 
thought of as intrac-

table, the recent unprecedented 
loss of more than 600,000 
public sector jobs since the 
2008 economic crash (Klein 
2012) illustrates that change is 
just as pervasive in the public 
sector as in the private. For cur-
rent government employees, this 
massive reduction in workforce 
is changing workloads, substantive duties, as well as 
perceptions about job security and effi  cacy.

As we know from the extant literature on change, all 
change is not created equal. Th ere is planned change 
and unplanned change, discontinuity changes and 
marginal changes, austerity changes and changes 
driven by slack, internal change and external change, 
and any combination of the above (and others) (cf. 
Hall 2002; Tushman and Anderson 1986; Zaltman, 
Duncan, and Holbek 1984). Each of these kinds of 

changes can have diff erent processes and emphases 
that aff ect the viability, scope, and extent of change 
accomplished and sustained. Despite the myriad 
permutations that change can take, one thing is for 
certain: employee support for change is critical for 
success (Bordia et al. 2004; Ford, Ford, and D’Amelio 
2008; Isett et al. 2013; Isett, Morrissey, and Topping 
2006; Kelman 2005; Saka 2003). But the factors that 
might infl uence whether or how much employees 
support change are likely to diff er depending on what 
changes are made.

One factor that infl uences employee support for 
change is the values that motivate employees to work 
in the public sector in the fi rst place (Moynihan 
and Pandey 2007; Naff  and Crum 1999; Ritz and 
Fernandez 2011). Employees with higher levels of 
public service motivation (PSM) value the interests 
and needs of others, particularly those of the broader 
community (Rainey and Steinbauer 1999, 23). 

Because of this, employee PSM 
conceivably infl uences how 
receptive one is to organiza-
tional change in public organi-
zations. While previous studies 
suggest a positive correlation 
between employee PSM and 
employee commitment to 
change, this article explicitly 
tests the underlying mecha-
nisms that contribute to this 
relationship.

Up until now, exploration of the relationship between 
employee PSM and support for organizational change 
has been limited. Current studies emphasize how the 
specifi c content of the change may aff ect the public 
and coincide with employees’ valuation of public serv-
ice. In particular, it has been suggested that employee 
PSM may increase commitment to organizational 
changes that are intended to improve the delivery of 
public services (Moynihan and Pandey 2007; Naff  
and Crum 1999). However, all changes in the public 
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and (3) that PSM decreases employee resistance to organizational 
change (Ritz and Fernandez 2011).

Another variant of this theme suggests that employees with higher 
PSM are more likely to support organizational change, prima-
rily because of their direct commitment to changes that improve 
public service provision and less because of their commitment 
to the organization. Paarlberg and Lavigna (2010) conceptu-
ally outline a more direct theoretical link between public service 
values and organizational change. Noting research on the positive 
relationship between employee satisfaction, motivation, percep-
tions of organizational eff ectiveness, and organizational changes 
that benefi t citizens (Lee, Cayer, and Lan 2006; Paarlberg 2007), 
they argue that organizational changes designed to benefi t others 
can be an eff ective tool to manage and satisfy employees’ motiva-
tions by “providing a face for employees’ public service values, 
thereby translating abstract organizational goals into signifi cant—
and very practical—action” (Paarlberg and Lavigna 2010, 714). 
Consistent with the rationale that employees with high PSM will 
favor changes that improve government services and benefi t the 
public, Naff  and Crum’s (1999) study of federal employees found 
that PSM was associated with more positive perceptions about 
organizational changes stemming from the National Performance 
Review (NPR). In the same vein, albeit running the opposite 
causal direction, Moynihan and Pandey (2007) found that changes 
can actually foster employee PSM, perhaps because the reforms are 
intended to reduce red tape and make government more respon-
sive to citizens.

To advance our understanding of the underly-
ing mechanisms at work in this relationship, 
an investigation of the eff ects of diff erent 
dimensions of PSM on employee commit-
ment to change is warranted. As noted earlier, 
past scholars have suggested that employees 
with higher PSM are more likely to support 
organizational reforms because they perceive 
that these reforms are consistent with the high 
value they place on meaningful public service. 

Th is rationale suggests that three of the four specifi c dimensions 
of PSM identifi ed by scholars (Kim et al. 2013; Perry 1996) are 
particularly important: attraction to public service, commitment 
to public values, and compassion. First, attraction to public service 
is important because it captures the individual’s general interest in 
participating in the public policy process and in activities for com-
munity and social development. Second, the commitment to public 
values dimension is important because it refl ects an individual’s 
support for specifi c public values (equity, ethics, and the interests 
of future generations) that government programs are supposed to 
promote. A third dimension, compassion, represents the degree 
to which the employee has an aff ective bond and identifi es with 
the constituents who are the intended benefi ciaries of government 
programs and services. In other words, PSM increases commitment 
to change because it makes employees more supportive of the inter-
ests, values, or benefi ciaries that these changes are intended to help 
advance. Th us, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 1a: Employee attraction to public service is posi-
tively related to commitment to change.

sector are not driven by an improvement in services. Rather, they 
can be driven by the need to cut costs as well. Given the emphasis 
in the current literature, it is uncertain whether past theory and 
fi ndings regarding PSM’s eff ect on employee support for change 
still hold when the changes are focused on cost cutting. In addition 
to the potential for losing their jobs or having to work harder with 
fewer employees, evidence suggests that government employees 
often do not see the cost-cutting reforms as being very successful 
(Micheli 2012). Under such conditions, it is uncertain whether past 
theory and fi ndings regarding PSM’s eff ect on employee support for 
change still hold. In this article, we address this gap in the literature 
by testing whether PSM increases commitment to or mitigates the 
potential negative eff ects of austerity reforms. In doing so, we build 
on existing studies by suggesting and testing specifi c mechanisms by 
which PSM may infl uence employee commitment to change.

Public Service Motivation and Commitment to 
Organizational Change
Employee commitment to change refers to the cognitive dedication 
that “binds an individual to a course of action deemed necessary for 
the successful implementation of [planned] change” (Herscovitch 
and Meyer 2002, 475). While there are many antecedents of com-
mitment to change (discussed in the next section), employee values 
have been found to play an important role in precipitating resistance 
(Hultman 1979) or willing internalization of change implementa-
tion (Klein and Sorra 1996). Th is may be especially true in the 
public sector, where employees’ altruistic values and desire to serve 
society make them more likely to support their organization’s mis-
sions as a function of value congruence (Weiss 
and Piderit 1999).

In this regard, certain employee values may 
be of particular importance in public sector 
organizations undergoing change. Defi ned as 
“a general altruistic motivation to serve the 
interests of a community of people” (Rainey 
and Steinbauer 1999, 23), PSM may be 
associated with employee support for organi-
zational changes in the public sector (Cerase 
and Farinella 2009; Moynihan and Pandey 2007; Naff  and Crum 
1999; Paarlberg and Lavigna 2010; Perry and Wise 1990; Ritz and 
Fernandez 2011). While scholars have explained this relationship 
in slightly diff erent ways, consistent across this work is a common 
emphasis on how the content of change may aff ect the public and 
coincide with employees’ valuation of public service. For example, 
in their original description of PSM, Perry and Wise (1990) sug-
gested that PSM could increase employee support for public sector 
innovation and reform as a function of increasing their interest in 
and commitment to an organization that provides public services. 
In other words, PSM would increase employee commitment to the 
organization; “committed employees are likely to engage in spon-
taneous, innovative behaviors on behalf of the organization, [and] 
such employees are likely to facilitate an organization’s adjustment 
to contingencies” (Perry and Wise 1990, 371). While research has 
not directly tested this full causal sequence, empirical evidence 
supports the notions (1) that PSM increases organizational com-
mitment (Castaing 2006; Cerase and Farinella 2009; Crewson 
1997; Leisink and Steijn 2009; Vandenabeele 2009), (2) that PSM 
increases the positive perception of change (Naff  and Crum 1999), 
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values are associated with a higher concern for others, they are 
less inclined to evaluate information or actions in terms of their 

own personal costs and benefi ts (Korsgaard, 
Meglino, and Lester 1997). Such employees 
may be less likely to resist organizational 
change because they are less likely to worry 
about how the changes will aff ect them per-
sonally. Employees with higher PSM, there-
fore, may not just be more likely to accept 
change because of the benefi ts it may provide 
others but also because they are less likely to 
resist changes that might benefi t the organiza-
tion or its clients more than themselves.

Th is eff ect may be particularly important in 
light of scholars’ suggestion that self-sacrifi ce 

provides the underlying foundation of PSM (Kim and Vandenabeele 
2010; Koehler and Rainey 2008). Having compassion or public 
values and interests is not enough; PSM also requires acting in the 
interests of others at the expense of self-interest. In fact, PSM is 
often discussed in terms of the time, money, and eff ort that indi-
viduals give up to help others (e.g., Brewer 2003; Houston 2006), 
including an individual’s willingness to substitute service to others 
for tangible personal rewards such as pay or status (Perry and Wise 
1990). Th us, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 2: Employee self-sacrifi ce is positively related to 
commitment to change.

Context and Commitment to Change
While the foregoing hypotheses emphasize the potential role that 
employees’ values may play in their acceptance of change, consider-
able research already highlights the importance of work environ-
ment and management practices in employee acceptance of change 
(Fernandez and Rainey 2006). Consistent with this literature, we 
expect that the conditions under which changes are made are likely 
to be more important than the values that an employee brings to 
the job. If PSM is important, it must be able to explain employee 
commitment beyond what can be accounted for by these factors. To 
help isolate any potential eff ects of PSM on employee commitment 
to change, our study controls for a number of alternative explana-
tions for employee commitment to change. A brief description of 
and justifi cation for each control variable is described next.

Communication about changes can provide important informa-
tion that helps reduce stress and anxiety stemming from employ-
ees’ uncertainty about what specifi c changes will occur, how the 
changes will aff ect their jobs, and how they should respond to the 
changes (Miller and Monge 1985; Wanberg and Banas 2000). 
Communicating accurate and timely information about planned 
organizational change not only helps explain the need for change 
but also helps employees better understand how change is likely to 
specifi cally aff ect or, just as important, not aff ect them.

Employee participation in the pre-change process also provides 
greater opportunity to communicate and learn more about the 
changes but does so in a way that suggests that the employee 
can actually infl uence what or how changes are made (Bordia 
et al. 2004). Together, communication and participation expose 

Hypothesis 1b: Employee commitment to public values is 
positively related to commitment to change.

Hypothesis 1c: Employee compassion 
is positively related to commitment to 
change.

Th e ability of this causal mechanism to 
explain the relationship between PSM and 
positive support for change is limited because 
it requires that employees see the changes as 
benefi ting the organization or its clientele. 
Unfortunately, such positive perceptions of 
organizational change may be the exception 
rather than the rule given the prevalence of 
concerns that public management reforms 
may lower the quality of government services and put the public 
at greater risk (Battaglio and Condrey 2009; Boyne 2003; Haque 
2001; Yang and Kassekert 2010). Not surprisingly, the fi ndings of at 
least one study fail to support the claim that PSM increases the posi-
tive perception of change (Cerase and Farinella 2009).

Other studies have raised questions regarding the practical signifi -
cance or eff ect size of PSM’s infl uence on employee attitudes toward 
change. While Naff  and Crum (1999) found that PSM increased 
the likelihood that employees would feel that the NPR had a posi-
tive eff ect on improving public services, they also found that few 
federal employees (21 percent) reported feeling positive about the 
changes related to NPR, and, on average, even employees with high 
PSM did not hold very positive views. Th ese latter fi ndings seem 
more consistent with scholarly claims regarding the pervasiveness of 
employee resistance to change (Ford, Ford, and D’Amelio 2008). 
Resistance to change could conceivably be even stronger among 
employees with higher PSM when the change is driven more by 
the need to reduce costs than the need to improve service delivery 
by making government more responsive to citizens and reducing 
organizational red tape.

Given that the current explanation for why PSM may increase 
employee support for organizational change requires the tenuous 
assumption that the employees trust the organization in which they 
work or that the proposed change is doing what is in the best inter-
est of the public, we suggest an additional mechanism that focuses 
instead on the potential for PSM to reduce resistance to change. 
Drawing from the logic of Lewin’s force fi eld analysis (1951), cham-
pions of change are often more successful when they use strategies to 
reduce the resisting forces than strategies that strengthen the driving 
forces in favor of change.

Much of the literature focusing on organizational change suggests 
that change often fails because of employee resistance driven by 
personal fears that the change will adversely aff ect them in some 
way (Coch and French 1948; Miller and Monge 1985; Wanberg 
and Banas 2000). Employees often fear changes that might result 
in losing familiar or comfortable social dynamics, gaining addi-
tional, less desirable tasks, or even losing their job. Employees with 
higher PSM, however, are often thought of as being more willing to 
sacrifi ce their own interests and preferences for the benefi t of society 
(Perry and Wise 1990). Research suggests that when an employee’s 

Employees with higher PSM, 
therefore, may not just be more 
likely to accept change because 
of the benefi ts it may provide 
others but also because they 

are less likely to resist changes 
that might benefi t the organi-
zation or its clients more than 

themselves.
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survey of local government employees in the southeastern part of 
the United States. As a result of economic pressures and the need to 
cut costs, the city proposed a series of what it referred to as “fi scal 
austerity measures” that included permanently eliminating nearly 
30 full-time positions (primarily positions vacant because of hiring 
freezes and early retirement incentives) and restructuring to reduce 
the number of departments from 15 to 8. Th is reorganization 
proposed to change reporting relationships and duties and, in some 
cases, even require physical relocations as the city reduced costs by 
consolidating all city employees into two buildings. In addition to 
these changes, the city announced that there would be no wage or 
step increases for a second consecutive year and changed its health 
insurance coverage to require higher deductibles and employee 
contributions. Th e changes were formally proposed at a city council 
meeting in April, approved in May, and proposed to begin in July of 
the same calendar year.

Th e survey was conducted by sending a questionnaire to all city 
employees in June 2010, as the city began to implement a planned 
reorganization of services and departments. To help limit the pos-
sibility that employees’ responses do not refl ect their true attitudes 
and opinions, the survey was conducted anonymously and by a 
neutral third party so that the employees would be less concerned 
that their managers would identify or react to their individual 
responses. Also, to guard against the possibility of post hoc rationali-
zation, the survey was conducted only a couple of months after the 
changes were formally proposed, a month after they were approved, 
and—depending on when the respondent returned the survey—one 
to two weeks before the implementation began.1

Employees with city e-mail addresses were asked to participate in an 
online survey by e-mail, while those without e-mail addresses were 
given printed surveys to complete and mail directly to the research 
team. From this, a total of 449 usable surveys were received (245 
completed online and 204 received in the mail), for an estimated 
response rate of 44 percent. Demographics for the survey respond-
ents are reported in table 1.

Measures
Each study variable was measured using items from established 
measures. For example, to assess the dependent variable, employee 
commitment to change, we used fi ve items developed by Herscovitch 
and Meyer (2002) to measure when an employee wants to act in sup-
port of the change because of his or her belief in the inherent benefi ts 
of the change. In line with the theoretical underpinnings of hypoth-
eses 1a–1c, aff ective commitment to change exists when the change 
is desired by the employee because it improves his or her job, the 
ability to achieve organizational goals, or the services provided to the 
clientele. Of the three types of employee commitment identifi ed by 
Herscovitch and Meyer (2002),2 aff ective commitment to change has 
received the most research attention (Wright and Isett 2012) and has 
been found to be associated with lower employee turnover intentions 
(Neves 2009; Raff erty and Restubog 2010), higher job satisfaction 
(Raff erty and Restubog 2010), and an increase in employee behaviors 
that champion or cooperate with change (Herscovitch and Meyer 
2002; Meyer et al. 2007).

To test the hypotheses regarding the underlying mechanisms that 
drive the relationship between PSM and change support, each of 

employees to information that can dispel any unnecessary concerns 
or incorrect information about the rationale for or eff ects of the 
change (Bordia et al. 2006), as well as support employees’ need 
for competence and autonomy. Th us, it is not surprising that so 
many studies have found that communication of change-related 
information and employee participation in the design or nature of 
the change can improve employee attitudes toward, and success-
ful implementation of, change (Armenakis et al. 2007; Conway 
and Monks 2008; Jimmieson, Terry, and Callan 2004; Miller and 
Monge 1985; Raff erty and Griffi  n 2006; Raff erty and Restubog 
2010; Wanberg and Banas 2000).

We control for two other aspects of the work environment that 
are important to acceptance of change. First, social support during 
times of change can shape how well employees cope with and com-
mit to change (Shaw et al. 1993). Second, the salience or personal 
impact of the changes on an employee and their work environment 
is likely to aff ect personal commitment to change. Employees who 
are more directly aff ected by change will likely experience greater 
stress (Ashford 1988) and reduce their acceptance of change.

In addition to controlling for the environmental conditions that 
might infl uence employee commitment to change, we also control 
for a number of employee characteristics, including gender, salary, 
employment status (full time or part time), and two proxy measures 
of organizational level (salary and whether the respondent super-
vised other employees).

Th e theoretical rationale for three additional characteristics may be 
especially compelling. First, we control for employee job satisfac-
tion, even though the exact relationship between job satisfaction 
and employee commitment to change is still being determined. 
While some have found that commitment to change increases job 
satisfaction by reducing stress in the job (Raff erty and Restubog 
2010), others have noted that job satisfaction decreases commit-
ment to change because employees who are more satisfi ed before 
the changes have the most to lose as changes commence (Ritz and 
Fernandez 2011). To this, we add a third possibility that job satisfac-
tion may actually increase commitment to change because employ-
ees who are more satisfi ed with their jobs are more likely to be 
committed to their organizations (Meyer et al. 2002), and, as noted 
earlier, organizational commitment can, in turn, foster adaptability 
and openness to change (Denhardt 1993; Perry and Wise 1990).

Similarly, we control for organizational tenure as an alternative 
explanation of employee commitment to change because employ-
ees with longer employment relationships may be more likely to 
have well-developed psychological contracts that not only could 
be violated by change but also could be more resistant to change 
(Rousseau 2001). Finally, we control for employee change-related 
self-effi  cacy, as employee commitment to change has been found to 
be infl uenced by the employees’ personal beliefs regarding their abil-
ity to handle the proposed changes and to function well in their jobs 
despite the changes (Wanberg and Banas 2000).

Methods and Analysis
Data
To investigate the relationship between public service values and 
public employee acceptance of change, we used data from a 2010 
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newly developed measure (Kim et al. 2013) and the importance of 
testing the eff ects of all four dimensions (Kim and Vandenabeele 
2010), we chose to include the compassion measure in our 
analyses.

As discussed earlier, we attempted to isolate the eff ects of PSM 
on employee commitment to change by controlling for a number 
of common antecedents of employee support for organizational 
change. Estimates of each of the control variables previously 
discussed were produced using established measures. Social sup-
port for change, the appropriateness of change-related informa-
tion, employee change self-effi  cacy, and degree of participation 
in change were measured using items adapted from Wanberg and 
Banas (2000).3 We also controlled for the salience of the change 
for the individual by using a single item adapted from Kelman 
(2005) and for employee job satisfaction using fi ve items devel-
oped to assess general job satisfaction (Agho, Mueller, and Price 
1993).

Responses for all questionnaire items were recorded using a fi ve-
point Likert scale (ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly 
agree”). Th e item wording for each measure is provided in the 
appendix. Th e means, standard deviations, and reliabilities 
(Cronbach’s alpha in parentheses, where applicable) for each 
 measure are reported in table 2.4

Empirical Results
To test our hypotheses, we conducted a series of ordinary least 
squares multiple regression models testing the relationship between 
PSM and aff ective commitment to change after controlling for 
common antecedents for change. Th e results are reported in table 3. 
In the fi rst model, we looked only at the eff ects of the control 
variables not directly related to PSM or the change process. Th is 
controls-only model, driven primarily by employee job satisfaction 
and salary, explained 13 percent of the variation in employee com-
mitment to change. In the second model, we added change-related 
factors to the controls and were able to explain 42 percent of the 
variation in employee commitment to change. Employees who 
felt more adequately informed about and involved in the changes 
were more likely to commit to the organizational reform. Similarly, 
employees were more likely to be committed to change when they 
were more confi dent about their ability to handle change and satis-
fi ed in general with their jobs. Not all of our results were consistent 

the four dimensions of PSM was measured using a newly revised 
four-item measure developed and validated for use in samples in 
the United States and several other countries (Kim et al. 2013). 
Th e bivariate correlations (table 2) between the measures of the 
four dimensions suggested that they were highly related (ranging 
from .61 to .68), as one would expect given that they represent 
diff erent aspects of the same concept; they were also relatively 
distinct, as no two dimensions shared greater than 46.2 percent 
of their variance. While the measures of all four dimensions were 
at or near the 0.70 level of reliability suggested by Nunnally and 
Bernstein (1994), the internal reliability measure for compassion 
was a bit low, albeit higher than that reported by many previous 
studies (DeHart-Davis, Marlowe, Pandey 2006; Moynihan and 
Pandey 2007). Given the strength of the evidence supporting this 

Table 1 Characteristics of Survey Respondents

Percent

Gender
 Female 21.1
 Male 78.9
Employment
 Full-time 95.5
 Seasonal/Part-time 4.5
Nature of the Job
 Clerical/Support 9.5
 Professional/Technical 45.7
 Manager/Executive 12.9
 Service/Maintenance 31.9
Gross Annual Salary
 0–15,000 4.0
 15,001–30,000 17.1
 30,001–45,000 39.8
 45,001–60,000 24.4
 60,001–75,000 9.0
 75,001–95,000 3.3
 95,001 and higher 2.4
Department
 Engineering 2.7
 Fleet 5.2
 General Administration 7.3
 General Services 4.8
 Neighborhood/Community Services 2.5
 Parks & Recreation 7.1
 Planning 2.7
 Public Safety 24.4
 Public Works/Utilities 35.5
 Technology Services 4.4
 Other 3.3

Table 2 Measure Means, Standard Deviations, Correlations, and Reliabilities

Range Mean Stdev 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

 1 Affective Commitment to Change 5–25 14.43 3.87 (0.83)            
 2 Attraction to Public Service 4–20 16.21 2.46 0.22 (0.81)           
 3 Commitment to Public Values 4–20 16.72 2.21 0.14 0.61 (0.66)          
 4 Compassion 4–20 15.88 2.38 0.19 0.62 0.68 (0.76)         
 5 Self-Sacrifi ce 4–20 12.92 3.10 0.31 0.53 0.42 0.52 (0.82)        
 6 Change Information 3–15 8.71 2.94 0.52 0.21 0.20 0.19 0.23 (0.85)       
 7 Change Effi cacy 1–5 3.67 0.91 0.30 0.16 0.21 0.11 0.08 0.29 na      
 8 Change Participation 2–10 4.64 1.92 0.52 0.09 –0.02 0.08 0.24 0.61 0.21 (0.68)     
 9 Change Social Support 3–15 10.04 2.20 0.25 0.18 0.16 0.20 0.16 0.45 0.24 0.37 na    
10 Change Salience 1–5 3.13 .99 –0.07 0.07 0.02 0.05 –0.01 0.12 –0.02 0.18 0.15 na   
11 Job Satisfaction 5–25 19.61 3.78 0.33 0.36 0.23 0.21 0.29 0.26 0.32 0.25 0.25 –0.11 (0.88)  
12 Organizational Tenure (years) 0–37 12.59 8.60 0.02 –0.07 –0.01 –0.05 0.07 –0.01 0.04 0.07 0.05 –0.05 0.08 na 
13 Salary 1–7 3.37 1.22 0.10 0.03 0.15 0.03 0.07 0.09 0.14 0.04 0.08 –0.08 0.05 0.54 na

Bolded p < 0.05.
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when the other three dimensions of PSM were not included as 
independent variables in the model.

Concerns could also be raised regarding the makeup of the study 
sample. It is possible, for example, that the relationship between 
PSM and employee commitment to change may diff er by occupa-
tion or unit. Employees in some units may face more change than 
others. While the size of many of the departments and the sample 
overall limits our ability to control by unit, some of this eff ect 
should be controlled for by including the change salience measure. 
Our sample included two occupational groups—public safety and 
utilities—that are likely to have strong subcultures and socialization 
processes that could make their responses less representative of city 
government employees in general. To test whether the inclusion of 
these employees infl uenced our fi ndings, we re-ran the analysis after 
excluding the public safety and utility personnel. Th e fi ndings were 
consistent with those using the full sample. In a model including 
all four dimensions of PSM predicting employee commitment to 
change, only self-sacrifi ce was statistically signifi cant.7 In models 
including each dimension separately, only self-sacrifi ce was found to 
have a statistically signifi cant eff ect.

Taken together, our results provide strong evidence for the eff ect of 
self-sacrifi ce on commitment to austerity-motivated organizational 
change. While there is limited support for the role that compassion 
might play in employee commitment to change, there is little, if 
any, evidence to support similar roles for employee commitment to 
public values or attraction to public service.

Conclusion
Work environment and employee motives shape how readily 
workers embrace organizational change. As economic conditions 
continue to spur public sector reorganization, our investigation 
into the role of public service motivation and employee commit-
ment to change seems especially relevant. While previous work has 
shown that employees who exhibit higher levels of PSM are more 
likely to support organizational change, the theoretical explanation 
underlying those fi ndings requires that employees value the changes 
for their potential to improve the services provided to the public 
(Moynihan and Pandey 2007; Naff  and Crum 1999; Paarlberg and 
Lavigna 2010; Perry and Wise 1990).

Changes motivated by austerity policies are unlikely to have the 
same support as changes that emphasize program improvements. In 
addition to having less to gain in terms of program improvements, 
austerity-driven reforms often involve greater losses. Changes made 
in response to fi nancial pressures are more concerned with cutting 
costs, often by reducing services, staff , and support. Beyond the loss 
of resources and staff , which hurt employees’ ability to do their job, 
changes often hurt surviving employees more directly by freezing 
salaries or increasing employee-paid benefi t costs. Our study sug-
gests that even under such conditions, employee PSM can be associ-
ated with greater commitment to change, albeit through a diff erent 
mechanism.

In addition to extending the support for the eff ects of PSM by 
testing its relationship with employee support for change under a 
diff erent set of conditions, we also advanced our understanding of 
this phenomenon by investigating the eff ects of diff erent dimensions 

with expectations, as neither social support nor change salience was 
related to change commitment.

Th e third model, representing a full test of our hypotheses, 
explained 44 percent of the variation in employee commitment 
to change, suggesting that PSM contributes to our understanding 
beyond what can be explained by the control and change-related 
variables. Th e eff ect was statistically signifi cant but substantively 
small, explaining an additional 2 percent of employee commit-
ment to change.5 Contrary to expectations, only one of the four 
dimensions—self-sacrifi ce—was signifi cantly related to aff ective 
commitment to change. While no support was found for hypoth-
eses 1a–1c—that PSM increases employee commitment to change 
because of the value placed on how the changes may improve service 
provision—we found support for our second hypothesis—that 
PSM’s eff ect on employee commitment to change is a result of 
employees being less resistant to changes that may go against their 
own personal interests.

Given the relatively high correlations between the dimensions of 
PSM, it is possible that the eff ects of the remaining three dimen-
sions of PSM were so intertwined that they cancelled each other 
out. In an attempt to rule out this potential explanation for the 
lack of support for hypotheses 1a–1c, a number of additional 
analyses were conducted.6 First, the degree of multicollinearity 
was estimated. Th e results suggested limited reason for concern, as 
all variance infl ation factors were below 2.35 and tolerances were 
above 0.40. Second, a series of regression analyses was conducted 
that regressed employee commitment to change on each dimension 
of PSM separately. Although each of the PSM dimensions had a 
statistically signifi cant bivariate relationship with commitment to 
change, it was important to see whether that relationship remained 
after controlling for the other factors commonly expected to infl u-
ence this type of employee commitment. Our robustness checks 
underscore that only two dimensions—self-sacrifi ce and compas-
sion—had statistically signifi cant (p < .05) eff ects on commitment 

Table 3 Regression Analyses Predicting Affective Commitment to Change

Controls 
Only

Controls&Change 
Related

Full Model

β Sig. β Sig. β Sig.

Control Variables      
 Job Satisfaction 0.34 0.00 0.19 0.00 0.18 0.00
 Tenure –0.10 0.08 –0.06 0.19 –0.07 0.14
 Manager 0.00 0.95 –0.04 0.33 –0.06 0.22
 Salary 0.19 0.00 0.13 0.02 0.13 0.02
 Gender –0.03 0.49 0.03 0.67 0.03 0.48
 Fulltime –0.10 0.04 –0.10 0.02 –0.09 0.04
Change Implementation      
 Change Information   0.31 0.00 0.28 0.00
 Change Participation   0.34 0.00 0.30 0.00
 Change Effi cacy   0.10 0.03 0.13 0.00
 Change Social Support   –0.09 0.05 –0.07 0.14
 Change Salience   –0.11 0.01 –0.08 0.06
Public Service Motivation      
 Attraction to Public Service     0.01 0.87
 Commitment to Public Values     –0.09 0.11
 Compassion     0.06 0.35
 Self-Sacrifi ce     0.14 0.01
R Square 0.14 0.43 0.46
Adjusted R Square 0.13 0.42 0.44
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how changes may improve public programs or services. While our 
study was based on one organization,8 and it is not without the limi-
tations typical in cross-sectional research, our fi ndings are consistent 
with both previous theory (Kim and Vandenabeele 2010; Koehler 
and Rainey 2008; Korsgaard, Meglino, and Lester 1997; Lewin 

1951; Perry and Wise 1990) and empirical 
fi ndings (Moynihan and Pandey 2007; Naff  
and Crum 1999). As a result, it is entirely 
possible that the role that self-sacrifi ce plays 
in explaining PSM’s infl uence on employee 
support for change is just as important in serv-
ice delivery reforms. Future research, includ-
ing longitudinal work, is needed to validate 
our fi ndings and to investigate whether the 
mechanism underlying this support diff ers by 
the type of reform.

Appendix: Survey Measures

 Aff ective Commitment to Change (Herscovitch and Meyer 
2002)

• I believe in the value of this change.
• Th is change is a good strategy for this organization.
• Th is change serves an important purpose.
• Th ings would be better without this change. (R)
• Th is change is not necessary. (R)

Public Service Motivation (Kim et al. 2013)

 Attraction to Public Service (APS)

•  I admire people who initiate or are involved in activities to aid 
my community.

•  It is important to contribute to activities that tackle social 
problems.**

• Meaningful public service is very important to me.
• It is important for me to contribute to the common good.

 Commitment to Public Values (CPV)

• I think equal opportunities for citizens are very important.
•  It is important that citizens can rely on the continuous provi-

sion of public services.
•  It is fundamental that the interests of future generations are 

taken into account when developing public policies.
• To act ethically is essential for public servants.

 Compassion (COM)

• I feel sympathetic to the plight of the underprivileged.
• I empathize with other people who face diffi  culties.
•  I get very upset when I see other people being treated un-

fairly.
• Considering the welfare of others is very important.

 Self-Sacrifi ce (SS)

• I am prepared to make sacrifi ces for the good of society.
• I believe in putting civic duty before self.
• I am willing to risk personal loss to help society.
•  I would agree to a good plan to make a better life for the poor, 

even if it costs me money.

of PSM to help isolate the theoretical mechanisms that explain this 
relationship. In doing so, we found little evidence that employee 
PSM increases support for change because of the potential for the 
changes to improve service to the community. While this may not 
be surprising given that the changes were driven more by the need 
to cut costs than by the need to improve 
service delivery, austerity reforms can have the 
ability to improve services, and even cutting 
costs can be justifi ed as a necessary step to 
maintain more important services or keep 
taxes aff ordable for constituents.

Instead, our study found evidence that the 
employees with higher PSM are more likely 
to support organizational change because they 
are less likely to worry about how the changes 
will aff ect them personally. Just as self-sacrifi ce has long been 
considered an important aspect of PSM (Kim and Vandenabeele 
2010; Perry and Wise 1990), self-interest has long been considered 
an important source of employee resistance to change (Coch and 
French 1948; Miller and Monge 1985; Wanberg and Banas 2000). 
Even if employees are not worried about losing their job, they 
worry about how changes are likely to adversely aff ect their current, 
comfortable working relationships, job responsibilities, or ability 
to successfully perform assigned tasks. Th is suggests that although 
PSM does not increase support for austerity-driven changes because 
of their potential benefi ts, it can at least reduce employee resistance 
by decreasing the emphasis that employees put on the potential 
personal costs associated with these changes.

Our fi nding that employees who score high on a single dimen-
sion of PSM—self-sacrifi ce—are likely less to resist organizational 
change has some implications for public management research and 
practice. For managers overseeing change, employees high in self-
sacrifi ce may be good candidates to foster social support for change 
and ideal vehicles to disseminate organizational information about 
change. Such employees are more likely not only to support changes 
but also to provide a good role model for how employees can accept 
the potential personal costs associated with change. Th at said, it is 
important to note that the impact of PSM on employee commit-
ment to change is small relative to other factors. While PSM can 
help explain or even generate support for change, the way in which 
management implements the change is much more important. In 
light of these substantive patterns, if we were to advise managers 
initiating change, our fi rst recommendations would center around 
providing employees with clear information and opportunities to 
participate in the change process over human resource policies that 
favor recruiting employees with high public service motivation. 
Even so, it is useful to know that such employees are a little bit more 
likely to accept these changes because of their willingness to sacrifi ce 
some of their own interests for the sake of the organization and its 
clients. As such, these individuals may be ideal peer leaders in the 
change process.

For researchers, our work here suggests that PSM is likely to infl u-
ence employee commitment to change, but not necessarily in the 
way originally expected. In particular, we argue that PSM’s positive 
relationship to change commitment may be more a function of 
employee self-sacrifi ce than employee perceptions of and interest in 

Our study found evidence that 
the employees with higher 

PSM are more likely to support 
organizational change because 

they are less likely to worry 
about how the changes will 

aff ect them personally.
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3. Unfortunately, because of the constraints on the questionnaire length, only a 
smaller subset of these items was used for three of the four scales.

4. No internal reliability is reported for the social support measure because each 
item in the measure represents a diff erent source of support, with no reason to 
believe that support from one source would be related to or consistent with the 
level of support provided by other sources. Internal reliability estimates are not 
appropriate for such formative measures (Podsakoff  et al. 2003).

5. Given the likelihood that work-related factors are much more important to 
commitment to change than personal motives or values, we think it is remark-
able that PSM has an infl uence on employee attitudes regarding change even 
after controlling for change characteristics, one’s general attitude, and other 
demographic or work-related variables. Th e eff ect is certainly not large, but it is 
statistically signifi cant and consistent with theory.

6. Because of space limitations and the nature of the results (i.e., confi rming 
reported analyses), these robustness checks are not reported but are available 
from the authors.

7. Excluding these employees raises some concerns regarding the statistical power of 
the analyses, especially given the high ratio of independent variables (15) to cases 
(210). In an attempt to address this, we applied p < .10 as our decision-making 
criteria for these analyses.

8. We note, however, that single-organization studies have served as the basis for 
related research (e.g., Nishii, Lepak, and Schneider 2008).
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