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Kathryn Aten reflects on the impact of  
Katie Witt’s CHDS thesis, “Why We Serve:  
Public Service Motivation and what the  
USCIS Mission Means to its Workforce” 

By Kathryn Aten

Katie Witt’s thesis informs Homeland Security by explaining how policy changes can influence employee 
public service motivation.1 Witt traces changes in the USCIS mission and alignment between the 
organization’s and employees’ public service values—beliefs about which behaviors are desirable and 
what it means to “do good” for society2—concluding that misalignment may generate a decline in 
public service motivation. Her work suggests that the political environment—administration and policy 
changes—alters the fit between public servants’ motivations and perceived opportunities to serve within 
their organizations. Witt recommends that USCIS leaders mitigate employees’ perceptions of decreased 
opportunities to serve in ways congruent with their public service values, but her research also has 
implications for the development of the Homeland Security field. 

As a developing field encompassing diverse organizations and professions, Homeland Security faces the 
difficulty of building legitimacy, a challenging process exacerbated by political tumult. Legitimacy is a 
“generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper or appropriate 
within some…system of norms, values, beliefs and definitions.” 3 Witt discovered that USCIS employees 
interpret their roles in providing security through the lens of personal values and motivations to serve. 
Beyond misalignment leading to negative organizational-level outcomes, her work suggests that seismic 
shifts in policy may undermine the necessary consensus underpinning field legitimacy. Homeland 
Security leaders should construct field-level norms, values, beliefs, and definitions4, and draw on that 
system to reach a necessarily evolving consensus on organizationally-specific and appropriate actions to 
protect the nation.
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