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DOES PUBLIC SERVICE MOTIVATION MATTER?  
A STUDY OF PARTICIPATION IN VARIOUS 

VOLUNTEERING DOMAINS 

PETER L. M. LEISINK AND EVA KNIES 
UTRECHT UNIVERSITY 

NINA  VAN LOON 
AARHUS UNIVERSITY   

ABSTRACT: This article examines the extent to which public service motivation (PSM), 
more specifically the PSM dimension commitment to the public interest (CPI), is related 
to volunteering. The claims for the relationship between PSM and volunteering have rarely 
been supported by evidence based on direct measurements of PSM. Using data from a 
large representative sample of public and semi-public sector employees in the Netherlands, 
we show that CPI is positively related to volunteering. This relationship is stronger for 
participation in some volunteering domains than in others. We suggest that public- 
interest-committed employees seek out volunteering opportunities that match their 
motivation and that the extent to which voluntary organizations espouse public service ideals 
may explain the differential strength of the relationship between employees’ CPI and their 
participation in different volunteering domains. This finding is relevant for voluntary and 
nonprofit organizations which need to attract volunteers to keep up welfare services.   

INTRODUCTION 

Public service motivation (PSM), defined as “an individual’s orientation to delivering ser-
vices to people with a purpose to do good for others and society” (Perry and Hondeghem 

none defined  
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2008:vii), has become the object of a stream of research following Perry and Wise (1990). 
Research has focused strongly on consequences attributed to PSM, notably the choice of public 
sector employment and the behavior of public servants at work (Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann 
2016). However, the motivation to do good for others and society can also express itself in vari-
ous forms of civic behavior beyond the workplace, such as formal and informal volunteering. 
Recently, PSM and volunteering have begun to attract interest (Brewer 2003; Houston 2006, 
2008; Steen 2006; Clerkin, Paynter, and Taylor 2009; Taylor 2010; Coursey et al. 2011; Ertas 
2014; Lee and Jeong 2015; Clerkin and Fotheringham 2017). However, most empirical studies 
which have shown that PSM is related to volunteering (Brewer 2003; Houston 2006, 2008; 
Rotolo and Wilson 2006; Lee 2012; Ertas 2014) did not measure PSM directly, instead using 
the respondents’ occupational industry as a proxy. In addition, most studies do not distinguish 
between volunteering domains, even though there are significant differences between voluntary 
organizations in the extent to which they uphold public service ideals. For instance, Houston 
(2008:186) suggests that sociocultural organizations “most prominently espouse public service 
ideals,” and Rotolo and Wilson (2006:26) observe that “the sense of public mission is muted” in 
professional associations and trade unions. This difference in the extent to which public service 
ideals are salient across volunteering domains is important. As Clary et al. (1998) demonstrated, 
volunteering can serve a variety of motivational functions for individuals, and individuals will 
seek out volunteering opportunities that match their motivation. Relatedly, Clerkin and 
Fotheringham (2017) show that formal and informal volunteering are associated with 
different dimensions of PSM, which illustrates that these two types of pro-social behavior serve 
different motives. Thus, it seems likely that public-service-motivated employees seek out those 
voluntary organizations that most strongly uphold public service ideals. Therefore, it is useful to 
study participation in various voluntary organizations if one wishes to know how PSM matters. 

This article examines the question to what extent PSM, more specifically the 
dimension commitment to the public interest (CPI), is related to participation in voluntary 
organizations in various domains. The answer to this question is based on a large survey 
among public and semi-public sector employees in the Netherlands. 

The relevance of this article is twofold. First, it fills a gap in the knowledge about PSM 
by studying to what extent CPI is related to volunteering using a direct measure of CPI 
which makes it possible to distinguish between CPI and sector of employment. Second, this 
article adds to our knowledge of volunteering by examining to what extent CPI is related to 
volunteering in different volunteering domains and interpreting differences as related to the 
match between CPI and the salience of public service ideals in volunteering domains. 

The article begins with a review of the literature on PSM, volunteering, and the relation-
ship between PSM, its dimensions, and volunteering for specific civic associations. Follow-
ing this, we introduce the survey on which the empirical part of the article is based. The 
results are then presented, leading to our conclusions and a discussion in the final section. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Public Service Motivation 

Perry and Wise (1990:368) provided an early definition of PSM as “an individual’s pre-
disposition to respond to motives grounded primarily or uniquely in public institutions and 
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organizations.” Based on later research, Perry (1996) operationalized PSM as attraction 
to policymaking, commitment to the public interest, compassion, and self-sacrifice. 
Theoretically, Perry (2000) grounded his four-dimensional model of PSM on Knoke and 
Wright-Isak’s (1982) distinctions between rational, norm-based, and affective motivations. 
Several authors have since developed their own definitions, including Vandenabeele’s 
(2007:547) synthesizing definition of PSM as “the belief, values and attitudes that 
go beyond self-interest and organizational interest, that concern the interest of a larger 
political entity and that motivate individuals to act accordingly whenever appropriate.” 

PSM has been studied mostly in relation to working in the public sector. However, 
PSM also has implications for behavior beyond the workplace, as it is likely to influence 
attitudes and behaviors of individuals in the civic community, such as volunteering 
(Houston 2008). Clary et al. (1998) show that volunteering can serve a variety of 
motivational functions for individuals, one of them being altruistic and humanitarian 
concerns for others. Likewise, we suggest that volunteering can serve individuals’ 
commitment to the public interest. 

It is important to make clear that while we discuss the relationship between PSM and 
volunteering generally, the dataset used for this article contains only the item “doing work 
that is useful for society,” which is commonly included in the PSM dimension commitment 
to the public interest (CPI). Previous studies, such as Houston (2000), relied on a similar 
item (“meaningful public service”) and presented their analysis as dealing with PSM. 
However, as this single item cannot be used as an indicator of the multidimensional 
concept of PSM and as recent studies have shown that the individual dimensions 
of PSM relate to volunteering in different ways, we will use the term CPI where this is 
relevant (grounding of hypotheses, description of variables, results, and discussion). 

Participation in Voluntary Organizations 

Wilson’s review of research on volunteering defined volunteering as “any activity in 
which time is given freely to benefit another person, group or organization” (2000:215). 
Wilson (2000:216) notes that volunteering typically entails some commitment of time 
and effort, and it is thought of as being to some extent formalized and public (Wilson 
2000:216). We will follow this definition, while noting that recent reviews signal that 
volunteering remains a complex phenomenon and that there is a lack of consensus about 
its definition in the literature (Hustinx, Cnaan, and Handy 2010; Rodell et al. 2016). 
Wilson’s definition relates to the axes that Hustinx, Cnaan, and Handy (2010) adopt from 
previous reviews as driving through what most people understand to be volunteering. Each 
axe refers to a defining characteristic of volunteering that actually appears less unambigu-
ous than the definition suggests. For instance, volunteering’s defining characteristic of “free 
will” can range in reality from one’s internal will to a school requirement, and the “formal 
agency” characteristic differentiates between volunteering for a formal agency and 
informal volunteering, such as the helping of neighbors (Hustinx, Cnaan, and Handy 
2010:414). Relating to these characteristics, we are interested in formal volunteering; 
i.e., participation in voluntary organizations on an unpaid basis; we exclude informal 
helping activities such as caring for family and friends, as many surveys do, because 
informal volunteering is more difficult to assess (Hustinx, Cnaan, and Handy 2010:414). 
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Wilson (2000:216–217) notes a distinction between voluntary organizations that are 
focused on the amelioration of individual problems and those involving social activists 
who are oriented towards social change. Following this distinction, volunteering may 
involve delivering “Meals on Wheels,” coaching a children’s sports team, and serving 
as a guide in a museum, as well as raising awareness of environmental issues, campaign-
ing for human rights through Amnesty International, and canvassing for a political party 
(Rotolo and Wilson 2006:26). However, Hustinx, Cnaan, and Handy (2010:413) note that, 
in everyday discourse, there is a tendency to emphasize the virtuous and compassionate 
nature of volunteering, equating it with the emotional labor characteristic of many public 
service jobs (Guy, Newman, and Mastracci 2008). 

Rotolo and Wilson (2006) follow the logic proposed by Salamon (2002) and classify 
types of volunteer work based on the product or service they provide, such as providing 
social services, improving education, or mobilization for rights issues. Houston (2008) 
takes a similar approach and, following Badescu and Neller (2007), distinguishes between 
sociocultural groups, advocacy and interest groups, and church-affiliated groups. 
Reflecting on the degree to which various categories of civic organizations uphold public 
service ideals, Houston (2008:186) holds that sociocultural groups “most prominently 
espouse public service ideals.” However, a systematic analysis of the extent to which 
various types of voluntary organizations espouse public service ideals seems to be 
lacking. 

These distinctions made between types of voluntary organizations appear relevant for 
understanding why people become actively involved in one voluntary organization rather 
than another. Recognizing the differences between social activist and individual problem- 
oriented voluntary organizations, Wilson (2000:216–217) observes that “they might well 
attract different kinds of people.” A connection between the type of volunteer organiza-
tion and the volunteer’s motives can be found in the social psychological work of Clary 
et al. (1998), who have proposed that individuals seek out volunteering opportunities 
depending on their motives, which range from values related to altruistic and humani-
tarian concerns for others to motives such as obtaining career-related benefits, expanding 
one’s social network, and developing new knowledge and skills. Clary et al. (1998) use 
the notion of person-situation match to explain that volunteers who found volunteer 
opportunities that provide benefits matching their motivations are more inclined to 
continue as volunteers. This connection between the type of organization and a person’s 
motives is also demonstrated by Schervish’s (2005) analysis of the determinants of 
charitable giving. He coins the term “consumption philanthropy” to refer to donors 
who contribute to causes such as schools, churches, and health and art organizations, 
because they are recipients of their services and because they personally identify with 
the individuals whose needs are met by their contributions. 

To complement the psychological studies, much of the sociological research 
on volunteering starts from the assumption that the decision to volunteer is based 
largely on the weighing of costs and benefits in a personal context, which is shaped 
by features such as level of education, work, income, social networks, and various 
demographic characteristics (Dekker and Halman 2003; Dekker and De Hart 2009; 
Wilson 2000). 
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PSM and Participation in Voluntary Organizations 

Many studies rely on cross-sectional data and, as a consequence, are mostly 
correlations between volunteering and other variables that have been established (Wilson 
2000:234). This observation has a bearing on our interest in the relationship between 
PSM and participation in voluntary organizations. The authors disagree as to whether 
PSM is a determinant, as against a consequence, of volunteering. For instance, Perry 
et al. (2008:447) contend: 

We believe that volunteering more often than not leads to PSM rather than the 
reverse. Research suggests that volunteering may emanate from a variety of 
sources and motivations. [ . . . ] Thus, although high levels of PSM are not 
necessary to engage volunteers, individuals who have participated versus 
those who have not are more likely in postvolunteering surveys to express 
values consonant with PSM.  

On the other hand, Clerkin, Paynter, and Taylor (2009) argue that, through early socia-
lization in institutional settings, some individuals develop a level of PSM that leads them 
to participate in voluntary activities. We suspect, like Clerkin and Fotheringham (2017), 
that there is no unique causal connection between PSM and volunteering, but that both the 
patterns described by Perry et al. (2008) and by Clerkin, Paynter, and Taylor (2009) exist. 

Our interest, in this article, is in how CPI influences the participation in voluntary orga-
nizations. This focus is based on two reasons. First, we subscribe to the influence attached 
to early socialization. Similar to Clerkin, Paynter, and Taylor (2009), Wilson’s review of 
volunteering research describes a pattern of parents who have encouraged pro-social atti-
tudes in their children that may result in them getting involved in the voluntary sector 
sooner or later in their lives (Wilson 2000:218). Research of the antecedents of PSM 
follows a similar reasoning as to how socialization in the family, in the church, and at 
school inculcates children with PSM, which will influence choices later in their life, such 
as their interest in public sector employment (Pandey and Stazyk 2008). This line of reason-
ing underlies our assumption that CPI will be related to volunteering generally. Second, 
along with Clary et al. (1998) and Coursey et al. (2011), we think that person-environment 
fit theory helps in understanding why public-interest-committed employees will seek out 
voluntary organizations that provide opportunities to serve their CPI. Voluntary organiza-
tions hold out a mission that sends signals to prospective volunteers on the opportunities 
they offer to satisfy particular motives (Wright and Pandey 2011), and people, based on 
their perception of a fit between their own motives and the values that voluntary organiza-
tions espouse, will select a voluntary organization with which to engage. Thus, in following 
the person-environment fit theory, public-interest-committed employees, when faced with 
the decision as to whether to volunteer for a specific organization, will likely seek out a 
voluntary organization that espouses public ideals that match their own CPI. 

Recently, the relationship between PSM and volunteering has become a subject of 
empirical research. However, the number of empirical studies is still limited. Some studies 
that did not measure PSM directly are still relevant for our purpose, because they show and 
speculate about public and nonprofit sector employees’ involvement in various 

PSM AND VOLUNTEERING 869



volunteering domains. Houston (2008) examined participation in various voluntary orga-
nizations and related this to the public service ideals they espoused. He contends that 
higher levels of PSM will lead to greater civic engagement and a greater propensity to 
engage in pro-social behavior (Houston 2008:178–179). Using the U.S. General Social 
Survey and drawing on the categorization of civic organizations proposed by Badescu 
and Neller (2007), Houston (2008:186) demonstrates that there are statistically significant 
differences between government and nonprofit employees on the one hand and private 
sector employees on the other, most notably in terms of membership of sociocultural 
organizations (such as school service groups) that prominently espouse public service 
ideals. He suggests that these differences may be attributed to PSM. However, Houston 
(2008:185) admits that this view is speculative, because PSM was not measured directly. 
The same indirect approach was followed by others. Lee (2012:114) showed that 
“non-profit workers are more likely to volunteer in religious and social/community orga-
nizations, while public workers are more likely to volunteer in educational organizations.” 
Ertas (2014:267) concluded that “government employees volunteered more in general, and 
participated in a wider range of organizations. However [ . . . ] these initial big differences 
are driven primarily by volunteering in two specific types of organizations: educational 
institutions and political groups.” 

A select number of studies examine PSM and some of its dimensions directly. Clerkin, 
Paynter, and Taylor (2009) found that PSM was positively related to decisions made by 
U.S. college students to donate or to volunteer. By directly measuring all four dimensions 
of Perry’s PSM construct, these authors were able to establish that compassion and 
commitment to the public interest dimensions were positively related to volunteering, 
while self-sacrifice was not significantly related. They also found that the attraction to 
the policymaking dimension of PSM was negatively related to a respondent’s decision 
to volunteer. In terms of volunteering domains, Clerkin, Paynter, and Taylor 
(2009:686–687) report that social service nonprofit organizations were more favored than 
arts and cultural organizations. 

Taylor (2010) made use of five items in the 2005 Australian Survey of Social Attitudes 
dataset. Taylor argued that these five items fit three dimensions of Perry’s PSM scale— 
attraction to politics and policy, self-sacrifice, and compassion—and used these as a PSM 
index. The civic behavior that she studied consisted of voluntary activities in the political 
domain. Taylor found that the PSM index was significantly related to these voluntary 
activities. 

In a study of U.S. elite volunteers, Coursey et al. (2011) found that PSM and the PSM 
dimensions of compassion, self-sacrifice, and commitment to public service exhibit some 
variance across four types of volunteering domains: religious organizations, schools, 
human services, and “other.” They explain these findings by theorizing institutional dif-
ferences between voluntary agencies, such as the sense of community that organizations 
foster, the level of formalization, and the level of person-to-client activity. They contend 
that individuals can be expected to consider how well their motivations fit that of a 
potential volunteer agency. Based on domain differences related to these institutional 
characteristics, Coursey et al. (2011:53) elaborate on several expectations regarding 
dimensions of PSM and volunteering domains. Concentrating on the commitment to 
public service dimension, they expect that volunteers in education and social service 
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should score higher on this dimension than those in other voluntary agencies. However, 
their expectation is not supported, as religious organization volunteering ranks 
significantly higher than human services and the “other” category of voluntary agencies, 
but not school volunteering (Coursey et al. 2011:56–57). 

Finally, Lee and Jeong (2015) found no relationship for commitment to the public 
interest and participation in volunteering activities by Korean national government 
employees; attraction to policymaking was the only significant predictor of participation 
in volunteering activities in general. 

This literature review suggests that, in the relationship between PSM and participation 
in voluntary organizations, one should address two types of variance. First, there is 
variance between employees regarding their level of PSM; specifically, in this study, their 
level of CPI. Because this study uses a dataset containing only public and semi-public 
sector employees, we can expect less variance in CPI in our sample than if private sector 
employees had also been included. Second, voluntary organizations vary in terms of the 
extent to which they espouse public service ideals, suggesting varying degrees to which 
volunteers can fulfill their public service commitment need by participating in these 
organizations. This varying potential of volunteering domains is presumed to influence 
their attraction to individuals. 

To start with, we are interested in the correlation between CPI and volunteering as such. 
Based on Clerkin, Paynter, and Taylor (2009) and Coursey et al. (2011), we hypothesize that: 

H1: There is a positive relationship between an employee’s level of CPI and 
their participation in voluntary activities.  

In order to ensure that we truly assess the effect of CPI, it is essential to control for 
other variables that are known to be correlated with PSM, including various demographic 
variables and employment sector. Previous studies, such as those by Houston (2008) and 
Rotolo and Wilson (2006), have used employment sector as a proxy for PSM, which is 
problematic as sector may capture other aspects, such as preferences for secure pay or 
type of work. Other studies have, therefore, included sector as a control variable to 
distinguish such effects (e.g., Andersen and Serritzlew 2012). To assess the role of CPI 
separately from any sector effects, this study therefore controls for employment sector. 

In addressing the second type of variance related to differences among voluntary orga-
nizations, we draw on Clerkin, Paynter, and Taylor (2009), Coursey et al. (2011), Houston 
(2008), and Rotolo and Wilson (2006). As such, we expect public-interest-committed 
employees to be more likely to be strongly attracted to voluntary organizations that 
espouse public service ideals, notably educational and cultural organizations, than to 
organizations such as sports and leisure organizations, which appeal to private interests. 
Unfortunately, we cannot base our expectation on a general and explicit hierarchy of 
voluntary organizations ranked by the extent to which they uphold public service ideals. 
However, there are specific suggestions regarding differences between various types of 
voluntary organizations which we can use as a starting point in hypothesizing differences. 
Rotolo and Wilson observe that “the sense of public mission is muted” in professional 
associations and trade unions (2006:26), and that the service provided by sports and hobby 
associations is primarily a leisure activity with a “narrower compass” (2006:35). Houston 
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(2008:186) suggests that sociocultural associations “most prominently espouse public 
service ideals.” Clerkin, Paynter, and Taylor (2009) and Coursey et al. (2011) find mixed 
results for education and social service organizations. Recognizing that it is relevant to 
examine whether these expectations for the U.S. context hold for the Netherlands, 
we hypothesize that the positive relationship between CPI and participation in voluntary 
organizations is strongest for cultural and educational organizations, which in our 
survey are more or less equivalent to Houston’s sociocultural organizations, and which 
presumably espouse public service ideals most prominently. 

H2a:  The positive relationship between an employee’s level of CPI and their 
participation in voluntary organizations is strongest for cultural and 
educational organizations. 

Further, we interpret the argument by Rotolo and Wilson as suggesting that trade union and 
professional organizations and sports and leisure organizations do not uphold public service 
ideals but instead espouse more individually oriented motives. We therefore hypothesize: 

H2b:  There is no relationship between an employee’s level of CPI and their 
participation in trade union and professional organizations and in 
sports and leisure organizations. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

The Survey 

The data for this article were retrieved from the Personeel-en Mobiliteitsonderzoek 
[Personnel and Mobility Research] (POMO) survey, which was commissioned by the Dutch 
Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations, among Dutch public and semi-public sector 
employees (see www.arbeidenoverheid.nl). In total, 87,500 employees were asked to 
participate, of whom 34,962 responded, a response rate of 40%. The Ministry guarantees 
that the sample is representative of the overall population of public and semi-public sector 
employees in terms of gender, age, ethnic background, and spread across the various 
employment subsectors by applying weighing factors to specific groups when necessary. 

Variables 

The survey asked respondents whether they were involved in a volunteer organization 
on an unpaid basis alongside their paid job. Respondents could answer negatively (¼ 0) or 
positively (¼ 1). As such, the dependent variable is a dichotomous variable. Further, 
respondents could indicate one or more areas from a list of seven volunteering domains: 
political organizations; trade union and professional organizations; cultural and 
educational organizations; sports and leisure organizations; religious, charitable, and 
idealistic organizations; healthcare and welfare organizations; and other types. 

CPI was measured using a single item: “To what extent is doing work that is useful for 
society important in your choice of employment?” The item was measured on a five-point 
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Likert scale, with 1 ¼ not important at all and 5 ¼ very important. This item is similar to 
the item “Meaningful public service is very important to me” that Perry (1996) included 
in the PSM measure as part of the dimension commitment to the public interest. Ideally, 
we would have preferred to measure PSM using the full PSM scale, but the available 
dataset included only this single item. We note that other studies (Crewson 1997; Houston 
2000; Lyons, Duxbury, and Higgins 2006) used a similar one-item measurement. In order 
to empirically test whether our one-item measure accurately represents the dimension we 
intend to measure, we followed the procedure of Wanous, Reichers, and Hudy (1997) 
using another dataset (n ¼ 26,874) which includes a four-item measure of commitment 
to the public interest (based on Vandenabeele 2008), but not a measure of volunteering. 
These data were collected from a sample that is quite similar to the sample in this article. 
The corrected item-total correlation, calculating the correlation between the equivalent 
item that measures “doing work that is useful for society is important” and the other three 
items from the commitment to the public interest construct, is significant (r ¼ .532, 
p < .001). This fairly strong correlation allows us to interpret our findings as holding 
for the relationship between CPI and volunteering. 

The survey provides information on a number of socio-demographic variables that are 
known to be correlated with volunteering, namely age, gender, and educational level. The 
survey contained no information on religious affiliation, which would potentially have 
been relevant, given its relationship with altruistic values (Bekkers 2000). Educational 
level was measured by asking respondents to indicate the educational level they had 
attained from a list ranging from primary level through to university PhD degree. For 
our purposes, the categories were transformed into an ordinal low-to-high scale 
with four values: low educational level, middle educational level, higher professional 
education, and university degree. 

Employment sector is used as a control variable (0 ¼ semi-public; 1 ¼ public). In this 
study, public sector employees are those employed by government organizations 
(national, regional, local) and police, justice, defense, and water authorities. Semi-public 
sector employees are those employed in education (from primary to university education) 
and academic hospitals. In the Netherlands, educational organizations and academic 
hospitals are regarded as “semi-public” because they are publicly funded, do not face 
market competition but, as employers, are legally private entities (see Bozeman 1987). 
Sector in this understanding cannot be equated with PSM, as sector may refer to other 
characteristics of the two sectors, such as job security. 

Data Analysis 

Since the dependent variable is dichotomous, logistic regression analysis is the 
appropriate technique for examining how it is related to independent variables. Logistic 
regression analysis does not indicate the proportion of explained variance, but rather a 
Pseudo R2. Because alternative measures have their own strengths and weaknesses, in 
the tables we include both Nagelkerke’s R2 and McFadden’s R2. When discussing the 
results of our analyses, we will refer to McFadden’s R2, which is a more conservative 
measure than Nagelkerke’s R2. For testing the hypotheses, we employ stepwise logistic 
regression analyses. In the first step, socio-demographic characteristics are added to the 
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model and then, in a second step, the sector (semi-public or public). In the final model, 
having controlled for the other variables, we add CPI to determine the extent to which 
this variable is related to volunteering. In Table 2, we present the results of the subsequent 
models (step 1, step 2, step 3). In Table 3, we only present the final model (i.e., after 
step 3), which includes the socio-demographic variables and the employment sector, as 
well as CPI. Although we do not report the model results after steps 1 and 2 in Table 3, 
we do report the results of the likelihood ratio tests conducted after every step. Given our 
large sample size, a significance level of a ¼ 0.001 was felt appropriate. 

Descriptive Characteristics of the Survey Respondents 

Of the respondents, 43.5%�were women and 56.5%�men, and the average age of all 
respondents was 46.6 years. In terms of educational level, 12.5%�fell within the group with 
a low educational level; 24.4%� in the middle educational band; 37.9%�had a higher pro-
fessional education; and 24.5%�had obtained a university degree. Just over half of all respon-
dents (50.5%) were classified as semi-public employees and 49.5%�as public employees. 

The employees’ mean score for CPI was 3.89 (SD ¼ 0.93) on a five-point Likert scale 
(with 5 ¼ high level of CPI), indicating that, overall, respondents regarded “doing work 
that is useful for society” as a fairly important motive in their employment selection. 
The standard deviation reflects a substantial variation in the respondents’ CPI levels. 

Thirty-nine percent of the respondents participated in voluntary activities, with 32%�

participating in just one voluntary organization and 7%� in more than one. Data on 
volunteering by the adult population (from the age of 18) in the Netherlands (Van Herten 
2009) are not fully comparable to our survey data, but show that volunteering by public and 
semi-public employees is similar to volunteering generally. Data on the entire adult popu-
lation show that men’s participation (42.9%) is slightly higher than women’s (41.1%). 
There are also minor differences in volunteering between age groups; individuals in the 
35–44 age group participate more, and in the 74 þ group less. Finally, there is a positive 
relationship between citizens’ level of education and their participation in volunteering. 

In terms of the organizations in which our survey’s respondents were actively volunteer-
ing, sports organizations score highest with 16.9%�of the sample active here. Religious, 
charitable, and other idealistic organizations attracted 9.3%; 8.2%�were active in cultural 
and educational organizations; 3.2%� in healthcare and welfare organizations; 1.8%� in 
trade union and professional organizations; 1.8%�in political organizations; and 6.7%�in 
“other organizations.” The categorization of volunteering domains in the survey we use dif-
fers slightly from the categorization by Van Herten’s (2009) adult population study, but the 
rank order of volunteering domains and the proportions of volunteers are roughly similar. 

RESULTS 

Table 1 shows the results of the correlation analysis. All variables are significantly 
related (p < .001). This might have to do with the large sample size. CPI is significantly 
related to volunteering (r ¼ .088). In previous studies, sector (semi-public vs public) has 
been used as a proxy for PSM. In our sample, sector and CPI are only weakly related 
(r ¼ –.039). 
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Tables 2 and 3 contain the results from the logistic regression analyses for volunteering. 
Table 2 shows the results for volunteering as such. Table 3 reports the models with results 
related to volunteering in a specific domain. 

The Relationship Between CPI and Volunteering 

In the final model detailed in Table 2, reflecting the results for volunteering as such and 
including the four control variables, McFadden R2 is .031. 

Considering the relationship between the independent variables and volunteering, 
we first see that employment sector does not have a significant relationship with 
volunteering, whereas CPI does have a significant and positive relationship (B ¼ .195, 
p < .001). Using a likelihood ratio test, we indeed see that adding CPI to the model 
improves the model over the variables included in Step 2. This result provides support 
for Hypothesis 1. 

The socio-demographic characteristics all have significant relationships with 
volunteering. Men are more likely to participate in voluntary activities than women 
(B ¼ −.431, p < .001). The more highly educated that employees are, the more likely they 
are to volunteer (B varying between .413 and .800 (p < .001) for the different educational 
groups). Age is also positively related to volunteering (B ¼ .018, p < .001), but 
rather weakly, which may have to do with the nonlinear relationship between age and 
volunteering (Wilson 2000). These results are in line with the general characteristics of 
volunteering in the Netherlands reported earlier. 

The Relationship Between CPI and Volunteering in Various Domains 

Models 2 through 7 in Table 3 report the results of the logistic regression analyses for 
volunteering in each of the six volunteering domains considered. The category “other 
voluntary organizations” is not included in this analysis because we have no information 
on these “other” organizations and, consequently, would not be able to draw any mean-
ingful conclusions. In Table 3, the final models, including all of the variables following 
step 3 (CPI plus the four control variables), are displayed. McFadden R2 values range 

TABLE 1 
Correlation Table  

1 2 3 4 5  

1. Volunteering (no ¼ 0; yes ¼ 1)      
2. Gender (male ¼ 0; female ¼ 1)  –.103     
3. Educational level*  .107  .025    
4. Age  .101  –.152  –.056   
5. Sector (semi-public ¼ 0; public ¼ 1)  –.015  –.216  –.322  –.021  
6. Public interest commitment  .088  .088  .075  .061  –.039 

Note: All correlations are significant at p < .001. 
*We display Pearson’s correlation coefficients. For educational level, we display Spearman correlation 

coefficient.   
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from .021 for volunteering in sport/leisure organizations up to .068 when it comes to 
involvement in political organizations. 

Our interest is primarily in the relationship between CPI and volunteering in various 
domains. In order to test this relationship when controlling for gender, educational level, 
age, and sector, we examined the regression coefficients and performed likelihood ratio 
tests to see if adding CPI improves the models over the variables in Step 2. CPI appears 
to have no significant relationship with volunteering when it comes to volunteering 
in trade unions/professional organizations and in sport/leisure organizations. CPI is 
significantly related to volunteering in the other domains. The regression coefficients 
vary between .179 for participation in cultural/educational organizations and .410 for 
participation in political organizations. 

We conducted a robustness check to examine the relationship between CPI and 
volunteering in different domains, using only the data from those respondents who 
participate in volunteering activities. The results are very much in line with the results 
presented in Table 3. For four of the six volunteering domains, the relationship between 
CPI and volunteering is significant: volunteering in political organizations, cultural/ 
educational organizations, religious/charitable/idealistic organizations, and healthcare/ 
welfare organizations. For one of the six volunteering domains, the relationship between 
CPI and volunteering is non-significant: trade union/professional organizations. These 
results corroborate the findings presented in Table 3. The only exception regards 
volunteering in sport/leisure organizations. Instead of finding a non-significant effect, 
we found a negative effect, indicating that employees with higher levels of CPI are less 
likely to volunteer in sport/leisure organizations when we only analyze the data from 
those who volunteer in general. 

We are also interested in whether the strength of the relationship between CPI and 
volunteering varies across the different domains. The 95%�confidence intervals displayed 
in Table 3 show that the relationship between CPI and volunteering is substantively 
weaker for participation in cultural/educational organizations [95%� CI 1.144;1.250] 
compared to participation in religious/charitable/idealistic organizations [95%� CI 
1.272;1.387] and political organizations [95%�CI 1.363;1.665]. 

In Hypothesis 2a, we predicted that the positive relationship between the employees’ 
level of CPI and their participation in voluntary associations would be strongest for 
cultural and educational organizations. Although we did find a positive relationship, there 
were stronger positive relationships between CPI and volunteering in religious/charitable/ 
idealistic and political domains. Therefore, Hypothesis 2a is rejected. However, our 
results do provide support for Hypothesis 2b, which foresaw a non-significant relationship 
between the level of CPI and employees’ participation in trade union/professional 
organizations and sports/leisure organizations. 

The sector of employment has no significant relationship with volunteering as such, but 
was significant when it came to the specific volunteering domains, with the exception of 
trade unions/professional organizations and healthcare/welfare organizations. We found 
that semi-public employees were more likely to volunteer in religious/charitable/idealistic 
(B ¼ −.172, p < .001) and cultural/educational (B ¼ −.159, p < .001) organizations, 
whereas public employees were more likely to volunteer in political organizations 
(B ¼ .424, p < .001) and sports/leisure organizations (B ¼ .149, p < .001). 
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Turning next to the relationship between the various demographic variables and 
volunteering, we note that men are more likely than women to participate in the various 
voluntary domains, with the exception of healthcare/welfare organizations (where women 
are more likely to volunteer) and religious/charitable/idealistic organizations (where we 
did not find a significant difference between men and women). More highly educated 
employees are generally more likely to volunteer than less well-educated ones, but this 
relationship does not hold for volunteering in all volunteering domains. Some specific 
exceptions were found in the case of sports/leisure organizations, healthcare/welfare 
organizations, and in the case of political organizations. Age is also positively, albeit 
weakly, related to volunteering in the various domains, again with the exception of sports 
and leisure organizations. 

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

This article has addressed the question as to what extent commitment to the public 
interest (CPI) is related to participation in voluntary organizations in a range of domains. 
The results, which are based on a survey among a large representative sample of 
public and semi-public sector employees in the Netherlands, show that CPI is positively 
related to the likelihood of volunteering. The results also show that the strength of the 
relationship between employees’ CPI and their propensity to volunteer for various 
voluntary organizations varies, ranging from high for political and religious/charitable/ 
idealistic organizations to low for cultural/educational organizations. Further, partici-
pation in sports/leisure organizations and trade union/professional organizations is not 
significantly related to CPI. 

Our findings lead to some observations with regard to earlier pioneering studies into the 
relationship between PSM and activities in the public domain. Our first observation 
concerns the relationship between PSM and volunteering as such. Whereas some earlier 
studies (Brewer 2003; Houston 2006, 2008) used public sector employment as a proxy for 
PSM, the direct measurement of CPI while controlling for employment sector (semi- 
public or public sector employees) has enabled us to distinguish between the effect of CPI 
and employment sector. Here, an important conclusion is that CPI does have a significant 
relationship with volunteering as such when employment sector is controlled for.1 This con-
firms that CPI does indeed have a role in behaviors beyond the workplace. The relationship 
found between CPI and volunteering is, as we expected, positive. However, CPI predicts the 
likelihood of employees’ volunteering only to a small degree, which is similar to what 
Houston (2006:77) and Coursey et al. (2011:57) noted. Since many factors contribute to 
individuals’ volunteering, it is not that surprising that the contribution made by CPI is small. 

Another important finding is that, when the relationship between CPI and participation 
in various voluntary sectors is considered, the strength of the relationship varies. This 
grounds two theoretical interpretations. First, there is no significant relationship between 
CPI and participation in those voluntary domains that do not uphold public service ideals. 
Here, we interpreted Rotolo and Wilson’s (2006:26, 35) argument that sports and leisure 
organizations appeal to private interests and that the sense of public mission is muted in 
trade union or professional organizations, as indicating that these organizations do not 

International Public Management Journal Vol. 24, No. 6, 2021880



uphold public service ideals. From Schervish (2005), we draw the additional explanation 
that the high proportion of employees who volunteer in sports and leisure organizations 
may be related to the benefits they themselves and/or their children get as service users, 
rather than to the motive of being committed to the public interest. 

Second, CPI is differentially related to participation in the various voluntary domains 
that are presumed to uphold public service ideals. Since we have no independent 
information on the extent to which voluntary organizations in the Netherlands uphold 
public service ideals, we followed Houston’s (2008:186) suggestion and hypothesized that 
the strength of the relationship between CPI and volunteering would be highest in cultural 
and educational organizations. However, our evidence does not provide support for this. 
This could be due to differences between the groups of voluntary organizations examined 
by Houston and those in our dataset. Our contrary finding could also be related to 
institutional differences between apparently similar voluntary organizations in the U.S. 
and Dutch contexts. Without an independent measure for the extent to which organiza-
tions uphold public service ideals and systematic comparative information on the scores 
of U.S. and Dutch voluntary organizations on this variable, one cannot draw any firm 
conclusions. However, we do feel that the assumption remains tenable that the strength 
of the relationship between CPI and volunteering in various voluntary organizations is 
related to the extent to which these uphold public service ideals. Arguably, political, 
religious/charitable/idealistic, healthcare/welfare, and cultural/educational organizations 
uphold public service ideals to different degrees and, therefore, are attractive to a different 
extent to public-interest-committed employees. This reasoning is in line with the assump-
tions made by Coursey et al. (2011) based on person-environment fit theories and by 
Wright and Pandey (2011), who emphasize the importance of voluntary organizations 
communicating their mission. Further research is needed to provide evidence to validate 
these assumptions. Our finding that CPI is differentially related to volunteering in various 
domains is relevant to the study of volunteering, as this suggests that voluntary organiza-
tions such as, for instance, political and religious/charitable/idealistic organizations 
provide more opportunities to public-interest-committed employees to fulfill their 
volunteering motive than others, such as sports organizations. 

However, we must note that additional analyses are needed to further disentangle 
whether CPI is just driving people to volunteer regardless of domain, or whether it has 
an impact on both the decision to volunteer as well as the domain in which the person 
volunteers. Using a selection model would allow us to answer the question if CPI explains 
volunteering in general only or different domains of volunteering over and above the 
motivation to just volunteer. It might well be that the decision to volunteer and the domain 
of that volunteering are actually part of the same decision. 

This article has some limitations that should not be ignored. First, it uses cross- 
sectional data, and while we have argued that there are theoretical reasons to assume that 
PSM influences the decision to volunteer, there are also theoretical reasons, as noted by 
Perry et al. (2008), to argue that volunteering generates PSM. Having only cross-sectional 
data, it would be speculative to comment on the direction of causality. Future studies that 
adopt a longitudinal approach are needed to shed light on this issue. Second, the data 
we use are self-reported data. However, the dependent variable is measured by a survey 
question that refers very concretely to actual behavior, by asking “do you do unpaid 
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voluntary work alongside your job?” Therefore, the risk of common source bias is very 
limited. On the other hand, this binary indicator of whether someone volunteers provides 
only limited information about an individual’s participation in voluntary organizations. 
Future studies could collect richer information by including indicators that refer, for 
instance, to hours per week spent on volunteering or to the number of years served as 
a volunteer. These would provide a more detailed insight into the consequences of the 
CPI motive for volunteering. In addition, we should acknowledge that the overall 
response to this survey could be biased in the sense that public-interest-committed 
employees may have been more willing to participate in the survey. A fourth concern 
is that this study drew on a third-party survey that included only a single CPI item. 
Although we demonstrated that this single item is fairly strongly correlated to a multiple 
item measure of “commitment to the public interest,” which supports our interpretation of 
the findings, a more comprehensive operationalization would increase the validity of the 
measurement. Lastly, we tested the relationship between CPI and volunteering while 
controlling for other variables using logistic regression. We know from research that 
the relations between the variables involved are more complex than simple, independent 
variable models like logistic regression bring out. For instance, we control for education, 
which is often theorized and found to be related to PSM as antecedent, as well as for 
employment sector choice, which is usually considered a consequence of PSM. In 
addition, we include age as a control variable, although Wilson (2000) has discussed 
the complex nonlinear relationship between age and volunteering. Future research could 
model these complex relationships. Furthermore, it may be that the proposed relationship 
between CPI and volunteering is spurious, meaning that both CPI and volunteering are 
caused by a third variable, such as religion or parental socialization, which are not 
included in our dataset so that we simply do not know their effect. Overall, it is important 
that future research includes other variables that potentially influence the relationship 
between CPI and volunteering, and that data are collected that facilitate analysis of the 
complex relations between these variables. 

Despite these limitations, this article has contributed to the emerging evidence that CPI 
is relevant to understanding civic action in the public domain. Moreover, this article adds to 
the body of knowledge by showing that the association between CPI and volunteering 
differs for the various volunteering domains. In addition, we hope that voluntary 
organizations will benefit from insights in this study. The need for voluntary organizations 
to communicate their public service ideals so as to attract volunteers from public-interest- 
committed employees is particularly relevant at a time when many governments restrain 
the budgets for public services and service provision has become more dependent on 
volunteers. One may wonder whether the number of volunteers can increase much 
further, given the high proportion of citizens who already volunteer in countries such as 
the Netherlands. We do not know how far the willingness of citizens to provide public 
services can be stretched. Nevertheless, it may well be that the emphasis on public service 
ideals which voluntary organizations espouse, in combination with empowerment at 
the local level, will increase the attractiveness of volunteering for employees who are 
public interest committed. Many voluntary organizations serve public ideals, and these 
could be better communicated as part of their mission statements. Mission valence, as 
Wright and Pandey (2011) argue, has the benefit of salience and of being attractive to 
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individuals, such that they are motivated to join the organization. Our study shows that 
many voluntary organizations have the potential to attract public-interest-committed 
employees by communicating their public ideals in the form of a worthy mission. 
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NOTE  

1. As a robustness check, we also computed the models without sector as a control variable. In 
these models, the B-values were very similar to those in the models with sector as a control variable. 
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