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Abstract: A career choice in the public sector might seem strange as more financially lucrative careers beckon in the private 

sector.  Similarities and differences in the motivation of choosing and staying in the public sector between students currently 

enrolled in undergraduate studies towards a career in the public sector (referring to all spheres of government) in Russia and 

the Republic of South Africa are analyzed in this article. Through this process new knowledge is generated for public 

personnel managers in recruitment drives, promoting current and new employment opportunities possibilities are enhanced 

and ideas are generated for tertiary institutions for the development of curriculum to ensure that public servants will be able 

to address, through the attainment of the necessary skills, the changing circumstances within which public servants operate in 

the public sector. Recommendations in respect of further research possibilities are also explored. 
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Introduction 

A career choice in the public sector might seem strange as more financially lucrative careers beckon in 

the private sector.  Similarities and differences in the motivation of choosing and staying in the public 

sector between students currently enrolled in undergraduate studies towards a career in the public 

sector (referring to all spheres of government) in Russia and the Republic of South Africa are analyzed 

in this article. Through this process new knowledge is generated for public personnel managers in 

recruitment drives, promoting current and new employment opportunities possibilities are enhanced 

and ideas are generated for tertiary institutions for the development of curriculum to ensure that public 

servants will be able to address, through the attainment of the necessary skills, the changing 

circumstances within which public servants operate in the public sector. Recommendations in respect 

of further research possibilities are also explored.  

Theoretical framework  

Public Service Motivation generally explains what motivates persons to start their careers within the 

governmental sector as opposed to the business sector. The theoretical background of Public Service 

Motivation was established in 1970s and early 1980s by such researchers as Buchanan (1975), Rainey 

(1982), Mosher (1982), and Perry & Porter (1982); however, the definition was formally introduced 

by Perry and Wise (1990).  The authors argued that PSM is usually affected by different political, 

institutional, and social factors. Further, Perry (1996) created criteria to evaluate public service 

motivation, which are related conceptually to six aspects: willingness to participate in public policy 

making, dedication to the public interest, civic obligation, social equity, self-sacrifice, and 

compassion. Perry elaborated Likert-type items for each aspect to make the PSM scale and probed his 

theory by means of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).  

Ever since, PSM has achieved international recognition from different academicians and researchers.  

Redman-Simmons (2007) tested how the concepts of “public service” reflect the traditional public 

service ethos among graduate students, and how this influenced their career decisions. The author 

examined the motivational factors already identified in the public administration literature, among 

other variables associated with career choice from related literatures. To achieve this, the existing 

public service motivations construct (Perry, 1996) and its scale was included in the analysis. 

Perry’s PSM conclusions and antecedent questions was also used by Clerkin, Paynter and Taylor 

(2008), who surveyed undergraduate students at North Carolina State University. Further, to study 

students’ motivations toward the public service, the authors asked more questions with a focus on 

volunteering and donating choices. The authors discover that respondents with higher levels of PSM 

tend to engage in charitable activity. Such personal characteristics as household income, political 

preferences, gender, religiousness, family socialization, and high school volunteering experiences are 

also greatly associated with the choices respondents make about participating in charitable events. 
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The surveying of students’ public service motivation was continued by Rose (2013), who analyzed the 

data from a survey conducted via the Internet, where 529 students from the USA participated. The 

author concludes that despite the lack of confidence in governmental bodies and the negative 

perceptions toward government work, the interest in government careers can be predicted by policy 

making dimensions. In contrast, a dedication to public interest, compassion, and self-sacrifice can 

clarify student interest in nonprofit sphere as well as teaching activity —both jobs students see as more 

directly helping and serving people.  In contrast, Lee & Choi (2016), who studied public service 

motivation in Korea, found that the most significant reason why students planned to get employed in 

the public sector was job security. 

Thus, despite few publications devoted to students’ public service motivation, the reasons why 

university students make their choices towards a career of public servant are still understudied. The 

primary goal of the present research is to shed a light upon this less studied aspect, in particular by 

means of a comparable analysis of students’ public service motivation in two different universities in 

Russia and South Africa. 

Methodology 

Within the scope of the present study, the authors examine the factors motivating students towards a 

career in public administration, which have already been identified in the public administration 

literature in Russia (Choban 2013). For this purpose, a questionnaire was distributed among 

undergraduate students in two universities. The first one was South Russia Institute of Management of 

the Russian Presidential Academy of National Economy and Public Administration (Russia) while the 

second one was the University of Free State (South Africa). The responses were collected in August 

2018 and analyzed.  

Overall 97 students participated in the survey, in particular, 69 from South Africa and 28 from Russia. 

The South African students studied at the second year of the Public Administration bachelor program 

while the Russian students studied at the third year. 

The questionnaire consisted of 6 questions and they are as follows: 

 In your opinion, is it a prestigious job to be a public servant?  

 Are you going to become a public servant after you graduate from university? 

 What are the main reasons not to become a public servant (or even if you plan to become one 

what obstacles can influence your decision?) 

 What attracts you the most in the public servant profession? 

 What advantages can a job in the business sector provide you that a job in the public sector 

cannot? 

 Would you agree to change your job to a less paid one (30%) in case you find a new job more 

interesting and exciting? 

Questions 1, 2 and 6 presume one answer, questions 3 and 4 are multiple-choice questions, whilst 

question 5 is open-ended and asks a participant to express his or her opinion in a few words. 

Results 

According to the results of the survey at least half of the students being questioned in South Africa and 

Russia consider a job in public service prestigious (59.4% and 55.2% respectively). The other half of 

the participants in Russia (41.4%) also considers it prestigious and choose the answer “more likely yes 

than no”. In contrast, almost every forth participant from South Africa states that the job of a public 

servant is not prestigious for him/her (if to summarize answers “no” + “more likely no than yes” – 

17.4% and 7.2% respectively). It is also worth paying attention to the fact that in Russia only 3.5% of 

the respondents stated “no” and none of them expressed “more likely no than yes”. The responses are 

illustrated in Figure 1. 

The results of the responses to Question 2 are even more surprising. In South Africa 62.3% of the 

participants are going to become public servants after graduating from university. The reliability of 

this statement is precisely proved by the responses to Question 1. If we compare answers of “yes” to 

Question 1 (59.4%) and Question 2, the results differ slightly.  

At the same time in Russia only 17.2% of the respondents are going to start a career in public service 

in the future (Figure 2). This finding greatly contradicts to responses to Question 1 where 55.2% of the 
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participants expressed their positive attitude to a career in public administration, defining this job as 

prestigious. The contradiction is that students in Russia find a job of public servant prestigious but do 

not generally plan to build a career in this sphere. This is one of the main results of the survey.  The 

responses to Question 3 shed light on the reasons for this phenomenon. 

Figure 1: Prestige of a job in public service 

 

Source: Authors 
  

Figure 2: Willingness to become public servant 

 

Source: Authors 
 

Figure 3a: Obstacles in the career of public servants in South Africa 

 

Source: Authors 
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The explanation for the contradiction mentioned above is that the students in Russia are not attracted 

by a career in public administration due to the low level of salaries (51.7%) and the need to have 

informal relations and contacts to persons who can foster the promotion (62.1%) At the same time the 

results from South Africa are more evenly distributed, however, the main reason for not becoming a 

public servant in the future is still the same. According to the point of view of 30.4% of participants in 

South Africa it is obligatory to have informal relations and contacts for getting a career promotion in 

public administration. The responses to Question 3 are illustrated in Figure 3a and 3b. 

Figure 3b: Obstacles in the career of public servants in Russia 

 

Source: Authors 
 

Figure 4a: Attractiveness of public service careers in South Africa 

 
Source: Authors 
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Russia perceive social guarantees as the main advantage (69.0%), as well as the opportunity to 

establish useful links and contacts (41.4%). From the other side, the other types of responses (stability 

and confidence in future), in both countries are mostly evenly distributed (22.7%-17.2% in Russia, 

27.5%-21.7% in South Africa). 

Figure 4b: Attractiveness of public service careers in Russia 

 

Source: Authors 
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Own Boss 

Study Business Management 

The opportunity to grow in a job 

Traveling 

The business sector pays more 

My previous work experiences 

professionalism and being ethical. thinking out of the box being innovative  

Performance acknowledgement, a platform to take initiative, less bureaucratic measures, and endless possibilities for 
promotions. 

More experience and using resources more effectively and  efficiently. 

You are reaching out to the people. Helping South Africa become a better place for all 

In the business sector a person can show his/her own initiative, whereas for the public sector a person can't show their 
initiative.  

Because many employees of the current government do not have the necessary qualifications.  

Creativity initiative 

Challenges and the ability to be promoted in merit 

Getting higher salary 

Opportunities to learn and get more experience because it does not have corruption the way public sector does. 

I think being creative and innovative are key to jobs in the business sector, whereas in the public sector being innovative 
can cost you your job. 

In the private sector you earn a lot more than in the public sector. Promotions and growth is possible, You don't stay in the 
same position for a lot of years and you can rotate from job to job and gain more experience from different fields. 

I think being able to move around companies 

They can give one the opportunity to establish myself and also have a professional self-realization 

Private sector jobs can easily open new door to a vast variety of jobs 

Stability 

The private sector is a vast landscape of experience and knowledge, as in most cases you get to either be given a position 
which requires you to be a specialist. Whereas in the public sector, at times people are normally required to work long 
hours with less pay and their positions are overloaded with tasks that they have to perform (some of which are not within 
their job descriptions). Overall the private sector is quiet more flexible than the public and you can easily transition from the 
private to the public sector, while it may prove just a bit difficult to make the same the transition from the public to the 
private sector. 

Higher salary and better opportunities for personal growth and skills development and the development of close working 
relationships . 

Travelling benefits 

Acting professional and apply my knowledge very well, mostly bringing new ideas to the company for growth. and having 
ethics.  

Unlimited opportunities to show initiative 

The  fact that you'll be able to achieve much more freedom and freelancing from on category of the business sector  
to another while public sector is quite rigid 

Only high salary 

They get a higher salary in the business sector 

Jobs in the business sector pay more salaries  

Levels of salary in the business sector are higher than in the public sector 

A higher salary and the benefits. 
Independence if you feel you cannot work with a group of people.   

Most of the jobs in business sector don't require informal relations in order to get them. 

In the business sector there is more opportunities for promotion as the company grows and the salary is higher  

People in the private sector get promoted on merit and on their level of education whilst in the public sector politics plays a 
huge role in who gets promotion 

 

Source: Authors 
 

Table 1b: Advantages of business sector job over public sector job (Russia) 
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Career growth, higher level of salary 

To show yourself, a desire for a job 

Self-actualization, initiative 

Higher salary 

Higher salary 

Higher salary 
 

Source: Authors 

Finally, it was explored whether students would agree to change their job to a less paid one (30%) in 

case it is more interesting and exciting (Figure 5). The results demonstrate a high level (not absolute) 

of similarity of students' attitudes towards changing their job for a more prestigious, but less payed 

one. 38% of respondents in Russia would change their job, while 62% would not. In South Africa the 

results are 30.4% and 69.6% respectively. 

The difference between the countries' results is that in Russia people stated their wish to change their 

job more definitely (24.1% “yes” and only 13.8% “more likely yes”), while in South Africa the 

percentage is almost equal (14.5% and 15.9% respectively). 

On the opposite side, in Russia the percentage of students who responded negatively is equal (31% 

“no” and 31% “more likely no”), while in South Africa the majority of students being questioned 

specified no (47.8%). 

Figure 5: Readiness to take a more interesting but less payed job 

  

Source: Authors 

Conclusions 

The results of the survey show us that at least half of the students being questioned in South Africa 

and Russia consider a job of public servant prestigious (59.4% and 55.2% respectively). In turn, in 

South Africa 62.3% of participants are going to become public servants after graduation from 

university. At the same time in Russia only 17.2% of respondents are going to follow that route.  

In fact, students in Russia, being questioned, find a job of public servant prestigious but do not 

generally plan to build a career in this sphere due to the low level of salaries and possible obstacles of 

career promotion in the public sector. On the basis of this finding the suggestion might be made that 

the young generation in Russia has overvalued expectations regarding starting levels of salary after 

university graduation as well as a desire to reach high career results in a short time period. The 

reliability of this suggestion and, in particular, regarding Russian young generation, is worth 

considering in future research.  

The main reason for not becoming a public servant in the future in South Africa is the same as in 

Russia. 

The factors that attract students to the public service significantly differ: South African students are 

mostly attracted by the opportunity to participate in events that have a great social importance, while 

the students in Russia perceive social guarantees as the main advantage, as well as the opportunity to 

establish useful links and contacts. 
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The percentage of students in South Africa who are attracted by the opportunity to take part in events 

that have a great social importance, is high due to socio-economic backlogs as well as the social 

environment from which the majority of the students come from. Participation in events is seen as an 

opportunity to break free from these adverse circumstances to get access to the 'better life', so to speak. 

Students see Public Administration and Management as part of a government with flashy social 

opportunities such as stylish clothes, luxurious cars etc.  To therefore show that a person has money 

might be interpreted as that he or she ’has arrived’.  Social status is therefore very important and can 

be the reason for being attracted to the field of public administration. Obviously, students often 

misunderstand definitions of “public administration” and “public policy” and that is the main reason 

why they perceive public administration as the participation in big social events.  

Explaining the Russian results it is worth saying that indeed a job in a public sector can provide a 

higher level of social guarantees and job security - public servants do not have such high wages as 

people from the business sector, however, public servants often obtain extra payments quarterly and 

the end of the year. Moreover, the level of corporate social responsibility of some part of companies in 

Russia in still not high and cases when an employer violates the rights of employees are still common 

in the business sector. The opportunity to establish useful links and contacts, perceived as a necessary 

part of a public administration career in Russia, greatly illustrates the specifics of the Russian 

mentality, traditions and attitude of people towards solving their day-to-day problems. Professional 

relations in Russia (both in public and business sector) are mostly built on personal trust (for example, 

employees recruitment based on friends or relatives’ recommendations). 

The main factors, explaining why a business career might be more attractive than a public 

administration career, are higher salary, better promotion opportunities and self-actualization. These 

factors are more or less applicable for both groups of students being questioned. At the same time 

students from South Africa see a lower level of corruption in the business sector, the opportunity to 

establish new professional links, as well as learning and skills development as the main business 

career advantages, while the Russian students do not specify them. The assumption may be made that 

Russian students do not perceive the business sector as a less corrupted sphere in comparison with 

public administration. That might be another question for further consideration.  

Finally, the percentage of students ready to change their job to a less paid one is very similar in both 

students groups being researched and demonstrates the level of distribution of their material and non-

material motivation.  
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