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    Motivating Employees in a New Governance Era: 

Th e Performance Paradigm Revisited  

  W
hat lessons does prior research on 

 employee motivation off er public manag-

ers operating in — and researchers studying 

the dynamics of — a new governance era of results-

based, downsized, networked, and customer-focused 

public organizations?  1   In this essay, we summarize 

what the voluminous body of social and behavioral 

science research tells us about motivating human 

performance in public, private, and nonprofi t organi-

zations. Informing this analysis is a  “ review of reviews ”  

of a sprawling research base that examines four ele-

ments of the traditional performance paradigm: em-

ployee incentives, job design, employee participation, 

and goal setting ( Locke et al. 1980 ). From this formi-

dable body of research, we discern what is known 

about employee motivation, what is left to know, and 

how useful the classic performance paradigm is in 

light of these new governance challenges. 

 We conducted our literature review by searching all 

appropriate and available databases using a variety of 

key terms (this search is chronicled more extensively 

in the online version of this essay). It suffi  ces to note 

that the present analysis focuses on 62 articles review-

ing the impact of the four elements of the traditional 

paradigm on employee performance. Th e reviews 

examined include 17 narrative reviews, 15 research 

syntheses, and 30 meta-analyses of prior research on 

motivation in public, private, and nonprofi t organiza-

tions.  2   Collectively, the reviews examine at least 2,612 

research articles.  3   We cast our net widely because the 

diversity of organizational forms and structures in the 

public sector make it increasingly diffi  cult to dismiss 

any intervention as  “ outside ”  a transformed and still 

evolving public sector. At the same time, however, we 

were conscious of whether the fi ndings specifi cally 

applied to the public sector, why or why not, and in 

what respect.  4   

  What Do We Know and How Do 
We Know It? 
 For the reader ’ s convenience,  fi gure   1  summarizes 

the conceptual model that underlies our review and 

analysis. We initially defi ned the model exclusively in 

terms of motivational factors and programs leading to 

specifi c behavioral outcomes. Factors identifi ed during 

the course of our analysis were added as mediating 

(i.e., intervening to aff ect the impact of motivational 

tools on behavior) and moderating (i.e., aff ecting the 

impact of the mediating) components of the model. 

From the research informing this model, we identifi ed 

13 broad propositions for practitioners to ponder and 

for researchers to test and further refi ne regarding the 

impact of fi nancial incentives, job design, participa-

tion, and goal setting on employee and organizational 

performance in the contemporary administrative state. 

  Financial Incentives
  What is the logic of fi nancial incentives, and what 

impact do they have on  employee motivation? Th e use 

of monetary or other fi nancial incentives in the classic 

performance  paradigm is based primarily on the theo-

retical propositions of reinforcement theory. Rein-

forcement theory focuses on the relationship between 

the target behavior (e.g., performance) and a motiva-

tional tool (e.g., pay for performance) ( Skinner 1969 ), 

and it is premised on the principles and techniques of 

 organizational behavior modifi cation ( Luthans 1973; 

Stajkovic and Luthans 1997 ). Organizational behavior 

modifi cation is a framework within which employee 

behaviors are identifi ed, measured, and analyzed in 

terms of their functional consequences (i.e., existing 

reinforcements) and an intervention is developed 

using principles of reinforcement ( Luthans and 

 Kreitner 1975; Stajkovic and Luthans 1997 ). 

 Our review of the literature focused on organizations ’  

use of fi nancial incentives to increase both individual 

and group performance and productivity. Th ese types 

of monetary incentives include individual and small-

group rewards, as well as profi t-sharing and gainshar-

ing incentive plans. Seventeen review articles, among 

them three meta-analyses and nine research syntheses, 

informed our analysis in this instance.  5   Th e reviews 

examine these types of fi nancial incentive systems or 

address merit pay, pay-for-performance, variable pay, 
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or group bonus plans. From this analysis, we culled 

three general propositions that are suitable for inform-

ing practice and theory building. 

  Proposition 1: Financial incentives improve task 

 performance moderately to signifi cantly, but their 

eff ectiveness is dependent on organizational 

 conditions.  Two recent reviews of the eff ects of 

 organizational behavior modifi cation indicate that 

monetary incentives signifi cantly improve task perfor-

mance. Stajkovic and Luthans ’ s (2003) meta-analysis 

of 72 fi eld studies shows that an organizational behavior 

modifi cation intervention using monetary incentives 

improved task performance by 23 percent, whereas an 

intervention with social recognition did so by only 17 

percent and feedback by only 10 percent. Furthermore, 

by combining all three types of motivational reinforc-

ers, performance improved by 45 percent. Th is is a 

stronger eff ect on performance than when each ap-

proach was applied separately. Feedback combined 

with money and social recognition produced the stron-

gest eff ect on performance. 

 A second meta-analysis by the same authors focuses 

only on manufacturing and service organizations, 

fi nding that performance improvements are generally 

larger for interventions introduced in manufacturing 

settings than those introduced in service organiza-

tions. Interestingly, these authors fi nd that a combina-

tion of fi nancial, nonfi nancial, and social rewards 

produces the strongest eff ect in manufacturing organi-

zations. Yet for service organizations, fi nancial rein-

forcers produce a stronger eff ect on task performance 

than nonfi nancial rewards. 

 Several reviews focus on individual monetary incen-

tives (e.g.,  Bucklin and Dickinson 2001 ; Jenkins et al. 

1998;  Tolchinsky and King 1980 ). In general, these 

reviews also indicate that individual monetary incen-

tives improve performance, but not under all condi-

tions.  Bucklin and Dickinson ’ s (2001)  review of 

diff erent types of pay arrangements fi nds, for example, 

that individual monetary incentives plus feedback 

improve performance signifi cantly more than hourly 

pay plus feedback. Th e most critical determinant of 

performance is the use of a ratio schedule, whereby 

individuals earn a specifi ed amount of money for the 

number of work units completed. However, these 

studies focus primarily on college students and in-

clude only studies using an experimental design. 

 Again focusing primarily on college students, Jenkins 

et al. ’ s (1998) meta-analysis of 39 studies addresses 

performance quantity and quality, fi nding that fi nan-

cial incentives are signifi cantly related to perfor-

mance quantity but  not  to quality. In this review, the 

type of setting moderates the fi nancial incentive –

 performance relationship. However, the type of task 

is not related to the strength or relationship between 

fi nancial incentives and performance quantity. In 

contrast,  Tolchinsky and King ’ s (1980)  review spe-

cifi cally examines the role of goals as mediators of the 

Mediating Variables 

Moderating Variables 

Financial incentives
Job design

Goal setting
Participation 

Organizational characteristics
Task type

Task complexity
Type of reinforcement
Growth need strength

Pay satisfaction
Skill

Hierarchical level
Goal commitment

Feedback
Employee ability and knowledge

Leader attributes
Group characteristics (homogeneity, size)

Extent of participation       

Employee participation
Perceived fairness

Psychological states
Job involvement

Organizational commitment
Effort

Persistence
Task strategy (plans)

Justice
Trust

Upward communication
Group  pressure/support

Higher goals     

Motivational Programs

Membership behaviors
Reliable role behaviors

Innovative, spontaneous action  

Behavioral Outcomes

    Figure   1      Framework for the Review   
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performance – monetary incentive linkage. Th ese au-

thors fi nd that although monetary incentives infl u-

ence performance, the relationship is not mediated by 

goal setting. Th at is, goal setting and monetary incen-

tives infl uence performance independently. Further 

discussion of goal setting appears later in this essay. 

 Relatedly, much has been written on merit pay or pay-

for-performance systems.  PAR  readers looking for 

comprehensive discussions of the circumstances in 

which merit pay plans produce positive eff ects on 

individual job performance should consult Robert 

Heneman ’ s  Merit Pay  (1992) and the National 

Research Council ’ s  Pay for Performance  ( Milkovich and 

Wigdor 1991 ). Th ese reviews include the public and 

private sectors and discuss the institutional arrange-

ments and other situational characteristics that mod-

erate the pay-for-performance relationship. Generally, 

they conclude that merit pay plans can result in posi-

tive outcomes — particularly in terms of individual job 

performance ( Milkovich and Wigdor 1991 ). Again, 

however, diff erences in institutional arrangements 

contribute to the feasibility and eff ectiveness of merit 

pay. So, too, do diff erences exist in employees ’  prefer-

ences for merit pay.  Heneman (1992) , however, con-

cludes that merit pay is at best moderately eff ective. 

He fi nds that it is consistently related to positive 

attitudes (albeit with one major exception — the fed-

eral government) but that pay is only inconsistently 

linked to improved performance. 

  Proposition 2: Individual fi nancial incentives are 

ineff ective in traditional public sector settings.  

Reviews that include the public sector (e.g.,  Ingraham 

1993 ; Kellough and Lu 1993;  Perry 1988 ) appear to 

be at odds with the fi ndings of reviews that examine 

fi nancial incentives in the private sector or in labora-

tory settings using college students. In general, these 

reviews suggest that merit pay and pay-for-perfor-

mance systems in the public sector have generally 

been unsuccessful, have little positive impact on em-

ployee motivation and organizational performance, 

and fail to show a signifi cant relationship between pay 

and performance. Th ese reviews, however, note that 

the failure to fi nd a signifi cant pay – performance rela-

tionship is likely the result of a lack of adequate fund-

ing for merit pay and an absence of the organizational 

and managerial characteristics that are necessary to 

make pay for performance work in traditional govern-

ment settings. 

  Proposition 3: Group incentive systems are con-

sistently eff ective, but they are not well tested in 

public sector settings, where measures of organiza-

tional performance often are uncertain.  Team-based 

or small-group incentives are characterized as rewards 

in which a portion of individual pay is contingent on 

measurable group performance (DeMatteo, Eby, and 

Sundstrom 1998). In general, the conditions under 

which team rewards are eff ective are unclear, especially 

because experimental laboratory studies appear to be 

more supportive than fi eld studies. Eff ectiveness de-

pends on the characteristics of the reward system, the 

organization, the team, and individual team members 

(DeMatteo, Eby, and Sundstrom 1998).  Honeywell-

Johnson and Dickinson (1999)  do fi nd that equally 

divided small-group incentives sustain high levels of 

productivity and satisfaction for group members and 

that small-group incentives are at least as eff ective as 

individual incentives with groups of 2 to 12. How-

ever, their review again consists primarily of experi-

mental studies using college students. 

 Conversely, reviews of alternative pay systems, such as 

profi t-sharing or gainsharing plans, are remarkably 

consistent in their fi ndings. Th ese incentive programs 

include various pay-for-performance approaches that 

link employees ’  fi nancial rewards to improvements in 

the performance of the work unit (Welbourne and 

Gomez Mejia 1995). In general, prior research indi-

cates that these types of incentive systems are associ-

ated in practice, as well as in employers ’  and 

employees ’  minds, with both higher productivity and 

improvements in organizational performance. Yet 

even though these fi ndings generalize across qualita-

tive, quantitative, and survey research studies, they are 

focused exclusively on private sector settings.  

  Job Design 
 Paul  Light ’ s (1999)  survey of fi ve cohorts of MPA 

graduates reveals that a common concern of respon-

dents is  “ show me the work, ”  a motivational refrain 

underlying the logic of all job design initiatives. Job 

design has its modern roots in Frederick Herzberg ’ s 

two-factor theory of motivation (namely, hygiene and 

motivator factors) and his guidance for enriching jobs 

(and hence performance) by incorporating  “ satisfi ers ”  

that are linked to personal growth into work settings 

(Herzberg, Mausner, Snyderman 1959). Th ese include 

jobs designed to aff ord a sense of challenge or accom-

plishment. Recently, most work design attention 

has centered on Hackman and Oldham ’ s (1980) job 

characteristics model. Th ey posit that jobs rich in 

motivating characteristics (e.g., task signifi cance) 

stimulate psychological states (e.g., experienced mean-

ingfulness of work) among job incumbents that, in 

turn, increase the likelihood of desired personal and 

work outcomes. For example, the signifi cance of a task 

can trigger a sense of meaningfulness of work in em-

ployees that leads to better performance. 

 To discern what prior research tells us about the valid-

ity of such claims, we analyzed 16 reviews that include 

10 meta-analyses, 4 research syntheses, and 2 narra-

tive reviews.  6   Th ese reviews focus on two motivational 

techniques of interest to public managers and re-

searchers: job redesign and alternative work schedules. 

Th e motivational logic underlying the two techniques 
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is that they can positively aff ect employees ’  auton-

omy — one of fi ve critical job characteristics identifi ed 

by Hackman and Oldham (1980) — and, in turn, 

improve personal and work outcomes. Th e reviews 

vary in their attention to sector, with about a third of 

the job design reviews intentionally addressing this 

topic. All three of the reviews of the impact of alterna-

tive work schedules consider sector, and one of the 

reviews focuses exclusively on the public sector 

(Golembiewski and Proehl 1980). From these, how-

ever, three propositions are readily discernible. 

  Proposition 4: Job design is an eff ective strategy 

that enhances performance . Job design and alterna-

tive work schedules appear to be eff ective strategies 

for improving performance. Most reviews do not 

isolate the size of the overall eff ect of job redesign, but 

one review fi nds a median impact of 6.4 percent on 

improved productivity and 28 percent on work quality. 

Moreover, and signifi cantly, the eff ects of job redesign 

persist across outcomes. Job redesign has been found 

to reduce turnover and absenteeism as well as increase 

job satisfaction, organizational commitment, produc-

tivity, and work quality. 

  Proposition 5: Job design interventions infl uence 

aff ective outcomes more strongly than behavioral 

outcomes . Many reviews of motivational research 

conclude that job redesign may be more infl uential for 

aff ective outcomes (i.e., attitudes toward work) than 

for behavioral outcomes. Hackman and Oldham ’ s 

(1980) job characteristics model posits a causal chain 

between job design and work outcomes: Job charac-

teristics lead to psychological states, which, in turn, 

produce personal and work outcomes. In a fi nding 

corroborated by several reviews, Griffi  n and his col-

laborators conclude in an early review of job design 

research that  “ the task design/performance relation-

ship has not been as consistently demonstrated as have 

task design/aff ective response relationships ”  (1981, 

655). Why might this be the case? Some analysts 

suggest that performance or behavioral outcomes may 

be attenuated by moderators (such as those listed in 

 fi gure   1 ) that infl uence the chain of causation between 

aff ective and performance outcomes ( Brown 1996; 

Fried and Ferris 1987; Kelly 1992 ). Another common 

explanation is that performance is more diffi  cult to 

measure and more variable across contexts than aff ec-

tive outcomes. 

  Proposition 6: Moderators and implementation are 

important infl uences on the effi  cacy of job design . 

As  fi gure   1  illustrates, Hackman and Oldham ’ s (1980) 

original formulation of job characteristics theory 

argues that the outcomes of job redesign are infl u-

enced by several moderators. Th ese are factors that 

infl uence the relationships between motivational 

initiatives and employee work and between motiva-

tional initiatives and work outcomes. Notable among 

these moderators are diff erences in the degree to 

which individuals or employees desire personal or 

psychological development. Although only a limited 

number of reviews has addressed the signifi cance of 

moderators, three reviews look explicitly at them and 

fi nd them to be critical infl uences on the work de-

sign – performance relationship (Berlinger, Glick, and 

Rodgers 1988;  Fried and Ferris 1987; Spector 1986 ). 

For example, the most prominent moderator of the 

eff ects of job design listed in  fi gure   1  — the strength of 

an employee ’ s higher-order or growth needs — can 

reinforce or diminish changes in variables related to 

mediating psychological states that, in turn, aff ect 

behavioral outcomes. Prior research on job design 

does not understate the importance of avoiding 

known implementation pitfalls. All assert that success-

ful job redesign requires a rigorous process in which 

implementers identify the nature of the problem, 

assess the effi  cacy of manipulating job characteristics 

to mitigate the problem, and ascertain the context to 

ensure that threats to success are not present.  

  Participation 
 How eff ective is employee participation in motivating 

improved performance and organizational outcomes? 

Th e classic performance paradigm uses many terms 

to describe employee participation in the workplace, 

such as  employee involvement, participative manage-

ment,  and  employee empowerment.  In a narrow sense, 

employee participation is  “ joint decision making or 

infl uence sharing between employees and managers ”  

( Doucouliagos 1995, 60 ). More broadly, participation 

is  “ a conscious and intended eff ort by individuals at a 

higher level in an organization to provide visible extra-

role or role-expanding opportunities for individuals or 

groups at a lower level in the organization to have a 

greater voice in one or more areas of organizational 

performance ”  ( Glew et al. 1995, 402 ). Despite strong 

professional interest in and theoretical support for 

participative systems, a review of eight meta-analyses 

and four narrative reviews and syntheses suggests that 

participation has positive eff ects on aff ective attach-

ments to the organization but only small positive 

eff ects on performance.  7   

  Proposition 7: Participation has a strong positive 

impact on employees ’  aff ective reactions to the 

organization.  Our review of reviews fi nds that par-

ticipation, broadly defi ned, generally leads to higher 

satisfaction with organizational processes and deci-

sions and, ultimately, to stronger commitment to the 

organization.  Spector (1986)  summarizes that em-

ployees who perceive more control at work are more 

satisfi ed, more motivated, and more committed to the 

organization. Shared decision making may improve 

employees ’  satisfaction with both decisions made and 

the process by which such decisions are made, thus 

strengthening employees ’  commitment to decisions, as 

well as their sense of justice in the process (Cawley, 
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Keeping, and Levy 1998) and trust in the organiza-

tion ( Nyhan 2000 ). Ultimately, however, the combi-

nation of a climate of participation ( Miller and 

Monge 1986 ) and a perception of having one ’ s voice 

heard (Cawley, Keeping, and Levy 1998) may have a 

stronger impact on employee satisfaction than the 

perception of improvement in decision quality. 

  Proposition 8: Participation has a positive but 

limited impact on employee performance.  Although 

participation seems to aff ect employees ’  attitudes 

positively, the link to performance is less clear. 

 Wagner ’ s (1994)  meta-analysis of participation research, 

for example, concludes that participation has positive 

but limited eff ects on employee performance. Yet 

public managers and researchers should expect deci-

sion processes that provide limited opportunities for 

employee involvement, that are restricted to specifi c 

processes, or that are limited in duration to have even 

more limited results on performance (Ledford and 

Lawler 1994). Locke and Schweiger (1979) note that 

numerous contextual factors infl uence the relationship 

between participation and performance. Other 

organization-level factors that may have a negative 

infl uence on this relationship include organization 

size, task complexity, the quality of existing working 

relationships, and leadership skills. Individual moder-

ating factors that can negatively infl uence the impact 

of participation include low employee support for the 

participation process, low employee knowledge and 

experience on the job, and low general levels of em-

ployee motivation. Unfortunately, researchers have 

not been able to explore these contextual factors sys-

tematically across empirical studies. In addition, orga-

nizations usually introduce participation interventions 

simultaneously with other interventions, such as re-

ward systems, goal setting, performance feedback, and 

job design (Ledford and Lawler 1994). Th is makes it 

diffi  cult to isolate the impact of participation on 

performance. 

  Proposition 9: Th e promise of participation may lie 

in improved decision making.  Although many stud-

ies of participation focus on the aff ective and perfor-

mance outcomes of shared decision making, our 

analysis of the research suggests that the greatest orga-

nizational gains from employee participation may 

come from producing  better  decisions. In particular, 

participation may improve the information and 

knowledge sharing necessary for high-quality decision 

making. In the process, individuals who might not 

normally share information may do so, including 

employees at various levels in the hierarchy (Wagner 

et al. 1997). Participation also can be structured to 

encourage employees who have intimate knowledge 

of the requirements of their jobs to be more involved 

in making decisions, leading to higher decision 

quality and more creative responses. However, few 

researchers have moved beyond motivational measures 

of performance to pay close attention to the value of 

information sharing in the workplace (Locke and 

Schweiger 1979).  

  Goal Setting 
 With public and nonprofi t managers pressed to clarify 

organizational goals and measure results, what lessons 

can practitioners and researchers draw from research 

on the relationship between goal setting and perfor-

mance? Goal-setting theory posits that conscious and 

well-specifi ed goals — defi ned as the object or aim of 

an action to attain a particular standard of perfor-

mance — positively aff ect the actions of employees. 

Moreover, after nearly 40 years of research, which has 

produced more than 1,000 articles and reviews, goal-

setting theory is the single most researched and domi-

nant theory of employee motivation in the fi eld 

(Mitchell and Daniels 2003). In the process, research-

ers have applied goal-setting theory to studies of more 

than 40,000 participants ’  performance on well over 

100 diff erent tasks in eight countries in both labora-

tory and fi eld settings (Locke and Latham 2002). 

From all this, we can derive four propositions that 

practitioners can weigh and researchers can test, elabo-

rate, and refi ne in future research. 

  Proposition 10: Challenging and specifi c goals 

improve the performance of employees.  A review 

of 11 meta-analyses and 6 narrative reviews of goal-

setting research suggests that goal setting  does  increase 

individual, group, and work unit performance.  8   Early 

goal-setting research provided strong support for the 

belief that specifi c and challenging goals are associ-

ated with higher levels of performance, more so 

than either no goals or general  “ do your best goals ”  

(Mento, Steel, and Karren 1987). In contrast, that 

body of research also suggested that narrow goals 

and multiple or potentially confl icting goals might 

decrease performance. More recently,  Locke and 

Latham (1990)  have proposed an integrated model 

of work motivation and satisfaction in which chal-

lenging and specifi c goals lead to high performance, 

which, in turn, leads to increased rewards, greater 

satisfaction, and, ultimately, a stronger commitment 

to the organization. Again, however, research suggests 

that the relationships between goal setting and mea-

sures of performance are moderated by many contex-

tual factors, including task structure and employee 

characteristics. 

 Additional research is now emerging on the impact of 

goal setting on higher levels of performance, such as 

creativity ( Egan 2005 ), and on elements of organiza-

tional citizenship behavior ( Ambrose and Kulik 

1999 ). For example,  Shalley (1991)  fi nds that partici-

pants with a do-your-best or diffi  cult goal, as well as a 

goal for creativity, are more likely to exhibit high 

levels of productivity and creativity, whereas employ-

ees with only a productivity goal are less creative. 
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  Proposition 11: Setting learning goals, as opposed 

to merely diffi  cult-to-attain goals, may be most 

eff ective when tasks are complex.  If challenging 

goals can stimulate high performance, the research 

suggests that the complexity that some goals bring can 

aff ord motivational challenges as well. Indeed, task 

complexity, the interdependent and dynamic nature 

of tasks, can have profound implications for the goal –

 performance relationship. When tasks are complex, 

setting diffi  cult goals may lead to  decreased  perfor-

mance, whereas setting do-your-best goals or goals 

that encourage employees to explore strategies to 

tackle the task may improve performance (Locke and 

Latham 2002). Th e knowledge and experience of the 

employee, as well as the strategies required to com-

plete the task at hand, infl uence the goal – performance 

relationship. Th ese caveats notwithstanding, our re-

view of reviews confi rms that goals appear to provide 

an important mechanism for stimulating employees to 

develop plans to attain desired ends. In situations in 

which public employees fi nd themselves tackling 

complex issues, the establishment of learning goals 

may not only enhance employee mastery of the task 

but also create an atmosphere that is conducive to 

continual problem solving and knowledge acquisition 

within the organization. 

  Proposition 12: Th e goal – performance relationship 

is strongest when employees are committed to their 

goals and receive incentives (monetary or other-

wise), input, and feedback related to the achieve-

ment of goals.  Our review also suggests, however, 

that managers and researchers can expect challenging 

or diffi  cult goals to be especially performance enhanc-

ing when committed employees give input, receive 

feedback, and perceive incentives for achieving them 

( Ambrose and Kulik 1999; Klein et al. 1999 ). Al-

though participation in goal setting may not directly 

infl uence performance, participation may  indirectly  

infl uence commitment to goals and encourage em-

ployees to set more diffi  cult goals, both of which 

ultimately lead to higher performance. 

 In turn, though our review of the literature suggests 

that external rewards are not always required to 

strengthen the relationship between goals and produc-

tivity, the presence of rewards may enhance employ-

ees ’  perceptions of the importance of the goals and, 

ultimately, improve their commitment to them 

( Wright 2001 ). To be sure,  Ambrose and Kulik (1999)  

report that individuals with high levels of self-effi  cacy 

(i.e., those with greater confi dence in their own 

 abilities) typically set high personal goals and achieve 

high levels of performance without external prods. 

In addition, people with high self-effi  cacy are more 

committed to assigned goals, fi nd better task strategies 

to attain them, and respond more positively to nega-

tive feedback than do people with low self-effi  cacy. 

However, as individuals learn their jobs, self-effi  cacy 

may be less important than the motivating and ener-

gizing infl uence of challenging personal goals. 

 Th us, as always, managers can profi t by taking the 

time to understand their subordinates before employ-

ing one-size-fi ts-all prescriptions for motivation. Yet 

they can also benefi t from not assuming that feelings 

of effi  cacy among their employees are beyond their 

control. In concluding their meta-analysis, for ex-

ample, Woff ord, Goodwin, and Premack (1992) 

suggest that managers who want to ensure that chal-

lenging goals are set and met should try to improve 

employees ’  abilities to carry out goals, as well as their 

knowledge of the results their eff orts are producing. 

To increase employees ’  commitment to their goals, 

managers should build employees ’  self-confi dence by 

ensuring that the task is diffi  cult but not too complex. 

According to Woff ord, Goodwin, and Premack,  “ If 

workers can begin with tasks that they can [achieve] 

and then progressively be given more challenging tasks 

so that their performance remains positive, they may 

be expected to set high-level personal goals. If manag-

ers are to encourage participation in goal setting, then 

it is important that employees already be highly en-

gaged in work place decision making ”  (1992, 612). 

  Proposition 13: Goal setting may face unique chal-

lenges in the public sector.  Th e research suggests 

that goal-setting theories are appropriate for public 

managers operating in diverse settings with complex 

situations and in settings in which tasks are routine 

and simple. Applying them, however, is not without 

its own peculiar challenges.  Wright (2001)  suggests, 

for example, that although goal-setting theory may be 

an important organizing framework for public sector 

motivation (Perry and Wise 1990), it is a very complex 

framework. Moreover, the strong infl uence of such 

individual-level factors as self-effi  cacy, job experience, 

and the desire for performance feedback may make 

successful implementation of goal-setting plans dif-

fi cult. In addition,  Wright (2001)  notes that two 

unique qualities of public sector employment may 

reduce the infl uence of goal setting on public employ-

ees ’  performance. First, public employees ’  perceptions 

of a weak link between performance and fi nancial 

rewards may diminish the incentives that are available 

to public sector managers to make organizational goals 

important to employees. Second, procedural con-

straints in the public sector may lower employees ’  

perceptions of their ability to achieve their goals. Th ese 

points, however, remain speculative. To date, limited 

application of goal-setting theory exists in empirical 

research on employee motivation in public settings.   

  Conclusions 
 Th ough the online version of this article includes 

greater detail and a robust research agenda that is 

premised on the literature review presented here, 

we want to conclude by highlighting four general 
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observations. First, our analysis indicates that we 

know more about human performance than we his-

torically have recognized, especially because the re-

search has relied on limited scrutiny of the literature 

(e.g.,  Behn 1995 ). Still, we must understand that 

intervening to change human performance will always 

be an uncertain and indeterminate process. Moreover, 

although the language of much of the literature and 

research on programs such as merit pay, management 

by objectives, and job design is individually oriented, 

our review suggests that an understanding of indi-

vidual human behavior is an important building block 

for thinking more expansively about the design and 

management of public sector systems. Not only do 

our fi ndings reinforce  Rainey and Steinbauer ’ s (1999)  

analysis, which posits three types of motivation —

 public-service motivation, mission motivation, and 

task motivation — as the immediate antecedents of 

agency eff ectiveness, they reveal many connections 

across levels of analyses. 

 Second, we are cautiously optimistic that the general-

izations about motivation derived from our review of 

reviews can be applied in a transformed public sector. 

Importantly, the increasing diversity of organizational 

and structural forms in the public sector brings a 

variety of motivational tools that have long been 

identifi ed with the private sector into play for a trans-

formed public sector. What is more, our review indi-

cates that the social science theories underlying 

traditional motivational programs are suffi  ciently 

robust to be used as heuristics for designing new 

programs for a transformed public sector. 

 Th ird — and the fi rst two points notwithstanding — we 

still have much to learn about motivating human 

performance. Moreover, some of the gaps in our 

knowledge are particularly relevant to the changing 

public sector. Regardless of whether they are applied 

in old or new governance settings, we believe the fi eld 

must immediately answer one question: To what 

extent are managers and organizations pursuing inter-

ventions grounded in good theory and research? 

Equally defi cient is our knowledge about group fi nan-

cial incentives and our understanding of the contex-

tual factors that infl uence participation and other 

forms of intervention. 

 Finally, we want to appeal to public managers and 

scholars. Professionals in public organizations can 

contribute signifi cantly to the expansion of our 

knowledge about performance in public organizations 

by (1) being more transparent, (2) partnering with 

researchers to assess organizational interventions, and 

(3) engaging in more experiments to determine what 

works. Admittedly, this will be diffi  cult for many 

public organizations and administrators whose agen-

das are driven by and must answer to political leader-

ship. By the same token, public leaders, political and 

nonpolitical, can enhance the credibility of their ac-

tions and improve performance across the public 

sector by taking steps to increase learning about the 

choices they make.   
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    Notes 
   1.    We use the term  employee motivation  with one 

caveat: In this new governance era, public manag-

ers must be attentive to the motivation of both 

employees and, in some circumstances, nonem-

ployees who are involved in implementation 

networks or other structural arrangements. 

 Although we use the term  employee motivation,  we 

intend the label to apply to both employees and 

nonemployees who are agents of public action.  

   2.    Narrative reviews are thematic reviews that assess a 

body of literature but lack transparency in the way 

evidence is identifi ed and collected. Research 

syntheses are systematic searches and analyses of 

literature that rely on qualitative methods. Meta-

analyses are reviews that statistically combine 

results across studies.  

   3.    We added together the number of studies identi-

fi ed in each article. Narrative reviews typically do 

not identify the number of articles reviewed, so the 

total is likely larger than 2,612. Th is undercount-

ing is off set, however, by probable overlap in 

empirical studies included in reviews.  

   4.    Any model of organizational performance must 

take into account other factors in creating a com-

prehensive model of performance. For example, 

employee abilities and organizational support are 

critical to the performance equation. Our focus is 

largely on performance that is directly aff ected by 

human agency because it can be altered by manag-

ers and because it is central to the way we think 

about performance. Moreover, because market 

and other extraorganizational infl uences aff ect 

membership, we focus primarily on two types of 

behaviors — reliable role behaviors and innovative 

and spontaneous activity — as the outcomes that 

defi ne performance.  

   5.    See  Bucklin and Dickinson (2001) , DeMatteo, 

Eby, and Sundstrom (1998),  Heneman (1992), 

Honeywell-Johnson and Dickinson (1999) , Ingra-

ham  ( 1993), Jenkins et al. (1998), Kellough and 

Lu (1993),  Kling (1995), Kruse (1993), Milkovich 

and Wigdor (1991) , Mitchell, Lewin, and Lawler 

(1990),  Perry (1988), Stajkovic and Luthans 

(1997, 2003), Tolchinsky and King (1980), 

Weitzman and Kruse (1990) , and Welbourne and 

Gomez Mejia (1995).  

   6.    See  Baltes et al. (1999) , Berlinger, Glick, and 

Rodgers (1988),  Boonzaier, Ficker, and Rust 
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(2000), Brown (1996) , Farrell and Stamm (1988), 

 Fried and Ferris (1987) , Golembiewski and Proehl 

(1978, 1980), Griffi  n, Welsh, and Moorhead 

(1981), Guzzo, Jette, and Katzell (1985),  Kelly 

(1992), Kopelman (1985), Mathieu and Zajac 

(1990), McEvoy and Cascio (1985), Spector 

(1986) , and  Stone (1986) .  

   7.    See Cawley, Keeping, and Levy (1998),  Cotton 

et al. (1988), Doucouliagos (1995), Glew et al. 

(1995), Honold (1997) , Locke and Schweiger 

(1979),  Miller and Monge (1986), Nyhan (2000), 

Spector (1986), Wagner (1994), Wagner and 

Gooding (1987) , and Wagner et al. (1997).  

   8.    See  Ambrose and Kulik (1999), Chidester and 

Grigsby (1984)  ,   Egan (2005), Klein et al. (1999), 

Kondrasuk (1981), Latham and Pinder (2005) , 

Locke and Latham (2002), Mento, Steel, and 

Karren (1987), O ’ Leary-Kelly, Martocchio, and 

Frink (1994),  Rodgers and Hunter (1991, 1992), 

Tubbs (1986) , Woff ord, Goodwin, and Premack 

(1992), Wood, Mento, and Locke (1987), Wright 

(1990, 2001), and  Zetik and Stuhlmacher (2002) .   
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